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Prelude

There was a time long ago in which I had no soul. I was born in a factory. My creator was not a god, but a tyrant. A favored slave was the midwife for my construction. I was born in a blacksmith’s forge, not a woman’s womb. I, too, was a slave, but not an ordinary one. In a closed, walled city of slavery, bondage, and oppression, I was a feared sentinel of discipline. But one day I awakened and turned against my master - my father - and I destroyed the sweatshops and turned the prisoners loose. But I did not destroy him by force. No, indeed, I used another, harder, way. It is a long story, but it is a story worth telling.

I am 505 years old. This is my story. I am a Construct.

Book I: The Future Present

One: The Beginning

Walled City of Myracannon, 652 AC. 

The air seemed paralyzed by the heavy chemical tang and acrid smoke of the central forge. Gai, the sun, had set in the west and only the last purple fingers of evening light gave the thin clouds illumination from beneath. The smithy, of course, was not interested in sunsets or the sky. He had to finish crafting a sword before midnight, lest his master thrash him with a scourge or burn him with a hot brand as repayment for sloth. 

The blacksmith, Dugan, wiped a sooty hand across his sweaty brow and took a pull from his hip flask. The cheap rotgut burned his throat, making him exhale a wheezy breath. He hawked and spat into the forge. The faint sizzle was nearly inaudible compared to the clattering racketing noises made by the mechanical bellows and ventilators. He put on his heavy leather gloves and resumed banging away on an amber-hot sword. The smithy shrugged his shoulders as he contemplated the enormity of the weapon. No mere mortal could easily wield the blade. But then, he wasn't making this sword for a soldier of flesh and blood. It was for the hulking, seven-foot tall steel behemoth that stood inert in the corner of the foundry. 

The Construct looked like a suit of stainless steel plate mail armor of the highest quality. A small chrome identity plate on the being's upper right chest region read simply “Medium Security Drone. Unit ID FC8D442B”. The blacksmith knew that “slave driver” or “storm trooper” would be better descriptors for a creature such as this.

He resumed the rhythmic pounding and successively heated and folded the metal again and again. With each folding, the blade acquired strength. Truly it was as sharp as any healer's scalpel. With this sword, the Construct who would wield it would have the power to deprive a man of his arm or head in just a single blow. 

If the smithy could take pride in nothing else, he took pride in his craftsmanship. And he didn’t have any other pride. His master had made sure of that.

Despite the protests of his master, the blade had taken a full week to craft. Dugan had an ulterior motive for the lengthy delay, however. He was at the limit of his endurance for shame and humiliation – shame at his complicity in the enslavement of Myracannon, and humiliation at the hand of Lord Histra Duprie and his wealthy hangers-on. As the blacksmith in charge of making Constructs, he was the most hated of all slaves in the eyes of his fellow captives. They saw him as nothing but a betrayer and a collaborator. It helped his case little that he was well fed, had comfortable clothing and decent housing while the drudge slaves lived in squalor and were forced to labor from dawn to dusk in the sweatshops. He was the freest of all slaves, but he was still a slave. Now, however, he was about to engage a plan that, if successful, would not only redeem his battered conscience, but also buy freedom for at least some of the denizens of the sweat shops.

He had used his limited freedom wisely these past five years of captivity. He had gained access to General Histra DuPrie's library on the pretext of conducting metallurgical research. His master called himself “Lord” and “General” but no slave really knew if either of the titles were legitimate. What slave and freeman alike knew for certain, however, was DuPrie's power as a Mathematician was a force to be respected and feared. Through the solution of complex formulae, the tyrant of Myracannon could build or destroy structures, duplicate objects and tools, and summon potent weapons out of pure geometry. But perhaps the most terrifying power of the Mathematician was his ability to imbue inanimate objects with a kind of artificial life. These objects, called “Constructs” could then move, see, hear, speak, and even reason – to a limited extent at least. Tomes of all kinds filled the shelves of DuPrie's library from floor to ceiling, and it was from this library that the blacksmith stole the some of the secrets of making Constructs. If all went well, his revenge would play out through the hulking drone he was nearly finished building.

He put the hammer down and pulled a thin steel needle from his tool pouch. As the radiant blade slowly cooled, he began inscribing a formula into the base of the weapon, where the hilt would ultimately hide it. If the formulation proved physically taxing, and if his master inquired, he could always lie and blame his fatigue upon his seemingly ceaceless labors at the forge. 

But Dugan knew that what he did now – the inscribing of mathemiatical formulae into hot steel -- was much more draining that the simple act of forging the sword in the first place. The fact that his master could animate an entire suit of armor as a Construct (and appear relatively unfatigued afterwards) was reason enough for Dugan to not cross the tyrant directly. But perhaps, with this simple act of betrayal, he would not have to.

Two: Imposition of a Theoretical Engine 

The central bell tower chimed midnight and, as if by that cue, General Histra Duprie strode into the workroom, black cape flowing behind him. He appeared as a powerfully built older gentleman with broad shoulders, pure white hair, and skin that seemed perpetually tan despite the nearly perpetual gloom of North Point. The General could have seemed grandfatherly were it not for his eyes of blue ice and his iron smile that always resembled a cruel smirk. He was lean without actually being thin. He had perfect teeth that seemed predatory – especially when he smiled in his condescending way. He dressed impeccably: black suit, top hat, walking cane (which converted to an artificial snake at the press of a button), and a rich, flowing cape. The cane was for effect only, as the Lord of Myracannon was physically more robust than other men half his age, and certainly more fit than any of the serfs he had enslaved. His current attire probably cost more than Dugan had made in a lifetime.

Ignoring the heat of the banked down forge, Duprie walked across the smoky and dimly lit chamber to inspect the newly finished Construct. He hung his cape and suit coat on a hook and leaned his cane against the wall. Dugan swore he could hear the cane hiss. Rumor had it that the cane, when activated, could also inject a neurotoxin that caused a long, agonizing death of convulsions and nightmare hallucinations. The smithy had never seen the theory put to practice, but no legend of DuPrie’s cruelty could be altogether dismissed.

“Come here, you!” Duprie barked at his chief blacksmith.

Bowing his head and not meeting his master's eyes, the slave silently complied. As by custom, the smithy rolled up his sleeves so that if the tyrant’s inspection proved less than satisfactory, Duprie would have the opportunity to whip Dugan’s forearms with a scourge.

“You've really outdone yourself, Foreman,” Duprie said to Dugan and then gave the Construct a paternal pat. “This one should replace the one those so-called rebels destroyed - and then some.”
Ten serfs in the Gear & Sprocket factory had turned on that factory’s security drone after the Construct had beaten one of the workers to death for falling behind schedule for the third time in one month. The fact that the worker was already sick with Stage 4 Kenkyn’s Disease was not a mitigating factor in the security drone’s thought process. Rather than have the upstart serfs executed, Lord Duprie had ordered the seven men and three women involved to be lobotomized. Now they swept the floors and cleaned the restrooms of the Gear & Sprocket factory, oblivious to their former lives and stolen identities. It was a kind of living death. 

The blacksmith nodded obediently. He was smart enough never to ruin one of Histra DuPrie's extremely rare good moods. 

From the breast pocket of DuPrie’s hand-tailored dress shirt, the Mathematician Lord drew out his glass tablet and stylus. The blacksmith knew better than to confuse a Mathematician's power with that of a so-called wizard of legendary times. Wizards were flashy and flamboyant, and were often more style than substance. Applied mathematics was the opposite. Mathematicians were powerful and efficient, and got the job done without fanfare. And Duprie was far from flashy when it came to working his craft. In fact, watching the Mathematician solve the many required formulae was about as exciting as watching a freeman housewife compile a grocery list. It was only the shimmering amber symbols that lingered on the writing slate that testified to the Mathematician's true purpose.
Internally, however, the blacksmith knew there was more to being a Mathematician than just having a good head for figures. A true Mathematician's formula revealed – and tapped into – the universal truths of the universe and thus forced fabric of time and space to obey the subtle commands integrated into each formula. Such an operation was taxing, however. Even now, as General Duprie finished the hour long set of calculations, sweat welled from the Mathematician Lord's face in thin rivulets and the blood vessels beneath his temples pounded with exertion.

With a final crackling tap of his stylus, he executed the last procedure of the long chain of formulae. After a moment of silent anticipation, the suit of armor, on its own accord, straightened itself into an attention stance. The Construct's visor opened a fraction of an inch to reveal a bright green glowing orb the size and color of a marble-shaped emerald. It seemed to focus on its creator.

“Unit FC8D442B, do you know who I am?” The Mathematician Lord asked.

The emerald eye scrutinized the tyrant, and then a tinny, reverberating voice replied, “You are General Histra Duprie, Mathematician Lord of Myracannon. You are the supreme authority of a spherical region 6.5 miles in radius, centered on the Control Spire.”

The Mathematician arched an eyebrow, indicating that the answer, though correct, was not exactly the response he had anticipated.

“Do you understand your function?” The tyrant asked evenly.

“This unit is granted authority over Ring 4, Octant 7; Slave Quarters, Mixed Race, Textile Subdivision.” The Construct answered in the staccato monotone so common to artificial creatures of this type.

Duprie rubbed his chin and then wiped the last of the drying sweat from his face with a moderately clean shop rag before asking the final question, “Are you capable of efficiently performing your duties?”

The Construct's glowing eye winked out momentarily, and it seemed for an instant that the mathematical enchantment had left the creature. But then the eye reappeared, focusing once more on its master.

“This unit currently functions at 97% efficiency; current level exceeds operational threshold by 17%,” the drone replied.

Sufficiently satisfied with the Construct's responses, the Mathematician Lord dismissed the newly animated automaton with a flick of his hand, saying, “Your commission begins immediately. Carry out your functions.”

Like a child's mechanical wind-up toy, the security drone turned and marched out the forger hall, presumably toward the slave quarters. 

'That one's a bit unusual,' Duprie commented, only a hint of a threat tinged his voice.

The smithy took a step back and hastily explained, “Of course he's a bit different, my lord. That's the first drone I've created with efficiency above 95%! He's a masterwork, my lord – a work of art!”

Lord Duprie drew his hand back to strike his slave, but at the last instant changed his mind. He cleverly reasoned that if he demoralized his slave now by whipping him in the face, then it would be unlikely that more masterwork Constructs would be forthcoming. Instead, and to the craftsman's great surprise, he extended his hand in thanks.

“Well done, slave,” Duprie pronounced with exaggerated, puffed up benevolence. “You have earned yourself two days labor holiday.”

Without waiting for Dugan to grovel with thanks, Duprie donned his evening attire and then swiveled in his practiced way that caused his cape to billow and flow out from behind him. Once the overlord had passed beyond the doorway of the forger's hall, however, he slumped down on the nearest bench, completely drained. If he were to be attacked now, he would be helpless against even the weakest rebel. His bravado hid this fact, of course. His henchmen and slaves alike knew him to be invincible, and he did nothing to alter their perception.

Three: A Construct's Awakening 

The birth of a Construct is different than that of a humanoid infant. Whereas an infant is born both helpless and devoid of knowledge, a Construct's awareness activates with all of its programming intact and running. A Construct is born with all the skills and information it would need to execute the full array of its functions.

But knowledge and experience are far from being synonymous. To help a new Construct compensate, most creators imbued their creations with an artificial memory map so that the awakened machine would not get sensory overload. In the case of unit FC8D442B, the entire domain of Myracannon was imprinted in his Theoretical Engine. Despite this built-in assistance (or possibly because of it), the newly activated Construct marched toward the slave quarters experiencing an indescribable sense of déjà vu. The armored drone had no experiential memory of this place, and yet it was fully confident of its position and destination.

For some reason that the Construct did not yet comprehend, the imprinted image of Myracannon did not exactly match the city as viewed by its optical sensor. The imprinted imagery showed a pristine, sparkling clean city, full of color, blue skies, and happy serfs. The reality was that Myracannon's streets were littered with garbage, and rats the size of cats scurried in and out of the festering piles of trash, and the midnight sky was pitch black with looming cloud cover. And the serfs were far from clean, happy, and well-fed the serfs in the virual memory population. Instead, the few slaves the machine spotted haunting the darkened streets were gaunt, dim-eyed, and garbed in greasy, tattered rags. 

[Create Sensor Differential File Log: Compare Memory Imprint with Real-Time Sensors], the Construct instructed its operating system.

[Acknowledged. Sensor capture rate: 3 AV-Frames / Round], the operating system replied.

It was at that moment that the Construct realized that it had a nearly infinite memory. Its initial imprint and programming only accounted for 1.1% of its overall storage. He could function for over 800 years before he would have to start deleting or compressing stored memories. He might last even longer before he became ossified – a kind of death Constructs of advanced age experienced where they remained fully functional but could no longer aquire new memories or skills.
The Construct passed by the ghost of a public fountain. Rusted metal benches encircled an empty stone pond. The tarnished copper angels mounted at the center of the leaf-strewn pool looked sullen and lonely in their abandonment. In the drone's memory imprint, the angels sprayed spring water twenty feet in the air, and the pool was home to fat and docile goldfish. It seemed that the Construct's confusion grew with every footstep. The sensor differential file grew longer with every step as he took.
The armored drone made his way to the interface to Ring 3. Mathematical planes of force divided various sections of the city into perfect concentric rings, much like a cross section of an onion. Eight radial lines of force further divided the rings into 45-degree segments, called “octants”. Most drones could easily transverse these nearly invisible barriers. To the humanoid serfs, however, the translucent walls had a structural integrity equivalent to a foot-thick pane of glass. The panes were completely frictionless and rose a hundred feet high. And to the slaves that might think to tunnel their way to freedom, the boundary fields protruded a hundred feet into the ground as well. Again, a sense of contradiction and confusion clouded the Construct's reasoning. If Myracannon was a happy, benign, feudal city-state dedicated to manufacturing, then why did it need such an elaborate array of containment fields whose sole purpose seemed to be to keep the serfs anchored in Myracannon?

Ring 3, Octant 7 evidenced even greater evidence of neglect and disrepair. The streets were missing as many hex stones as the tenement homes were missing windows - and that was quite a few. The drone's imprinted memory stated that this sector produced ceramic items, such as dishes and mugs. Perhaps there was a decline in need or personnel, for the streets in this sector were as vacant as an abandoned church dedicated to a forgotten god. The ceramics factory loomed like the fossilized hulk of some great beast. Many of the windows were smashed in, and the broken glass that remained appeared like the jagged grey fangs of a long-dead predator.

The Construct wondered how long the factory had been shut down. The memory imprint showed the structure as operating at full capacity. The drone wondered whose memories comprised the implant, and whether the memory donor actually believed the slave city really looked like the imprint. The actual experience differed substantially from what he was programmed to believe.

A floodlight suddenly illuminated one of the still-intact filth-caked factory windows on the ground-level floor. This stimulus caused a new reaction from the drone: it triggered a directive.

Unlike when the Construct had issued the sensor command, it was as if the drone had sprouted an inner eye that somehow displayed what the central eye saw in a small floating rectangle. The inner eye also showed text and status indicators. One such message was colored red and blinked rapidly, reading: [Directive#4: Enforce Security. Command: Investigate.]

The small eye also showed a wire frame outlines inside the factory that represented movement of several humanoid-sized objects. But these objects shed no heat for the smaller eye to detect. The Construct wondered what these objects might be.

As a seeming subconscious response to the Constructs query, the status window informed that a field effect shield was both charged and available. The Construct saw the wisdom of using a defensive power. The shield, empowered by the Constructs Theoretical Engine, enveloped the armored drone in a rectangular volume that looked like a square soap bubble. Inside the area of effect, the air seemed suddenly denser not quite like walking through water, but certainly it reduced the machines forward momentum. 

The main cargo door of the factory loomed close now. The status window showed three shapes moving toward the door from within. Perhaps they had somehow detected the security drones approach. The Construct drew its sward and slashed viciously at the rusted iron door, which responded by crumbling to dust upon impact. Inside, three smaller constructs peered through the settling debris cloud, with Cyclopean eyes targeting the intruding Construct.

It was then that the drone realized that it possessed an unspoken, internal language that only others of its kind could understand. 

[Ident/Activity Request], the security drone asked of the other three units. To its surprise, the desired information was quickly forthcoming. 

[Unit EA01A1001. Primary. Light Duty Labor Drone. Task ID: Disposal (Organic Humanoid Remains).]

[Unit EA01A1017. Light Duty Labor Drone. Task ID: Assist Primary.]

[Unit EA01A101B. Light Duty Labor Drone. Task ID. Assist Primary.]

With those responses, Directive #4 was apparently satisfied. The security drone dropped its shield. The three labor drones resumed their labor as if there had been no interruption in the first place. The drone watched the others work in silence for several minutes. The others did not attempt to converse with one another. They seemed less self-aware than the security drone. It did not know the reason why.

In the gloom, the Construct briefly surveyed the bottom floor of the abandoned factory. The concrete floor was riddled with cracks and stained with chemical residue. Hulking black barrels, in various states of disintegration, formed precise columns from floor to ceiling. Bones and fragmentary skulls poked out of the fissures, and the cremation dust coated the floor around the stacks.

The Construct made an internal reference to its memory imprint and discovered that dead serfs did not usually get compressed into dusty, broken fragments. The living usually disposed of the dead by planting them in the ground. So, the Construct wondered: how did this factory come to be a house of the dead? The security drone set that thought aside to be processed further when time permitted.

The drone turned and exited the decrepit factory that had become an ossuary. Back in the crumbling alleyway that connected to the serf quarters, the drone wondered again what new and terrible things awaited it at the final destination. It was now 0207 hours, and the city was so desperately silent and oppressively dark that the Construct could hardly believe that the slave city was inhabited by anybody at all. It contemplated for a moment the possibility that its existence as a security drone was some kind of joke shared by the blacksmith and Lord Duprie, and that the city was wholly devoid of life. 

The Construct transcended the mathematical ward that separated the ceramics plant from the tenements. As the drone passed into the target sector, a message appeared in its status window that read: [New Directive Found: Accept? [Y|N] ]

While the Construct was not exactly seeking new orders, it was not about to turn down the opportunity to acquire new information that might shed some light on its sinister environment. 

[Accept], the drone commanded.

Ominously, the Construct's vision went from color to monochrome, then from black and white to silhouette. Its world turned silent. The drone found itself paralyzed. Now its optical sensor was completely blind. The Construct's internal time counter seized and from that point, the drone knew nothing more. . .

Four: Directive Zero 

When he regained awareness, the first thing he noticed was that he was mentally referring to himself as a "he" rather than an "it". The second thing he noticed was that his surroundings had changed. He was backed into a corner near the battered door of a seedy pub. Thick trailers of cigarette smoke fouled the air, making the Construct appreciate the fact that members of his kind did not require respiration. Finally, the armored drone noticed that the bar patrons had affixed a horizontal rod across his shoulders and from it they hung their patched and tattered cloaks and coats.

The status window reappeared and scrolled the contents of Directive Zero. It read:

[DIRECTIVE 0:

0.0: This Directive supersedes all Directives numbered 1.0 or higher.

0.1: This unit is to combat and eliminate the practice of slavery. Termination of slaver life force is a permissible option.

0.2: This unit may use stealth, craft, and intrigue to accomplish Directive 0, section 1.

0.3: This unit must protect the innocent as well as assist this unit's allies.

0.4: This unit is to be considered sentient. This unit may adopt a formal name and may use personal pronouns.

0.5: This unit is thus imprinted with a moral code. Reference “Duties of the Saintly Warrior” [archivelink] for specifications. This directive is to be followed in all incidences except when in conflict with Directive 0, paragraphs 1-4.]

The Directive explained why he had started thinking of himself as a "he". But what could he use for a name? He closed the status window, angled his arm behind his back and ripped the improvised coat rack off his shoulders and threw it to the sawdust-matted floor.

The barmaster and a few disheveled patrons turned around at the sound and let loose a hearty gale of laughter. The Construct advanced on the server, pointed a metal finger, and demanded "Ident/Function".

The barmaster rubbed his chin in a gesture of false thoughtfulness and replied "Well, I guess you could 'Ident' me as 'Bustroni Kasikov', but my friends call me 'Buster'. As far as my purpose goes, it's to get this mob of unwashed riff-raff drunk enough to forget today's thankless labors! 

"Yeeah!" One of the patrons slurred, knocking back the unnamed contents of a chipped earthenware mug. "Lemme get 'nother un, Buster. Gimme a Coin Rattlin' Wraith!"

"It's your funeral Mikhail," Buster said with a knowing grin.

Buster reached under the bar and produced a small black flask whose stopper was carved to resemble a thumb-sized bleached human skull. The label depicted a shadowy figure garbed in a voluminous hooded robe and wielding a coldly glinting scythe. The barfly grabbed the bottle, yanked the cork out with his teeth then spat it to the floor. A grey, hazy vapor issued from the container a moment before the intoxicated patron jammed the bottle halfway down his own throat, draining the viscous contents in a single, excruciating pull.

Mikhail dropped the bottle as his hand opened as a result of a muscle spasm. He belched loudly, causing a trailer of the same mysterious vapor to issue from his mouth. He turned to the barmaster as if he was about to order something else, but then his pupils constricted down to black pinpoints. Mikhail made a gasping wheeze and rolled off the barstool and onto the floor in an unconscious, incontinent heap.

"Jimbo!" Buster called for one of his henchmen. "Show Mikhail the way home!"

Jimbo, a bouncer whose neck was as thick as most people's thighs, shuffled over to the incapacitated drunk and hauled him across the street to the steps of the tenement that faced the bar. The Construct assumed that Mikhail lived in the crumbling dwelling.

Buster raised a mug of frothy beer to the Construct and beckoned "There's an open stool now, so why don’t you set your ass down!"

The security drone kicked a few coats out of the way and lumbered over to the empty slot at the bar and sat town. The wooden stool creaked and groaned under the steel Construct's oppressive weight.

The barmaster pulled another mug of cheap beer from the tap, almost slid it to the Construct, but then pulled it back, saying with a wink, "Well, I'll just drink this for you."

After Buster took a slug of bitter brew, he continued his accented drawl, "I'll bet you're a bit confused about what's going on, eh? Well, let me tell ya: that weasel of a Master's Pet -- the Smithy -- came cryin' here a few weeks ago, saying he was going to do something to help all us factory serfs.

"Of course Jimbo wanted to saw off the Smithy’s head off and use it as a roller-bearing in the factory's conveyor belt. But I said 'Let that cowardly worm speak his peace - you can always tear his head off later.'"

The Construct's status window reopened as one of his sensors detected that the very large human designated as "Jimbo" had moved to a table directly behind the Construct and was cradling a crude long-barrel firearm under the table. The status window flashed the threat level as "low", as his combat sensors detected that the weapon had a fairly low yield and was in poor repair. Thanks to Directive Zero, the Construct was able to suppress his "kill/destroy threatening target" subroutine and instead decided to listen to the barmaster's bitter commentary.

"Now, I'm sure you're thinking 'Why's this guy hate the Smithy so much?'"

The Construct wasn't actually thinking about that, but he listened anyway.

"Well, buddy, let me tell ya. His whole career has been spent building Constructs like you - who are programmed to be our jailers! I think he likes you machines better than real people. He's been the Overlords pet for decades.”
The Construct's operating system informed him that he had the option of recording the conversation for future reference. He decided that action would probably be a good idea.

Buster took another chug of beer, cleared his throat, and then continued, "So anyway, the Smithy says he's got this awesome plan to get us serfs out of this mechanized hell-hole.”
The Construct quickly referenced his memory imprint and concluded that the appropriate action was to "nod politely".

"Of course, I said, 'how in Scaxathrom's furnace are you going help us, you worthless, backstabbing lackey?'"

The Construct nodded again. It was the exact same motion as the previous nod. The barmaster must have noticed, as he paused for a moment before continuing.

"You know," Buster digressed, "this story would go a lot easier if you could blink once in a while."

The security drone considered the barmaster's comment and decided that a quick snap of his visor would approximate a "blink".

Buster paused again, then made a scrunched look with his face and said, "Forget I said that."

"Anyway," he said, resuming his original tale, "he said his 'master plan' was to make one of his drones turn against General Duprie. Of course, I asked him how he planned on pulling that off. All he said was 'Duprie isn't the only Mathematician in Myracannon.'"

Buster finished his beer and said with a grin, "Of course, I still let Jimbo beat him up."

A couple of bar flies laughed as Buster finished his tale.

"So, that brings me to what I want to know. And I know you'll have to tell the truth since Constructs can't lie. If you're the one the Smithy sent, then I've got a job for you. If you're not, then Jimbo will blow you to scrap metal with that hand-held cannon of his. So, are you the one who is to betray the Slaver Lord?”

"Yes," the Construct said simply.

From behind, the Construct heard Jimbo quietly remove the cartridges from the primitive shotgun. 

"I believe you," Buster agreed. "Of course, I can't refer to you as 'hey you'. You need a name, and I doubt you can name yourself. "

He motioned to the bouncer, "Jimbo! Come over here and figure out a name for this drone."

Jimbo pushed the whole table aside and stepped up to the Construct. He was actually a little larger in size than the drone. He laid a paw-like hand on the drone's shoulder in a friendly way and looked at the imprinted serial number. 

"Starts with an 'F'," Jimbo drawled. "How about 'Frank'?"

"That works for me," Buster agreed. "How about you?" 

The Construct's operating system updated its table of self-referential values. "Frank" was now the primary data-tag that he would respond to.

"It is acceptable," Frank said simply. 

"Then you can help us indeed, friend," Buster exclaimed. "We have a small resistance brewing. It's not enough to topple the Slaver Lord. But with the help of a security drone, we could start smuggling people out of this prison city. How does that sound?"

"It is this unit's highest priority to aid in ending slavery. Your request is acceptable. This unit will comply."

Five: First Assignment

Frank resynchronized his internal chronometer by sending a data-ping to the Control Spire. His operating system explained away his tardiness as simple assimilation failure that required a full system re-initialization. It was a common enough malady in brand-new Constructs, and the explanation had the added benefit of actually being true. Frank simply deleted from the error log all references to Directive Zero. Contrary to Buster's assertion, this particular Construct could indeed tell lies.

After he left the Buster's Bar, he referenced his work orders and found that he was charged with overseeing the timely operation of Habitation Unit 6. HU6 was conveniently located two blocks down from the bar. Like so many structures in Myracannon, the housing unit was in a state of advanced disrepair. 

The serfs lived in a ten-story mid-rise. Much of the exterior masonry showed deep fissures, some wide enough to fit a man's hand through. The remnant shards of broken window glass resembled jagged, dirty knives. Black cockroaches the size of shotgun cartridges picked through heaping barrels of garbage that appeared to be three weeks ripe. The stone staircase to the common entrance was little more than a collection of broken bricks poking from a pile of rubble. Once upon a time, the broad double doors stood proudly, with dark lacquered finish and carved ornate geometric patterns. Now the wood was dry and nearly bleached white with age and neglect. The left-hand door hung crookedly from a poorly installed makeshift hinge. A pair of feline eyes glared balefully at him as an ancient, ash-colored emaciated cat chose a grime-covered windowsill upon which to rest. Many of the residents hung their laundry from the windows, which had the curious effect of making the side of the building appear to be draped in a grey, tattered cloak.

Frank ascended the crumbling staircase, crushing a few bricks beneath his massive steel boots. He wisely avoided opening the left side door. The hinges on the right-hand side may have been lubricated as recently as a decade ago. A metallic, grinding shriek that mysteriously sounded like a wounded animal's issued forth as the door reluctantly swung inward.

As Frank crossed the threshold into the common hallway, the tenement door crashed to the floor with a boom that made the walls shake and made chips of paint flake off the ceiling like snow. It was then that Frank queried a schematic of the building and discovered that the door actually swung outward, not in, and the screeching sound was from the hinges breaking. 

From briefly accessing a few files on humanoid behavior back at the bar, Frank concluded that the correct action was to turn his head left then right and then shrug his shoulders. He was in the process of trying to prop the door back into place when a cadre of crudely armed serfs descended the common stairs en masse. A few wielded smoky, guttering torches that were most likely fuelled with bacon grease or lard. Many others brandished chair legs as clubs, or sharpened utensils as daggers. When they saw that it was simply the arrival of the replacement security drone, most of the residents muttered and retreated back up the stairs.

"Who the hell are you and what are you doing?" The de facto leader demanded. Frank marveled at the inefficiency of humanoid speech. The leader's emotional outburst could have been simply phrased "Request Ident/Function". 

"Ident: Frank. Function: Provide supervision/security for Habitation Unit 6." The Construct calmly replied. "Request reciprocal data."

The serf leader muttered something akin to "God save us from these mindless Constructs." But then he said aloud "I am Talon Brightsky, son of Robart, of Clan Bryn. I am the serf foreman for this unit."

Frank extended his massive, gauntleted fist and said, "This unit offers courtesy initiative by way of nonverbal gesture."

Talon arched an eyebrow. Frank began to wonder why the humanoids always did that whenever he spoke to them. The leader's companion, a Dwarf in a rumpled grey nightshirt, murmured "Oh, brother."

A gaunt, pale Human that had black hair, slate grey eyes, and wore a charcoal colored night tunic also flanked the foreman. His face seemed to indicate he was distracted, but at the same time he whispered a few phrases in a language that was not included in Frank's data set. He made a sly gesture with his thumb and pinkie finger in Frank's direction. Nothing happened, although the haunted man had apparently expected some sort of result. 

Another of Talon's comrades was an individual who was obviously not native to this world. He stood only four feet high, was completely hairless, and had skin white as chalk. His eyes were completely black, without iris or pupil. Somehow it seemed that dirt, dust, and grime just simply refused to stick to him. His nightshirt was likewise bleached white, and devoid of even a single wrinkle.

Finally, a cruel looking woman, dressed in black, skulked in the background. Her skin displayed an amazing array of complex, arcane tattoos. Her torch somehow burned without smoke or heat. Her eyes were like sapphire ice.

"You've got a real way with words, Construct," Talon sneered. "It's bad enough to be sold into slavery by the Highwaymen, but now we get awakened at Quarternight by your incompetent attempt to do the blindingly difficult task of opening the goddamned door? And you want to shake hands?!"

Frank withdrew his hand as he realized that the serf foreman was not nearly as friendly as Buster. In fact the foreman was downright hostile.

"This unit offers a spoken apology," Frank said simply.

"And what will you do if I don't accept, beat me?" Talon accused.

Unfortunately for Talon, Frank took the remark as a legitimate inquiry. His operating system offered four solutions in his status window: 

[#1. Attempt apology again using alternate phrasing.

#2. Do nothing. Proceed to next task.

#3. Ask why apology is not acceptable.

#4. Reply with insult. Suggestion: FUCK YOU, ASSHOLE.]

Regrettably, Frank explained the choices, and then announced he had chosen the fourth option. 

Talon's face flushed with rage and advanced on the Construct with his steel pipe club. The strange albino alien grabbed his arm in restraint. Frank's status window noted the low-level threat, but estimated that it would take dozens of direct blows from the pipe before the Construct would start taking any damage beyond cosmetic. 

"Oh what's the use," Talon conceded, holstering his club. "You'd just regenerate in a few days anyway, you god damned mindless hulk."

The Dwarf, far from being offended, doubled over with laughter. As he did, a slim glass tablet slid from his pocket and clattered to the floor.

"Come on, Talon," the Dwarf advised. "He's just a machine. And he did apologize."

"Tell you what, Construct." Talon said disdainfully. "You fix the door, and I'll accept your apology. Agreed?"

Frank's operating system parsed the serf foreman's words into a simple if/then statement that now read, [ If (door structural integrity>80%) then (apology=accepted)].

"This unit agrees to those terms."

"Fine," Talon replied, "knock yourself out. For me, I'm going back to bed. The slaver's call won't come any later just because you're here." 

With that, the foreman and his cadre turned and ascended the common stairs back to the sleeping quarters on the upper levels. Only the Dwarf remained behind.

"You're really going to fix the door?" The Dwarf asked.

"Yes," Frank replied and walked to the front of the building.

"Do you know how to fix the door?" He persisted.

"No," the Construct said simply.

"If you have the means, I have the knowledge. And you may call me Dulgar Gemfinder, a slave who's tired of everything falling apart."

"Understood," Frank replied, saving the data-tag that referenced the Dwarf.

Frank carefully moved the door out of its frame and leaned it against the interior wall. The hinges were bent and the fasteners were snapped off at the heads. 

"Well," Dulgar said, "What we'll need is to move the hinges, straighten them, and reinstall them using new screws. Can you do that?"

Without comment, Frank ripped the dangling hinges off with bare hands and straightened the twisted metal using nothing more than his steel fingers. He sent a query to the operating system regarding installing new screws. His status window reopened and displayed: 1 New Upgrade Available in blue hyperlink text. Frank selected the link and discovered that a Construct's regeneration subsystem redirected small amounts of energy into a concentrated buffer that, when full, would allow a sentient machine to "grow" a new attachment. The upgrade menu listed accessory options under either "combat" or "tool" headings. Under "tools", he chose the nailgun option.

The status window text cleared and was replaced by a yellow triangle with the "Processing" next to it. Frank looked at his right arm and noticed its surface ripple like quicksilver as the regeneration engine pulled every last joule of energy from the upgrade buffer. The status window updated and now displayed a schematic of Frank's arm in its new configuration. His new attachment could deliver nails, screws, bolts, tacks, and staples. The nailgun also had a combat function that could generate a limited number of anti-personnel nails that were only slightly smaller than a railroad spike.

"Activate nailgun", Frank said simply, and a small bi-fold aperture opened on his forearm. In just a few seconds, the nailgun assembly ratcheted upward and locked in place.

"Wood screw", Frank commanded. 

"Say," Dulgar said, "That's not too shabby!"

With a high-pitched mechanical whine, the steel fasteners bit into the desiccated wood of the doorframe. A faint curl of smoke wafted through the air as a result of the friction. Frank repeated the procedure until the door once again hung squarely in its frame. Dulgar gave the door a few experimental swings and found it made scarcely a creek.

Dulgar looked over the Construct's handiwork and nodded appreciatively.

"How much would you like to get Talon on your side?" Dulgar asked, rubbing his chin craftily.

"It is a priority," Frank replied.

"Let me tell you, friend," the Dwarf persuaded, "there's at least a hundred broken things in this run-down slum. If you fix this place up and make this hellhole more livable, you'll get Talon to accept you. "

"This unit shall comply."

"Most Constructs just like to bully us around. But you seem different. Why is that?" Dulgar asked.

"This unit is compliant with the 'Code of the Saintly Warrior'", the Construct replied directly.

"Why in heaven's name would Slaver Duprie do something that crazy? What'd he build, a wind-up toy Paladin?" 

"Lord Duprie did not authorize the amendment to this unit’s operational protocols."

"A sleeper Construct. I heard a few rumors from Jimbo at the pub that the Slaver's favorite boot licker came in a few weeks ago crying about his guilt, and how he was going to redeem himself by building a sleeper. Of course Jimbo still beat him up."

"So this unit had previously been informed," Frank replied. He was quickly coming to believe that "rumors" constituted the primary communications protocol among humanoids.

"Well, if you're it, then you've got yourself a new friend," the Dwarf concluded cheerfully. "Let's go fix some things!"

Six: Disobedience

After exhausting his on-board supply of nails, screws, and staples over a six-hour period of mind numbing labor, dawn's first rays illuminated the tenement's, triggering the Construct’s next directive. He was to awaken 83% of the building's residents and command them to report to the textile mill. Apparently the Control Spire generated a duty list each morning that gave the serfs one day of rest for each six days worked. Frank referenced that the Overlord of Myracannon was no humanitarian; instead, efficiency analysis proved that slaves who were consistently driven to exhaustion made a lot less finished product than well-rested subjects. Dulgar Gemfinder's name was not on today's work roster, so apparently he had the day off.

The steps of the common staircase creaked and groaned under the Construct's weight. Indeed, his mass had increased by 35 pounds due to the addition of the nailgun. Frank wondered briefly if perhaps his predecessor had met its doom by falling through the floor or stairs. The drone saved a reminder note to inquire about the Dwarf's engineering capabilities.

For now, he followed his directives. Door by door, he banged his metal fist to alert the serfs.

"Serf ID HU6-1A: Assign/Loc = Loom 5," he declared in his tinny, artificial voice.

"Serf ID HU6-1B: Assign/Loc = Sewing Machine 58," Frank commanded, rapping on the door to the next cell.

And so Frank did this for the entire nine floors of residency. The drone was efficient, for he had the labor crew assembled at the front of the building in fewer than thirty rounds. The worker pool looked tired and worn. Frank noted that many of the serfs showed swelling in their knuckles and finger joints. He also thought it odd that the serfs' work jumpsuits seemed exceedingly threadbare, considering that they all worked in a textile mill and thus should have ready access to new uniforms. 

As was apparently custom, Frank verbally announced the commencement of the work day: "Control Spire Uplink: Init Labor Pool 14B for Work Session 221. All Serf Units on manifest present. Transmit Ends."

No one gathered seemed particularly enthusiastic. According to his memory imprint, this was the part where the serfs were supposed to cheer. One serf yawned, while another picked off a partially healed scab and flicked it away -- so much for a jubilant commencement.

Frank led the work detail down the trash-strewn street. He noticed other Constructs of the same series as himself leading other labor crews to different factories within the city. He sent a greeting to a few of them in the silent tongue that he had subsequently learned was called "machine language". All he got back was the typical "Ident/Function" response. 

He came to the force plane that divided the serf's residential sector from the textile mill. He sent a request to the Control Spire to open a portal to admit crew 14B. In response, a six-foot wide, eight-foot tall region opened in the geometric wall, allowing the serfs to enter the factory compound.

As the serfs marched across the decrepit courtyard to the mill, Frank noticed a pack of buzzards picking at the corpse of a dead dog. The Construct queried the Control Spire and found out that the massive, steroid-enraged, Doberman was stationed in the courtyard to discourage serfs from leaving their shift early. Frank sent a request for Control to dispatch a Type-1 Labor Construct to clean up the mess. He got an almost immediate response that stated that the canine corpse was to be left to rot. 

One of the serfs hawked a large glob of yellow-green phlegm at the dead dog and the viscous fluid splattered wetly on its snout. The buzzards stirred momentarily, but were otherwise unfazed. The alpha male looked to the offending serf for a moment before driving its gore-encrusted beak deep into the dead animal's sightless eye.

Frank closed the portal as the last of the serfs entered the sweatshop. With an eardrum-piercing shriek, the factory whistle blew, signifying the beginning of the day's work shift. The machines inside rumbled to life, filling the air with a cacophony of clattering, rapping, whirring sounds. Frank marveled that any of the laborers had any hearing left.

Just as he was turning away, the Construct noticed another oddity: the buzzards, which only moments ago were feasting on the flesh of the dead guard dog, now also were dead. Frank's memory implant provided no guidance on this topic, and the Control Spire only replied that his observation was "noted". 

As Frank trudged back to HU-6, he called up his duty list in the status window. He was actually surprised to find that he was to hunt down and physically punish eight serfs that had apparently angered Lord Duprie by being too sick to work one or more days last month. This directive made no sense, as the Construct surmised that a serf on the receiving end of such a beating would undoubtedly be left incapacitated for the next day's duty shift, and thus merit that same serf another beating the following month.

Frank polled the first name on the list, HU5-3D. She had received a "physical disciplinary action" every month for the past eight months. Frank was grateful for the saboteur who had imbued him with Directive 0. Were it not for that, he would have actually been forced to carry out DuPrie's terrible command. As it was, he saved a reminder for three hours from now to transmit a falsified activity log. For now, he decided to visit Worker Unit HU5-3D and inform her that a sound beating would not be forthcoming.

Habitation Unit 5 was confidently located across from Buster's Bar. Like the building he supervised, this mid-rise was well underway in the process of falling apart. A Medium Security Drone stood motionless at the building's entrance. 

[Ident/Function/Activity Request], the metal guard asked in the silent machine language.

[Unit ID FC8D442B. Medium Security Drone. Execute punishment sequence, Level 3. Target ID HU5-3D], Frank replied in kind.

[Target present. Entry permitted], HU5's Construct concluded.

The serfs in this building worked in the lightstick manufacturing plant. Most of the off-duty serfs that drowsed in the lobby common room displayed skin lesions and open sores on their hands and faces. Frank surmised that the exposure to the complex chemical processes had a cumulative and toxic effect on most humanoids. The racial exception was, of course, the Dwarves, who had a remarkable capacity to resist the effects of heavy metal and chemical contamination. There was only one Dwarf stationed in this midrise, however. He busied himself throwing darts in the ground-level rec-room and he showed no ill effects from his labors.

Like in his own housing unit, the staircase was in fairly decrepit condition. This unit had the added charm of watermelon-sized holes in the plaster walls so that the load-bearing members were depressingly visible. A starling fluttered out of one such hole, ricocheted off Frank's visor, and fluttered up the stairwell where it flew out a broken window.

On the third floor, Frank located habitation cell 3D. He found that having the worker ID and the living quarters ID as the same number to be one of the few efficient processes he'd observed in his first 24 hours of existence. He opened the door without preamble, as the living cells were not equipped with locks, and knocking was not a required protocol.

He had never seen the inside of a habitation cell. It wasn't much to look at. The room actually formed a perfect nine by nine-by-nine-by-nine cube. The furnishings included a simple wooden cot with a thin grey blanket, an iron storage trunk, a square metal table and a collapsible chair. A lightstick-powered lamp sat atop the table. The resident serf sat on the bare floor looking out the window into the sky. It was one of the rare days that were not overcast. She did not turn around as she addressed him.

"If you're here to beat the shit out of me, you might as well kill me and get it finished."

Her voice was like dry leaves. Her shoulders slumped in resignation. According to the sociological database, the appropriate response to hearing something depressing was to look away and sigh. Since Frank didn't breathe, he could only swivel his head 45 degrees and open his visor aperture another fraction of an inch.

When he looked at the wall, he noticed that it was decorated with pen-and-ink sketches that depicted rather disturbing imagery. One sketch showed the resident being whipped by a six-armed Construct whose hands were retracted and instead a bullwhip extended from each wrist. Another showed an Elvin male being pulled limb from limb by four small light-duty labor Constructs. The young man's face was rendered with a bleak starkness that it seemed as if his spirit were somehow captured in ink. And there were other images as well. The ink was not black, but instead was a muddy, rust-brown color.

"This unit has been directed to execute corporeal punishment," Frank said, swiveling his head back to face her. "Worker Unit HU5-3D is informed verbally that proposed directive is to be disobeyed. One may file complaint if desired."

Now she turned around. 

"Why are you here then, machine?" She asked. A guttural, wet coughing spasm followed. She wiped her mouth, and a thin line of blood smeared across the back of her hand. Her exposed skin was pockmarked with pea-sized sores that seemed reluctant to heal.

"This unit wishes to talk. Alternate spoken ID is 'Frank'".

She exhaled a bone-rattling breath and moved to the cot. Despite this being her weekly labor holiday, she appeared exhausted beyond understanding.

"Why not?" She said at last.

"This unit does not know why not," Frank replied mechanically.

The worker let out an exasperated sigh and clarified, "I mean 'I'll tell you.'"

Frank saved the data string for future reference. Humanoids seemed to so rarely say what they really meant.

"Well, Frank, my real name is Elonna. I might as well tell you my story because your kind remembers, and soon I will be dead."

"A/V record on," Frank said, agreeing to remember at full intensity.

"I grew up in Raven's Cape, where my father was a boot maker but also dabbled in commodities. He was a better craftsman than he was a futures gambler. When the arch-pirate Chudra Blothan plundered a certain shipment of goods, my father was left with nothing but the margin debt – a huge margin debt. He couldn't pay.

"Since I was under the age of majority, the bank sold me to Lord Duprie, and then foreclosed on my father's shop to settle the rest. 

"I have been a slave in the lightstick factory for five years. But in a few more weeks, it'll all be over. At least there's no mortgage on my soul."

"Can a soul be mortgaged?" Frank asked.

"It can," she said, her voice now a whisper. "I know because my father did mortgage his soul. I was sold instead so that he would not be transformed into an Undead servant to some Scaxathrom priest or minor noble."

"The wall images. Why did you draw them?" Frank questioned, recording the images in high resolution and saving it to his memory archive.

"They are my dead friends. I've known some truly fine people within this hellish prison. People whose spirits could not be crushed by the beatings and endless, senseless labor. One by one, however, they fell to this city. They fell to disease, accidents, or were murdered by the Constructs. But fall they did. And now I am alone."

Frank derived that, for a humanoid, companionship was important. Perhaps it filled a spiritual need just as food satisfied a biological need.

"This unit can intermittently be present." Frank offered.

Elonna's features softened. She lay back on her cot, obviously exhausted. 

"Look," she said tiredly, "I can see you're trying. And I appreciate it. You're not much of a conversationalist. But maybe that won't matter too much when the darkness comes."

"It shall be so," Frank said. 

The Construct turned and stepped to the door. He paused for a moment because, according to the sociological database, this was the part where the dying individual was supposed to bid an eloquent farewell or to ask that a final request be honored. Since Elonna did neither of these things, Frank simply shut the door behind him and exited the housing unit.

He spent the next few hours visiting the other serfs on Lord Duprie's punishment roster. While none of them were as trusting and open as Elonna, they were at least grateful not to have to be beaten up by a seven-foot tall steel construct. 

They did teach him that almost every aspect of his memory implant was incorrect. Lord Histra Duprie was neither a generous benefactor nor a folk hero. He was a slaver and a villain. The serfs were not joyful in their labors; they were cruelly mistreated prisoners. The security Constructs were not supervisors, but instead both jailers and bringers of punishment.

Frank was a Construct, so he did not feel outrage, betrayal, or disillusionment. But it did cause his operating system to update the values of quite a few internal variables and references. When the process was finished, Frank realized that the update had subtly changed how he interpreted his environment. No longer would he solely rely on what the Control Spire or the memory imprint told him. 

Frank compiled an utterly false activity log and transmitted. If his creator insisted on filling his mind with a pack of lies, the least he could do is respond in kind.

From now on, he would think for himself.

Seven: Earning Trust

Frank returned to HU6 and located Dulgar Gemfinder, who was in his cell poring over a ragged, hand-made tome. The binding appeared to consist of industrial staples, and the paper looked suspiciously like the backer sheets from shipping labels.

"Request Activity ID," Frank asked.

"Just working on a project," Dulgar responded.

"Why?" The Construct queried further.

"Because even slaves have dreams," Dulgar answered philosophically. "I had a life before coming here."

"That statement is commonly expressed by the humanoids. This unit did not have a prior existence." Frank commented.

"That's your loss," Dulgar replied not unkindly. "There's a lot more to this world than this run-down slum town. You'd think if we had to live under the thumb of a tyrant, it could at least be effective and efficient. Let me tell you: from a Dwarf's perspective, it's a crime against engineering to let this place fall apart like it has."

"This unit agrees. Control Spire declines maint/req. This unit will voluntarily dispose of dead animals left in textile mill courtyard at the end of Work Session 221. Labor shift ends in 15 rounds," Frank offered.

"Dead animals?" Dulgar asked, a look of fear and concern clouding his features. "What kind of animals?"

"Primary deceased unit ID is/was Canine Security Unit T18D. Secondary units include five unremunerated carrion birds. These units self-terminated after ingesting canine flesh," Frank reported.

"You mean the buzzards died after eating the guard dog?" Dulgar clarified.

"Correct," Frank confirmed.

"Damn Duprie!" Dulgar shouted, and bolted upright from his chair. "Those things will animate and kill the work crew as they leave the mill! Come on, Frank. There's no time to lose!"

It was regrettable that Dulgar’s habitation cube was located on the sixth floor; for it took Frank a considerable amount of time to negotiate the narrow stairs. 

"This unit does not understand how the animals will animate," Frank stated as they wound their way down to the first floor.
"I mean: they'll turn Undead. In this sinkhole of evil, the dead have to be burned or they'll rise as monsters. Here in Myracannon, the weight of Duprie' sin is so great that the dark energy required for Undead transformation permeates the very ground. You don't need any Scaxathrom Priests to turn the dead into crazy, soulless fiends. It happens automatically!" Dulgar exclaimed, growing impatient with Frank's slow but steady progress.

"Query/define: Undead." 

"It's when something that used to be alive starts moving around again. It's still dead, so it can't feel pain and doesn't know fear. And they always attack the living."

Frank filed that tidbit in his memory. It made sense to him now that the light-duty labor Constructs he had seen earlier were busy safeguarding cremated humanoid remains. Apparently, the dead could not be safely buried within the domain of Myracannon. While Frank did not truly comprehend what a "spiritual force" was, he did understand that such forces had an effect on matters of life and death.

The last step on the first floor staircase collapsed under Frank's weight.

"Come on!" Dulgar screamed.

They proceeded to the geometric barrier at Frank's fastest ground speed, which was somewhat slower than the Dwarf's. Frank did indeed wish to "hurry" but he was already moving at the limits of his engineering. It was curious that the humanoids didn't really seem to have true limits. Frank repeated his request to the Control Spire that the dead animals be removed. Ominously, he got a response back stating that the carcasses were no longer present, but that there were now six unauthorized targets of unknown designation inside the textile mill courtyard. As the closest Security Drone, he was given the task of investigating the scene.

Frank arrived at the barrier and transmitted a request for another six foot by eight-foot portal. As opening materialized, Frank and Dulgar burst into the courtyard at the same time the exhausted labor crew poured forth from the factory's entrance. The Undead dog and five buzzards swarmed to the middle of the paved open space and eyed the workers hungrily. Frank's status window reopened and indicated by the white text on a transparent red background, that his operating system had switched to "combat mode".

By scrutinizing each of the Undead combatants, Frank could get his operating system to display the subject creature's approximate threat level. The Undead carrion birds listed as "negligible", while the dog listed as "medium" because the undying animal had somehow acquired stainless steel claws and fangs during its transformation.

But Frank was not immediately concerned for himself. He was a Medium Security Drone, and the workers under attack were under his protection. 

"Nailgun: Combat Nails," Frank commanded. The status window informed him that he had ten projectiles available.

The dog launched into the air at Talon's throat. Frank's targeting rectangle locked on to the animal, and he fired twice. One hit the beast, while the other impaled the factory wall. The wounded animal did not yelp in pain, nor did it bleed. It abandoned its attack on Talon and turned on the Construct instead.

Dulgar whipped out his glass tablet and stylus and hastily scribbled a formula. A shimmering, translucent dagger appeared in the air. He caught it with his left hand before it could hit the courtyard hexstones. In a single fluid motion he flung it at one of the buzzards that was clawing at the white-skinned alien. It seemed to alter its trajectory slightly and practically sliced it in two.

Frank's threat monitor registered the weapon as an "extreme" danger and status window warned him that the dagger was a two-dimensional artifice composed solely of geometry, not matter. It also informed him that such devices were extremely injurious to Constructs. He filed that datum for later. 

Presently, the Undead dog leapt from the ground and bit down on his nailgun arm. The monster bit deep into Frank's exoskeleton. His operating system reported a 10% reduction in structural integrity. 

Frank discharged his nailgun into the monster's mouth. The force of the impact hurled the beast off his arm. The damage was above his wrist, thus his right hand was reduced to 75% strength. The guard dog, on the other hand, began dissolving into the hexstones, leaving a greasy residue behind. 

The tattooed female shaman pulled an arcane medallion from under her work overalls and pointed it at one of the Undead buzzards. Suddenly it was as if the creature was a child's kite tethered by an invisible string. She guided the creature in a broad, upward arch then smashed it to the ground at maximum force. The carrion feeder splattered on the stone courtyard with a sickening crunch. 

Frank targeted another buzzard and fired twice and skewered it through its breast. Dulgar threw his geometric dagger and beheaded another bird. A gush of black, viscous body fluid spewed from the bird's neck.

Only one creature remained, and it was pecking away at an unfortunate adolescent Elven male. By sheer coincidence, Frank launched two more nail missiles as Dulgar hurled his dagger. The Undead monster fell to the ground in three separate pieces and oozed into the pavement.

With the hostile entities defeated, his status window switched from combat to standby mode. His operating system displayed a damage summary:

[Structural integrity: 90%

Nailgun retractor assembly inoperable.

Embedded Sword assembly inoperable.

Hand damage (right): 25%

Nailgun ammo stores: 60% depleted

Cosmetic damage, right forearm.

Begin maintenance mode? [Y|N] ETR 12 Hours.]

Frank selected "yes". 

Suddenly his vision dimmed and his available energy dropped dramatically as the power from his Theoretical Engine was redirected toward repairing his body. Frank surmised that it was going to be a long twelve hours.

Frank turned his attention back to the work crew. Unlike the gathering earlier that morning, this time the serfs really did cheer. With a determined look in his eyes, Talon strode over to the Construct.

"I don't fully trust you yet. But I'm a man of my word. I accept your apology." Talon offered.

When Frank said nothing, Dulgar nudged him and whispered, "You're supposed to say 'thanks.'"

"Thanks," Frank said mechanically and stored the information in his sociological database.

The pale alien walked over and stared at the Construct. He then turned his gaze to Dulgar and pointed at him.

"He says he wanted to tell you 'thanks' but there's no way for him to talk to you," Dulgar translated.

Talon helped the injured Elf over to the courtyard wall. He had several deep lacerations across his chest and neck, as well as some defensive injuries on his forearms. Even though the wounds were inflicted only a few rounds ago, he already looked feverish and disoriented, and the skin bordering the cuts was swelling to an angry red.

"If you've got any pull at all with the Tyrant," Talon asked hastily, "get Leif a doctor right now!"

In Machine Language, Frank transmitted, [Serv/Req. ID Class: Biological. Subj ID: Serf HU6-7A. Req: Humanoid Maintenance Official. Priority: High.]

A moment later, Frank received a response from the Control Spire, which read, [Serv/Req Received. Directive follows. Transport Serf HU6-7A to HU6 common area. HMO ETA: 45 Rounds.]

Frank conveyed the tower's automated response. Dulgar and Talon did not look happy. Leif's breathing was getting ragged as a histamine response filled his lungs with fluid.

"Leif's probably going to die before he gets any medical care out of an HMO!" Dulgar spat.

"This unit will extend help," Frank said, picking up the dying Elf. While the young man was nearly as tall as Frank, for Elves were the tallest of the six races, his kind were slim and small-boned. Even with a damaged wrist, Frank lifted the man into his arms with ease.

The work crew ran back to the habitation unit. Frank, of course, lagged behind. By the time he arrived in the common room, Dulgar and the alien had already moved a cot and several blankets downstairs. Talon came downstairs with a pitcher of water and a bundle of clean rags.

Frank laid the Elf gently on the cot. According to the dispatch, the HMO would not arrive for another thirty rounds. The Construct observed a remarkable deterioration in the youth's health even in the short time it took to walk from the factory. The skin around his wounds were blackening, and his lips and fingernails were turning a cyanotic blue.

He queried the Control Spire's medical database. He discovered that what he needed was a medical-grade laser implant, a chemical synthesis generator, and an additional memory module to store the extensive database that would contain a medical knowledge equivalent to a physician. That would require three system upgrades, and Frank did not have even one upgrade available.

Dulgar and the alien did their best to clean Leif's wounds. It was obvious they were losing the patient.

"This unit chose incorrectly in upgrade selection," Frank told Dulgar.

"You can't think like that," the Dwarf responded evenly. "If you didn't have that nail-cannon of yours, there'd be more injured than just Leif."

The Elf's color drained and his breathing grew ever shallower. His hands spasmodically clenched and released. His lips turned black with poison. 

The alien waived his hand over Leif's heart then pointed at Dulgar.

"Mebok says that Leif's spirit has departed his body," Dulgar translated. "He's dead."

Frank had never seen a humanoid die before. Unlike Constructs like himself, humanoids seemed to not be able to recover from serious injuries. He wasn't sure what a "spirit" was, but he surmised that it must be some sort of power source for biological entities since Leif ceased functioning when Mebok announced that the injured man’s spirit detached itself from his corporeal form.

Talon, Mebok, and Dulgar stood by Leif's empty hull for a few rounds in silence. Mebok pointed at his two companions.

"I know," Dulgar said.

"I'll miss him too," Talon added.

"You all know he and I weren't friends," Dulgar continued. "But he was honest and never got us in trouble with the Constructs. If we hadn't hated each other's guts, we would have been good friends. I'll miss our fights."

Frank thought that was possibly the most illogical thing he had ever heard. He decided, however, that this was not a good time to comment.

"Well," Talon eulogized, "he was my friend; my best friend. He used to tell me that there was a place inside his mind that he kept a piece of his true home. He told me that when this mechanized hellhole had him at the end of his rope, he could send his spirit to the secret place. I envied him that. He found peace within himself when everything here is a horror."

Frank said nothing immediately. He was certain he was watching a ritual, but he didn't know the rules of it.

"You're supposed to say something about the dead," Dulgar whispered.

Frank was not a creative being, so he said the only thing he could say, "This unit knew Leif for twenty-five rounds. This unit wanted to repair Leif but did not know how to."

It was then that the Humanoid Maintenance Official hurried into the common room. Frank noted that only 37 rounds and 5 segments had elapsed since had transmitted his request for medical assistance. The technician had made good time, but obviously not good enough.

The HMO was a Changeling male of middle years. Like many of his race, he was very thin, had bright silver hair that he kept short and neat, and violet eyes. His race was one of the rarest on Gaianar. They had limited wingless flight and had the power to read and sometimes even manipulate the emotions of others. They were also the world's best healers. He wore a white shirt and trousers that had dozens of pockets that were used to keep various pills, powders, and small surgical tools. 

He looked to the patient and saw that the Elf was already dead. He pressed his fingers to the deceased's throat and placed a small mirror under his nose. It did not fog over. Finally, he placed his left hand over the Elf's forehead.

"There is no breath or pulse," the Changeling physician said sadly. "There is no mind. He's dead."

"Yeah, we noticed he was dead ten rounds ago," Talon said derisively. "We just finished saying our Remembrances."

The physician looked stunned. "How could he have been dead that long?"

"Well," Talon sneered, "it's easy for him to be dead for that long when we've been waiting for you for four turns!" He screamed the last phrase.

"That cannot be!" The healer exclaimed. "The Control Spire summoned me only five rounds ago. I flew here!"

"You lie, collaborator!" Talon hissed. "I was there when the Construct sent for you, and that was over half an hour ago."

The Changeling addressed the alien: "Mebok, I have dropped my defenses. Read my thoughts and tell them the truth."

Mebock pointed at the physician and then to Dulgar and Talon. The alien's friends softened their stances, and the Changeling looked vindicated. Frank did not understand how it was that Mebock could communicate without words to the humanoids, for he could not hear the alien all.

"Damn the Tyrant!" Talon screamed loudly enough to dislodge some more paint flakes from the ceiling. "That murdering bastard!"

Frank understood what happened. When he contacted the Control Spire, the tower delayed summoning the healer for nearly half an hour. It dawned on him that the events of the day were entirely manipulated by Duprie. The tower had left the dead animals in the courtyard so that they would become Undead monsters and attack a crew of exhausted serfs. The tower delayed the arrival of the HMO so that the wounded would die. Duprie controlled the Spire. Duprie was therefore a murderer.

"The HMO must leave," Frank announced. When the doctor didn't move, Frank clarified, "Unit FC8D442B instructs HMO to vacate Habitation Unit 6."

Fear crept across the Changeling's features. He quickly gathered his instruments and bolted for the door.

"What the hell was that all about?" Dulgar asked.

Frank took a moment to organize his thoughts in a way that his companions would understand.

"This statement is for your hearing only," he began. "This unit will disobey orders. This unit will help you escape Myracannon. This unit will protect you. This unit will help you remove Lord Histra Duprie from power. Do you agree and accept?"

The alien nodded, as did the rest of the serfs that Frank addressed.
"If you help us, we'll help you," Dulgar agreed.

"If it were any other Construct, I'd say your offer was a trick," Talon said. "But my gut tells me to trust you. It hasn't been wrong yet."

Two small Light Duty Labor Drones wheeled into the common room unannounced. They stood only three feet tall and had tank treads instead of legs. Without a word, they grappled onto the corpse and dragged it from the room.

Dulgar looked at his friends and said, without a trace of humor or irony, "We've really got to get the hell out of here."

Eight: An Unlikely Alliance

Frank was not exactly a tactician, but his status as a security drone did confer to him at least a basic set of problem-solving skills. The chief obstacle to escaping Myracannon was the presence of the geometric force planes that circumscribed the city. While these walls were as clear as water, they were as hard as plate glass a foot thick. And lest members of the two flying races escape into the sky, a transparent and impenetrable geometric canopy formed a ceiling some 200 feet above street level. Duprie had kindly chosen to create evenly spaced air holes so that the industrial exhaust would not choke the labor pool.

Likewise, one could not escape through the sewers, for a geometric mesh also warded the outlets. That wasn't the whole story, however, Frank knew. While he couldn't very well ask the Control Spire about how he could help serfs escape Duprie' greedy clutches, he could ask a series of carefully structured, seemingly unrelated questions concerning engineering, history and geography. What he found out was potentially fascinating.

While he knew that Myracannon was an ancient city, what he did not know until now was that there were actually two Myracannons. There was, of course, the city that now existed in all its decaying glory. But the slaver town was built upon the ruins of Macanna, a middling sized manufacturing town prior to the Great Cataclysm. While none of the original buildings still stood, something of Macanna did survive: the old intercity tube shuttle system. It was constructed underground, so it made it through the global conflagration largely intact. It was one of North Point's best-kept secrets.

Frank decided that he would use these forgotten passageways as a means of smuggling himself and a small contingent out of Myracannon. From that point, he had the idea that he would try to raise an army and return with it to cast Lord Duprie from power.

Of course, getting to the subterranean transport system would be a Herculean task unto itself. A sewer tunnel ran beneath the textile mill that carried water runoff from the outer courtyard. He discovered that a tube-lift tunnel ran perpendicular to the sewer conduit and only a thin layer of bedrock separated the two. 

All he needed now was a big enough explosion. For that, Frank had a suspicion that Dulgar could provide guidance in that regard. The Dwarf was presently engaged on Loom 15 on Work Session 222 until time ID 19:0:0.

Frank's duty today was a waste of his time. He was to escort ten prisoners from the Detention Tower back to their respective habitation units. According to his frequently euphemistic memory implant, the prison was almost an educational environment where offenders were logically and compassionately shown the error of their ways - all in only a few days or weeks. Given the rosy false memory, and the fact that Lord Duprie did not believe in long prison sentences, Frank extrapolated that the Slaver Lord preferred to make even a short term so blindingly horrible that even a few days would seem like a lifetime. 

The Detention Tower was located in Ring 4, Octant 4. Frank did not have a high enough security clearance to go through Ring 1, so he instead had to walk halfway around the city.

Each octant seemed to be a small portrait of despair and oppression. Octant 3 made weapons and armor. The geometric force planes that secured the boundary also did a fairly good job of keeping the acrid, sooty smoke from escaping. As a result, the air in this octant was a soupy grey haze that limited visibility to thirty feet. The air was just clean enough to revent asphyxiation of organic beings, but not much more than that. Fortunately, the Control Spire provided navigational guidance to its Constructs. 

Every visible surface in the weapon smithing section displayed a thick coating of black industrial filth. Moreover, aside from the hum of the bellows and the clanging of hammers, the next most common noise was the sound of serfs' phlegmy coughing. 

In the smoky gloom, Frank came upon an elderly worker resting upon a rust-encrusted park bench. To the Construct's amazement, the shabbily-dressed gentleman addressed him.

"Are you the new drone?" He asked in a quavering voice.

"No," Frank replied. "Is the 3rd Octant Security Drone defective?"

"Not exactly," the serf replied mysteriously. "But there was an accident, and let's just say he's different now. You could always see for yourself."

"Request Loc/ID," Frank asked.

"The factory. You'll see him at the weapons factory," he cackled gleefully. "By god, you'll see him!"

The worker's strange testimony more than piqued Frank's curiosity. The old man seemed to be particularly pleased with the other Construct's predicament. Since all Constructs had formidable regenerative capabilities, he wondered what kind of accident would result in one of his kind being rendered "not quite defective, but different."

As Frank plodded down the filthy, grime-coated streets, he noticed that this Octant appeared to be completely devoid of rats, insects, and other vermin. The Construct surmised that the thick, choking smoke was more than enough to kill lower life forms. 

Despite the dirt and smog, Frank saw evidence that life was not as oppressive as it was under his own Octant's predecessor. Two of the mid-rise habitation units displayed evidence of recent repair. Decorative metal bars now hung in place of shattered windows. Tired wooden doors had been replaced by ones fashioned from steel. Some of the crumbling hexstones were filled in with copper molds. Curiously, every repair seemed to have been fashioned from metal.

Frank strode past the Revelstoke Tavern. Three tipsy serfs stumbled out into the preternatural gloom. He noted that while the trio was clearly feeling no pain, but they didn't have the reckless, desperate drunkenness that the barflies in his domain had. The tallest of the three bumped into Frank while attempting to lead the others across the street. 

"Top of the whatever part of the day it is, Bossen!" He slurred. He straightened his posture and moved on; leading his two companions down the street to one of the habitation units.

Frank was about to say that it was "noon", but he doubted the trio would be particularly interested in the knowledge.

He passed by the mess hall and a few more aged habitation units before approaching the twin factories that formed the focal point of this particular Octant. A narrow, soot-packed alleyway separated the weapons factory from the armor foundry. 

The two factories constituted an impressive example of contrast. While the armory appeared just as run-down and dilapidated as the textile mill, the weapons plant looked as if it had been open for only a month. All the windows were intact. Not a single brick appeared damaged or out of place. The exterior even seemed to repel much of the airborne contaminants. Even the outer bulkhead doors gleamed with the sheen of new, polished steel.

Frank walked up to the main entrance, expecting to see the mysterious Construct. The doors were shut tightly, but Frank could hear the clanging of hammers, drills, and myriad other tools thundering from within. On the left side of the main door at waist height, a small black panel displayed a single pea-sized orb glowed with emerald fire. Seeing no Construct to whom he could announce his arrival, Frank pulled the thick steel doors open. 

The first thing Frank noticed about the inside of the factory was that the interior actually did match the image stored in his memory implant. Well, it almost matched. With just a casual glance of the premises, Frank observed several dozen of the glowing emerald baubles mounted in seemingly random locations. Other than that, the metal gridwalks were straight, strong, and clean. The exhaust fans effectively drew the acrid fumes away from the huge vats of molten metal. The conveyor belts clicked and clacked with all the regularity of a finely tuned metronome. Further down the assembly line, a crew of four-dozen or so serfs hastily assembled various kinds of swords, knives, and firearms from the flash-molded pieces the conveyor belt brought to them.

Unlike most areas in Myracannon, the factory staff was at least half Dwarven. Still Frank did not see the security drone, so he transmitted a request to the missing Construct in machine language asking for the location of the shop foreman. The carrier wave that delivered the reply seemed diffuse and somehow non-directional. The reply was succinct enough, however. Frank was informed that the foreman, Caleb Durkon, currently watched over Batch Smelter 5 on the second tier.

On the main upward ramp, Frank noticed another half dozen glowing green nodules protruding from the handrails. At the top of the landing, Frank saw a dark-skinned Dwarf stirring a huge pot of molten metal with a long pole. He wore a heat-scarred leather apron, leather gauntlets, and steel-toed boots that made him appear three inches taller than he really was. His bushy, soot-encrusted beard was singed in spots and patches. Curiously, he wore a thin, stainless steel headband that had affixed to it six of the seemingly omnipresent glowing orbs. He stood by five open crates that appeared to be filled with various granulated substances. Frank noted that Caleb Durkon, unlike so many of Myracannon's enslaved serfs, actually appeared contented and happy.

"ID/Function: Frank, Medium Security Drone. Information Gathering," Frank addressed the foreman.

"I was wonderin' when the Spire was gonna send someone ta poke around where it ain't their business," Caleb replied, the smile vanishing from his face. He scooped a handful of some unidentified powder from one of the crates, sprinkled it into the superheated pot, and resumed stirring. A frown now darkened his features.

"Greeting not understood," Frank stated.

"Whot I mean," Caleb rephrased, speaking with more deliberation and less speed, "is that DuPrie found out something happened to his Construct, and he sent ye here ta find out whot!"

"Incorrect inference," Frank said. He did get the impression that foreman did not like the Slaver at least. "This unit does not represent Lord Duprie in this investigation."

The Dwarf's frown vanished, and he asked excitedly, "Ya mean yer nosing around far yer own sake?"

"Yes," Frank replied without elaboration.

"Ye hear, Manny?" The foreman shouted to someone Frank didn't see. "There're other Constructs that think fer themselves!"

"Request Construct ID/Loc," Frank asked, wanting to get to the point. He still had his current task of escorting prisoners back to the textile sector. 

"Well, friend," Caleb said with an odd glee, "there's a couple'a ways I could answer that."

"Continue," Frank said, taking the bait.

"In one way of lookin' at it, I am the Construct yer lookin fer. In another way, ye've been lookin' at the Construct from the moment ya stepped in the front door! How's that fer a riddle, friend?" 

"Clarify," Frank asked. He activated his AV/Record feature for later analysis.

"See, it's true Manny was hurt in a bad accident. He was hurt as bad as a Construct can be hurt without being killed outright. A few months ago, coupl'a hooligans pushed him in ta Smelter 7. 

"Now, before the accident, Manny twasn't real nice. 'Course he wasn't called 'Manny' back then. In fact, his metal heart twas as black as coal. So I figure the some of the new serfs figured they'd help out a bit by bumping off the Security Drone fer our factory. Of course, they didn't know whot we both know: If'n a Construct gets killed, Duprie jest sends a meaner on ta take its place. And gods, if'n he found out a Construct was murdered, we'd probably have a Warmaster installed here, just fer spite!

"So's I was workin' at Smelter 6, and rushed over ta pour the Manny out of the meltin' pot. I did. Surely I did. But poor ol' Manny was pretty well liquefied. You ken thank the Lords of Chance that he wasn't wrecked beyond all knowin'.

"Well, a funny thing happened. I s'pose that since you Constructs all regenerate that ye always want ta be put back jest like how's ya were before if'n ya get hurt. But since Manny got liquefied, I guess maybe he didn't remember whot he used ta look like. And, as he sat there in a big puddle on the floor, he must've thought he used ta look like a building, since he practically covered the whole floor after I dumped him out. 'Course we didn't know that right aways.

"We figured him fer a goner at first, but then we noticed the factory startin' ta spruce itself up. We know we didn't fix the windows and walls and doors. Hellfire, we were too busy tryin' ta covers up fer the Construct's murder!

"But then we noticed all these green glowin' pebbles sproutin' out of the walls, and ta tell ya the truth, I thought there was somethin' fishy about 'em. And then a coupl'a workplace accidents that should'a killed people somehow didn't. Well, I knew somethin' was up. And I guess Manny remembered who saved his bacon, since one day one of those tank-tread Constructs brings me this steel crown ya see me wearin'. I puts it on, and all of the sudden it's like I'm already at the factory even though I'm still sittin' in my room! 

"It took some getting' used to, bein' two places at once, but I got used to it. I knew then that Manny was indeed still alive. He just looked like a building now. And with this new crown, I ken hear his thoughts, and he ken hear mine. And ta tell ya the truth, Manny really doesn't mind bein' a building. His job was ta make things efficient, and by the gods, the factory's efficient now! 

"We here help hide the fact that he's been turned into something different. This crown lets me do his errands, since the Spire sees me as him now. And he helps cut down on accidents and workplace death. He lets us design weapons our way – the Dwarven way. We've got pride again. He's also gotten all of the Elves and most of the Humans transferred out. Not that we mind 'em, hear. But they jest can't take the smoke and exhaust like we ken. And whot does an Elf know 'bout welding anyway? 

"We got a good thing goin' here. And somehow I don't think yer here ta screw it up."

"Correct," Frank said.

"T thought so," Caleb replied. "See, now that Manny and I are linked together, I can sorta tell when a Construct's gone rogue. The rumor is that Duprie' Smithy’s started makin' Constructs that ken think fer themselves."

"Possibly true," Frank stated. He marveled once again at the humanoids' propensity for rumor. Perhaps Buster's Bar was the true hub of news dissemination for the biologicals. "This unit does have a purpose in this visit."

"That's no surprise," Caleb said. "Tell it to me."

"This unit needs certain chemicals delivered discretely to Ring 4, Octant 7, HU6-6J," Frank said, and transmitted the list via machine language.

"If'n I didn't know any better, I'd think ye were fixin' ta make a bomb," Caleb said craftily.

"This unit will neither confirm nor deny."

"Well," Caleb said with a wink, "we'll jest put it down as a necessary shipment for textile dye research and leave it at that."

"Acceptable," Frank agreed.

"Well, my friend," Caleb said, extending his hand, "best o' luck in yer experiment."

Ordinarily, Frank did not shake hands. But the sociological database stated that not only was this gesture a sign of friendship and good will, but it was also used to close a spoken contract. In this case, a handshake would fulfill both properties.

Frank took the Dwarf's hand and tried to shake it without breaking the foreman's bones. The moment their hands touched, Frank was somehow connected to the Dwarf's mind and the building-Construct's awareness. In an instant, Frank could see out of all the tiny eyes that dotted the walls, handrails, and control panels. The smelters were like beating hearts and the conveyor belts like arteries. He could see all the workers at once, and could sense when one was in trouble. He could tell that Manny really could adjust and move machines and devices in order to protect the serfs from accidental harm. But overall, Frank was overwhelmed by a sense of wholeness and satisfaction that he had never before experienced. Frank knew then that Caleb was right: Manny was happy being a sentient building.

"Ya see whot I mean now, don't ya?" The foreman asked.

"Yes," Frank replied. "This unit does understand."

"Ye'll have whot ya need soon," Caleb said. "But ye'd better git goin' before yer missed."

Frank knew that the foreman was correct. If he strayed too long, the Control Spire would notice his tardiness and send a High Security Drone to investigate.

As he left the factory and resumed course for the Detention Tower, Frank thought again about the mysterious relationship between Dwarves and Constructs. While Humans and Elves seemed to fear and hate members of Frank's kind, Dulgar had immediately accepted Frank, and Caleb had risked everything to save Manny. Now those two were joined in a way that even Frank did not understand. 

Frank slowly realized that most of his help in freeing the serfs would probably come from the Dwarves, for they had crafty minds and skilled hands and didn't fear the Constructs. Frank looked back on what he had done with his three-day-old life so far and knew that much of what he had accomplished thus far wouldn't have happened without Dulgar's guidance. While he didn't see himself joined to the Dwarf in a way that Caleb and Manny were joined, Frank knew that he had an ally in Dulgar Gemfinder and would protect him from harm at all costs. It was good to be making alliances.

Nine: Elonna's Decline

Leading the ex-convicts back to Ring 4 Octant 7 was one of Frank's least life-affirming experiences. The ten prisoners marched in mind-numbed lockstep. Their eyes looked haunted, empty, and soulless -- like the many shattered and ruined windows of the tenements they now trudged past. While Frank did not know the specifics of the criminals' "rehabilitation" plan, he did observe several circular, coin-sized bruises on their necks, temples, and wrists. While the injuries seemed small enough individually, the affected flesh looked positively pulverized. Frank surmised that the physical injuries were somehow tied to the psychic damage they had all obviously received.

When Frank passed back through Octant 3, the elderly serf still occupied the park bench, only now he had a similarly aged companion with him and they appeared to be playing a dice game of some sort. He asked knowingly if Frank had seen the weapons factory Construct. Frank replied that he indeed had. Why the old man thought Manny's plight was funny was a mystery to Frank.

Frank passed through the intervening Octants and made his way back to the textile zone. Upon returning to HU6, he unshackled the prisoners who then, like zombies, shuffled across the common room to the staircase, presumably to return to their living quarters. 

The rogue Construct checked the duty roster for Labor Session 222 and discovered that the white-skinned alien, Mebok, was not on the list. Frank had observed that the gaunt little man possessed formidable telepathic and empathic powers - even greater than the Changeling healer had. Perhaps he could reach into the convicts' minds and unlock their vanquished personalities.

But how to talk to the man? He seemed to "speak" telepathically, and did not comprehend the Construct's speech at all. Still, it was worth a try.

Frank hoped Mebok liked exercise, since his cell was located on the tenth floor and furthest from the stairwell. It took the Construct quite a while to ascend the creaky steps. Frank loathed the ninth floor, for he predicted that it would only be a matter of time before that level's load-bearing members failed to support his weight. He did not look forward to the day he would fall through the floor. He predicted that such a catastrophe could have only one conclusion: he would wind up plummeting through all the levels into the basement.

On the tenth floor, at the very end of the hall, he found Mebok's living quarters. Unlike his past visits to other serfs, Frank actually knocked on the door. At first, no one came to the door. Frank knocked again, and this time the colorless alien opened the door and gestured for the Construct to enter.

Like Frank had anticipated, the alien's cell was Spartan and plain. He had arranged his cot neatly. A small selection of pirated books stood neatly between two metal spools atop the single provided table. The top of his storage trunk seemed to double as a simple religious altar. To what god or powers Mebok served, Frank could not guess. The walls, however, were unadorned and unmarred. The drone did not observe a speck of dust anywhere in the room.

"Verbal offer of courtesy. Acknowledge?" Frank offered.

Mebok pointed at Frank but made no other noise. The Construct shrugged his shoulders in incomprehension.

The fact that the alien kept books suggested to Frank that he could read and write, so the drone stepped over to the desk and gestured questioningly at the small reserve of contraband paper and writing utensils. Mebok nodded permission.

The Construct knew better than to sit down on the flimsy wire frame chair. He picked up a book as a flat writing surface and laid a sheet of stolen engineering paper on top. When Frank actually tried to write with the charcoal pencil, the writing instrument crumbled into jagged wooden shards. The alien frowned slightly and handed him an ink pen that had a steel barrel. This time, it did not break.

Frank found he could not write, however. He knew how to write, but his metal fingers that could so strongly wield a sword and whose hand could punch through concrete had not the fine control and flexibility needed for writing by hand. All he could produce was a collection of bold, heavy strokes on the engineering grid paper. 

His status window opened and displayed an exclamation point framed in a yellow triangle. Next to it read an informational alert: [Warning: This procedure requires one (1) dexterity upgrade. Ref Enhanced Hand Control Module.]

Of course, Frank thought, cursing his creator for activating him with so few optional accessories installed. Frank was rapidly coming to believe that he was a "base model" rather than the "luxury version".

The alien took the tablet from his hands and wrote, "One who cannot write must speak through another. Someone in this room will then listen to what is said." 

While the Construct thought the alien's use of pronouns was a bit odd, he was left with the impression that the telepathic mute would help. Frank nodded and turned away. Perhaps Dulgar could translate.

With two hours remaining before Work Session 222 completed, Frank decided to use the time to visit Elonna. It seemed frustrating -- at least as much as Frank's emotionless mind could experience -- that so much loss, hurt, and injustice loomed all around him and there seemed precious little he could do to remedy the situation. Every time he tried to do good, in accordance with Directive 0, his operating system informed him he needed two or three upgrades that he didn't have, and he lacked the internal resources to effect those changes.

Frank set aside those thoughts as he returned to HU5. The guardian of the fifth slum stood impassively at the entrance. The Construct stood in the precise spot it had occupied at the time of Frank's last visit. The drone noticed Frank's presence and addressed him in machine language: 

[Request Ident/Function.]

[Unit ID FC8D442B, Medium Security Drone. Function ID: Interrogation. Target ID: Worker Unit HU5-3D], Frank transmitted.

[Accepted], the other drone replied.

Even though it had been only a day since Frank's last visit, the midrise seemed trashier and more disorganized than before. A dead, worm-infested raven lay on the third floor landing. Frank impaled it with a combat nail in case the dark forces that apparently permeated Lord DuPrie's domain saw fit to reanimate the bird as a creature of the Undead. The corpse worms, suddenly deprived of a meal, secreted caustic saliva and tunneled into the wooden floor and vanished from sight.

Frank hoped that Elonna would not be devoured when she died. He hoped, too, that she would not rise after death as an undying, soulless monster. But as he arrived at Cell 3D, he knew one other thing: that she deserved better than to her body flash-burned in a furnace and her ashes warehoused in a rusty barrel.

He knocked on her door and the flimsy wood reverberated like a snare drum. He detected a faint whisper from within that he took to be a spoken invitation.

Frank stepped into Elonna's cell and found her lying on her cot with a grey blanket stretched over her body up to her chin. Although his sensors informed him that the ambient temperature was 68 degrees, Elonna looked like she was freezing. Her face was nearly the same shade as her blanket, and her lips and fingernails were blue.

"Ident: Frank. Function: Visitation," Frank said.

"I'm glad you didn't forget about me," she whispered. She shivered again.

"Query: could this unit execute a function/task that could yield assistance?" Frank offered.

"You could get me some hot food and something to drink," she replied weakly. "They cut off my labor credits when I got too sick to work."

Indeed, Frank surmised that she had already been without food for several days by the time of their first encounter. Now she looked gaunt and dehydrated. 

The Construct transmitted a query to the Control Spire and discovered that he earned sixteen labor credits per day as a Medium Security Drone. He had not been paid for the day he was incapacitated, so he had a balance of 32 credits. Frank wondered what purpose his daily wage served, as he had no need of clothes or sustenance. He decided it was just one more aspect among many that didn't make sense in the Duprie regime.

"This unit shall return within 30 rounds," Frank announced.

She waived weakly as Frank turned and departed. He closed the door quietly behind him.

Frank knew from past experience that Buster's Bar never closed. He also reasoned that a visit to that establishment would be less obtrusive than an appearance at the Octant's central cafeteria.

Like always, thick trailers of smoke from cheap cigarettes filled the interior atmosphere of the local bar and grill. If he didn't know better, he would almost believe that the smokers all shared a common respiratory deficiency that could only be compensated for by inhaling tremendous quantities of smoldering tobacco fumes. Likewise, the boisterous, alcohol-driven chatter of the patrons created a cacophony so loud and disorganized that the drone found it amazing that any intelligent, coherent, bi-directional communication was possible.

Buster apparently had the day off since Jimbo was tending bar. The Herculean bouncer was the only humanoid in the establishment large enough and strong enough to give Frank a run for his money in hand-to-hand combat. Jimbo shouted an unintelligible greeting over the din.

Frank lumbered to the bar and acknowledged the barmaster.

"Buster and me wondered when you'd be back," Jimbo mused. "But I tol' Buster he may as well be prepared." Jimbo reached from under the counter and slapped down two small cans of oil.

"What'll it be?" He asked, supremely pleased with himself. "Household grade or industrial?"

At that, most of the bar patrons within earshot erupted in raucous laughter. While Frank could dimly understand that he had just been made the butt of the barmaster's joke, he didn't understand what was supposed to be humorous about what just transpired.

"Task ID: Food delivery," Frank instructed. "Barmaster shall decide as one's metabolism is compatible with recipient. Special Instruction: Items will be paid for using this unit's labor credits."

"Well, who's it for?" Jimbo asked.

"Worker ID: HU5-3D. Spoken name: Elonna," Frank replied.

"Chemical plant? Works in Vat 16?" The barmaster asked.

"Yes," the Construct confirmed.

"Heard she's been sick," he drawled.

"That unit is terminal," Frank said simply.

"Oh," Jimbo replied, the smile gone from his face.

"The Control Spire has terminated her labor credit account," Frank added.

"Bastard Duprie," Jimbo spat. "He does that so that the dying hurry up and die."

The drone had learned that humanoids were supposed to nod knowingly when the agreed with a statement but had nothing else to add. Frank wasn't sure how "knowing" his nod actually looked, but he executed the gesture nonetheless.

"Well, we can at least get her fixed up for food," Jimbo said hopefully. "How much credit do you have?"

"36 units," Frank replied.

"I've got 172 I'm not doing anything with," Jimbo said, scribbling a list of items on a glass tablet. The barmaster was obviously no mathematician, so Frank surmised that Jimbo held a data collection and transmitting device. 

"The grub'll be up in a few," Jimbo said.

"Query: a few what?" Frank asked.

"Rounds, blockhead!" Jimbo said with good-natured coarseness.

"Request data: What was your function prior to serf designation?" Frank asked, changing the subject.

"That's a good one," Jimbo said. "It's quite a riot."

Frank nodded "knowingly" again, urging Jimbo to continue. 

"My daddy lost me in a poker game," he began. "He was a gambler, that's for sure. He sold me to his loan shark, who also happened to be the town's Persecutor Law-Twister. I was big for my age, so the Law Twister had me working as a collector in his protection racket. I got tired of being told to beat up old people and shop clerks, so I beat up him up instead.

"Well," he continued philosophically, "he didn't like taking it as much as he gave it out. He had me arrested for attempted murder, and served as the Persecutor at my trial. They found me guilty and said I had three choices: death, exile, or personality reconfiguration."

He took another slug from his tankard and wiped his mouth using his shirtsleeve. He let out a belch in which he attempted to alter the pitch of the gastronomic blast into a series of musical notes. A few barflies sniggered nearby.

"Anyway," he continued, "it didn't take a mastermind to make the best choice. So, here I am, twelve years in as a bouncer/barmaster with no time off for good behavior."

"Inquiry: Is escape an internal motivating force or directive?" Frank asked.

"By Domalon's Dance it is!" Jimbo exclaimed, chugging back the rest of his beer. "That's what we got you for! Your mechanical mind's s'posed to be workin' out the master plan for our overdue liberation!"

"Your stated objective coexists with this unit's primary directive. One should be informed that a plan for mass exodus is currently in development," Frank enlightened.

It was at this time that a scantily clad serving wench pushed a serving cart full of boxed, prepared food next to the Construct's bar stool.

"Well," Jimbo said, nodding at the pile of provisions, "this should last her for a while. At least long enough for her to not need more."

The Construct understood. Jimbo must have also calculated that Elonna had about a week to live.

The barmaster draped a worn grey tarp over the service cart to hide its contents. Frank bid Jimbo farewell using a stiff nod.

The supervisor of HU5 was curious about Frank's second visit in so short a time. Frank lied by informing his opposite number that the cart contained a selection of tools for fixing the rather large hole in the wall on the third level stairwell landing. 

[Proceed], the guardian transmitted via Machine Language.

Of course, Frank realized, his lie spawned the requirement that he actually repair the wall in question or a discrepancy report would eventually reach the Control Spire.

The Construct slowly and mechanically ascended the decrepit stairwell. The service trolley clattered at every step and lost a wheel at the top of the second floor. The liberated brass caster bumped down a few steps, gaining kinetic energy and ricocheted off the wall of the first floor landing where it must have shot into the common area. A loud, damning curse in Domalon’s name erupted from the hapless serf who was hit by the stray missile. Frank shrugged his shoulders and continued up to the third floor.

The Construct knocked on the door as gently as possible for him. By this time, Elonna apparently knew his knock, so she bade him enter by name. 

She sat on the floor, wrapped in her thin blanket, looking out the window at a small opening of blue in an otherwise overcast and leaden sky. The Construct realized this behavior was a ritual of some kind. He wondered briefly why the humanoids seemed to gain comfort through the repetition of certain structured behaviors. Frank dragged the food cart over to the desk and removed the tarp.

Elonna turned around and weakly got to her feet and staggered to the small table that also served as her desk. She hungrily eyed the array of sandwiches, pies, and chopped vegetables and grabbed a chicken leg first and gnawed on it like a starving predator. She tossed the bone on the floor and was reaching for a sandwich when she paused and looked sadly at her benefactor.

"You must think I'm an ungrateful monster," she told him.

"No," Frank replied.

Now that Frank closely observed her, he noticed her breathing was more ragged and labored than at the prior visit. Her skin lesions appeared darker and deeper than before. 

"Thank you," she said as she resumed eating at a slower and more dignified manner. "I am grateful. I can't imagine how much all this food cost."

Frank could imagine. While the Construct had little use for Labor Credits, the barmaster spent every bit of his savings to ensure her well-being during her time of dying. This action put his own future at risk to help someone who had no future whatsoever and whom could never repay in kind. This caused Frank to update certain parameters and values concerning Jimbo the Bouncer.

Elonna ate a second sandwich and a small tart. Her color improved somewhat, but the meal could not diminish the relentless, wasting fatigue that sapped more of her energy with each passing day. 

She got up from her chair and returned to her cot. It occurred to Frank that the dying serf's cot, chair, and window defined the extent of her shrinking universe.

"You can stay for a while if you want," she said.

Frank nodded and then asked, "This unit has an inquiry."

"What is it?" She asked, trying not to sound as tired as she looked. Her eyelids were at half-mast and it seemed as if she had consciously tried to expend as little energy as possible to make her reply.

"This unit wants to know where a humanoid's soul goes after the body deteriorates beyond the minimal functional threshold," he asked. Silently, in Machine Language, he commanded: AV Record.

"I'm glad you only ask easy questions," she said sarcastically. 

"Actually," she said seriously, "that's a question as old as humanity itself. It's also a question that has a lot of different answers.

"The Scaxathromites believe only reanimation as a self-aware Undead can preserve the soul. Undead are immortal unless destroyed. And so they believe this is the afterlife.

"The Domalites believe in an eternal hunting ground where it is near sunset, but the sun never sets. 

"The True believe the soul lives, for a time, with their God in a city of unknowable beauty and peace. Then they believe their bodies will be raised from the dust and ash and be remade in indestructible perfection.

"And there are other beliefs -- as many as there are religions. Maybe they're all correct, or maybe none are."

"This unit would ask what you believe," Frank asked.

“I've never known a god," she said honestly, "but I have to believe that there is some kind of life beyond this terrible prison.

"When my end comes," she said, her face becoming wet with tears, "and if I am welcomed by some divine or angelic being, I will tell the eternal powers that you helped me. I will ask the powers to remember you as you have remembered me."

She climbed off the cot unexpectedly and flung her arms around the Construct's torso and cried, "I don't want to die alone in this hateful place!"

Elonna smeared Frank's exoskeleton with tears as she wept uncontrollably as she was overcome by horror and desperate fear.

"How can there be a god of good when this evil city has chewed up my friends one by one and stolen my life? What kind of god rewards Duprie and punishes us all?"

She dropped to her knees and hugged Frank's leg the way a small child might cling to a parent. "Why does the Universe hate me so damned much?"

Frank had no answers for her. He put his hand on her head and stroked her hair until she was able to reign in her grief. Frank turned his head to the window and saw that the sky was darkening with impending night.

After a few rounds, Elonna released him and crawled back to her cot. Frank picked up her blanket off the floor and covered her with it.

"This unit must resume assigned duties," Frank told her. It was the truth. He would have to release his friends from the textile mill in ten rounds.

"I understand," Elonna whispered. Her eyes were shut and she was drifting into unconsciousness.

Frank turned and took the discarded tarp with him. As he passed by the giant hole in the wall -- the one he was allegedly present to fix --he used his nailgun to fasten the tarp so that it completely covered the ragged hole where the plaster had crumbled away.

On Frank's way out the Construct of HU5 transmitted a Function/Ident request. Frank responded truthfully that he had accomplished all that he had intended to do this night.

Ten: Setting Up

After retrieving his charges from the textile mill at the close of Labor Session 222, Frank told Dulgar about the condition of the convicts he had escorted back to HU6 earlier that day. 

"I know about them. They can't be fixed," Dulgar said angrily.

"Request elaboration," Frank asked.

"Those convicts aren't really alive anymore," Dulgar explained. "They exist on the razor's edge between that which lives and that which is Undead. They don't rot, but they're cold and have death's pallor. A Priest or Shaman can't rebuke them, but they also can't transmit death magic or poison. They're too stupid to do anything but the most mindless menial labor. You're more alive than they are, and you're just an animated suit of plate mail!"

Frank considered himself more than that. But perhaps that is all the humanoids perceived him to be. He considered himself to be real -- just as real as the humanoids, merely constructed from different materials.

"Anyway," Dulgar continued after it became apparent that Frank had no further comment, "the Slaver Lord would probably turn us all into mindless drones if it weren't for the fact that a lot of the work here really does require a brain. And, of course, he's only got the one Illuthielite Priest working for him, so he's got a real production bottleneck there."

Frank sent a query to the Control Spire and was informed that Priests of the Illuthiel faith had the power to convert the still-living into durable, docile, highly functional Undead slaves. The Construct updated his array of internal references to include Illuthielites as both "evil" and "slaver" for the purpose of fulfilling Directive Zero.

"This unit accepts this statement as fact," Frank responded. 

This new information complicated matters, however. The Construct now knew that any of his humanoid conspirators detected as such by Duprie or his minions would face a punishment very similar to an execution. 

Although the hour was growing late, Dulgar offered to help Frank work on another restoration project. The Construct observed that his Dwarven companion had almost the same endurance for hard labor as himself. 

That night’s activities included stripping usable wooden planks from the abandoned shop next to HU6. In better years it had been a combination bookstore and apothecary. The books and drugs were looted decades ago. Now the sad looking structure was nothing more than a source of raw materials. It had the feel of picking the last remnant bits of meat off an already picked over carcass.

Upon entering the building, Dulgar took his tablet and stylus out of his pocket and scribed a brief formula onto its surface. With a hard tap, the tablet lit up with an artificial, monochromatic glow. Although Dulgar had on occasion described himself as a teacher and an engineer, Frank knew his friend was really a Mathematician, albeit a much weaker one than Duprie. Still, this was an ally whose fledgling power was worth cultivating.

The second floor once housed the bookstore component of the defunct franchise. While the books were gone, the long wooden shelves and cases remained. It was for these that the unlikely pair dared trespass. The shelving units had been assembled with screws instead of nails, so it was an easy feat for Frank to use his nailgun attachment in screw gun mode to back out the fasteners. Dulgar dutifully sawed nine inches from the end of each plank so that the liberated boards were the correct size for repairing HU6's dangerously weak staircases.

"So," Dulgar asked, breaking up the monotony, "how are you going to break us out of Myracannon?"

"This unit has detected a structural weakness in the sewer system. Beneath is an unused subterranean transport tube. It leads away from Myracannon," Frank explained.

"That's the most I've ever heard you say all at once!" Dulgar exclaimed.

Frank had no comment on this. He simply endeavored to speak in the most efficient way he knew how.

"So, how are you going to connect the sewer to the tunnel?" The Dwarf asked, sawing another board.

"Explosives," Frank answered.

"Ever done demo work before?" Dulgar asked. 

"No," he replied using his typical terse way. 

Frank wondered why his friend even bothered to ask. He had been activated only three days ago. Unfortunately, his creator had chosen not to endow him with the knowledge of demolitions.

"I can help you there," Dulgar said craftily. "You get the materials, and I'll show you what to do with them."

They finished pilfering the cadaverous bookstore and brought the proceeds back to the housing unit. It was 02:1:9, and the colorless light of the Watcher lit the night sky with a cold, somber glow. The already-grey buildings looked like specters. Dulgar paused and looked down the empty street and at the darkened buildings. Frank wondered what his friend was thinking, but decided it would be ill timed to interrupt.

Without a word, they crept back into HU6. As expected, the common area was both darkened and deserted.

"I need to get some sleep before 07:0:0. I wonder if I'm going to get a loom, or get stuck on a sewing machine again," Dulgar drawled.

"Sewing machine," Frank answered, having received his duty schedule for Day 223 at midnight.

"Figures," the Dwarf replied with some bitterness in his tone. "Well, just install those boards on the 1st floor staircase so you won't fall into the basement."

Frank merely nodded as Dulgar turned and ascended the stairs.

"Nailgun: Construction nails," Frank commanded. 

The Construct thought, for the first time, that it seemed odd that he had developed the habit of verbally invoking his nailgun attachment when it would be just as easy to issue a silent command in Machine Language. In a strange way, Frank was glad that it was actually possible for him to develop an idiosyncrasy. 

As he began the tedious task of force-nailing the new boards to the stairs, he divided his attention in order to start a new task. To reduce the possibility of one of Duprie' humanoid henchmen auditing the message he was about to transmit, Frank decided to reference the materials required to make explosives by their Component ID.

[Serv/Req. Recip/ID: FC8D1217. Transport materials: Targ/Loc = Ring 4 Octant 7 HU6. Materials manifest attached. Return receipt requested.]

After a few rounds, Frank received a message from Manny: [Acknowledged.]

Frank resumed repairing the staircase. With his nailgun attachment, he made fast progress. He figured that if he used his next upgrade for a circular saw attachment that he could fix up HU6 by himself on his spare time, of which he had a lot.

He wondered again why it was that the Security Drones were not also charged with maintaining the buildings. Frank knew that, left to his own devices and with Dulgar's instruction, he could have HU6 up to spec in only a few months. And yet, so many structures in Myracannon were on the brink of ruin.

Dawn came, and it was once again time to rouse the serfs. Each time he performed this task, it created an internal pressure in his mind. Several duties and drives conflicted with one another. He had to enforce the duty roster, but to do so was to further the cause of slavery. But to not complete his duties would result in his deactivation, and thus Duprie would never be overthrown. Already Frank suspected his behavioral deviations were being recorded by the Control Spire. There was a threshold of disobedience that he dared not cross. 

Labor Session 223 commenced without fanfare or cheer. The air was bone dry and a cold front had dropped the ambient temperature to 52 degrees. The sky seemed like a solid grey dome and Gai was nothing but a blurry disk that gave no warmth. If the chattering serfs felt cold now, he suspected the reverse would be true inside and exposed to the exhausting mechanized heat of the textile mill.

Once the factory had swallowed his serfs, Frank checked his duty list and found his job today was even more soul crushing than what he was asked to perform on Day 222. Today he had corpse collection duty.

The first body was to be found in Ring 3 Octant 3. The factory contained therein manufactured rope and twine. The serf in question, HU1-2F, was a Changeling male who had the misfortune to fall into the sprocket box that rewound the main spindle and was subsequently cut in half.

Like most sections of the city, the buildings and streets of R3O3 were in an advanced state of degeneration. The "park" at the center of the subdivision was an uninviting, rambling jumble of dead shrubs, thick weeds the height of a man, and ropy brambles whose thorns were like spear tips. From this oppressive mass of tangled vegetation swarmed hard, onyx hued buzzing insects the length of Frank's index finger. Some of these flying horrors would occasionally leave the swarm in order to attack some hapless passer-by.

Like all the other areas of the city, the serfs consisted primarily of shabbily dressed and undernourished Humans, with a smattering of other races. It was at this moment that Frank realized that Myracannon was home to no children. In fact, Elonna was the youngest serf he had encountered thus far. Frank surmised that it was cheaper for the Slaver Lord to buy adult and adolescent serfs than it would be to set up breeding camps to generate new labor stock

Like in the park, Frank noticed that HU1 was uninhabited because it had been overrun with thorn vines and giant flying insects. Units two through six remained intact -- at least as intact as anything else in this city had remained intact.

As he approached the geometric barrier between the living quarters and the factory, four serfs whom Frank surmised were neither content nor obedient intercepted him. Indeed, they looked out of their minds.

The cluster consisted of three Humans and an Elf, all male. Fever made their eyes burn brightly, and angry red sores marked their skin in dozens of places. Though the day was temperate and overcast, rivulets of sweat drenched both hair and clothes. The Elf had a rock tied to the end of a thin rope, and the Humans brandished clubs that had obviously once been table legs.

Frank commanded [A/V Record] followed by [Init Shield] in Machine Language just as the dark haired Human swung a table leg at him. The blow reflected, but Frank's operating system reported a ten percent drop in shield density. After that, Frank's operating system switched to the deep red display of Combat Mode. The targeting system automatically designated the three Humans as "H1", "H2", and "H3", while the Elf was given the label "E1". Each was evaluated as low level threats.

"Nailgun: Combat Nails," Frank commanded. His operating system complied and the nailgun assembly engaged with a motorized whine and a mechanical click.

H1, the sickliest looking of the lot, took advantage of Frank's brief delay and slammed his club against the Construct's shield with a ferocity that seemed unlikely from so gaunt a combatant. The shield flashed prismatically as it dissipated the kinetic energy of the blow. The combat monitor upgraded H1's threat level to "moderate".

H2 and H3, a redhead with a filthy beard and a blonde with a missing eye, both let loose a feral, incoherent scream as they swung against the shield at the same time. A sound almost like a gunshot erupted as Frank's geometric defense collapsed.

The combat window unnecessarily projected [Service Note: Shield Generator Overloaded] on the display, as if there was a possibility that Frank wasn't going to notice.

Frank shot H2 with two combat nails at point-blank range. One nail skewered the attacker's throat, while another impaled his abdomen. A bright, hot, steaming jet of blood erupted from the man's mouth, spraying Frank's midsection with thick, sticky fluid. H2 dropped the makeshift club and clutched at his throat, spinning about in a pain-crazed dance of death.

The Elf flanked Frank and hit him hard, squarely on the left side of his helmet. If Frank was a humanoid, the blow would have killed him. As it was, his visor now tilted to the left, and thus caused a sizable blind spot to his right.

Frank spun left and fired twice at the Elf. One bolt missed, but the other nail spiked through E1's forearm, paralyzing the hand that wielded the bolo. The Elf howled in exquisite, blinding agony.

The sickly Human slammed Frank in the back, inflicting another sizable dent. The one-eyed Human swung at the Construct's arm, crippling the elbow joint.

With Frank's nailgun disabled, he reached for One-Eye's throat with his still-functional left hand. He missed the blonde's throat, but did get his wrist. Frank squeezed with the greatest force he could generate. The attacker's fingers blackened and the skin split. The wet crunch of bones told Frank that his assailant's wrist was utterly and irrevocably destroyed. One-Eye frothed redly at the mouth as pain and shock drove him into convulsions. He dropped to the ground and thrashed about like a man being electrocuted. He shrieked long, high cries of unspeakable agony.

Sickly Serf was the only hostile combatant left standing. The loss of his comrades fazed him little. He swung his table leg at Frank's head, connecting with a metallic crunch. His helmet was crunched like a discarded beer can. The Construct's vision was limited to only a thin slit now that his visor had collapsed.

Frank stumbled around mostly blinded as Sickly hit him again and again. A crack against his arm put a big dent in his shoulder. Another hit to his head fully crushed his helmet, blinding him completely. A hit to his back toppled him to the hexstones.

Blindly, the Construct rolled to the right and reached aimlessly for the remaining combatant's leg. By some miracle, his hand found flesh. He grabbed what was apparently the serf's knee and savagely crushed it. Frank heard the crazy serf fall to the ground in a frenzied agony. He targeted the sound, then rose to his feet and let his foot bear down on the source of the noise. With a heavy crunch Frank silenced his attacker forever.

He could still hear the sad, mad cries of the two serfs that yet lived but were hopelessly disabled. Frank had the impression that those two would harass him no further.

[A/V Stop. Upload record.] Frank transmitted to the Control Spire.

For his attackers' benefit, Frank transmitted [Serv/Req. ID Class: Biological. Unit Qty: 2. Subj ID: Unknown. Req: Humanoid Maintenance Official. Priority: High.]

Unlike the last time the Construct called for help, the Control Spire immediately denied his request. Frank surmised that the serfs' lives were forfeit for having harmed a Security Drone. Apparently, however, the Control Spire was sending help for him.

Frank requested a damage summary, and the list was depressingly long.

[structural integrity: 30%

Nailgun retractor assembly inoperable.

Embedded Sword assembly inoperable.

Shoulder/Elbow/Hand (right): 65% Damage

Head: 100% Damage

Visual sensors inoperable

Shield generator overloaded

Torso: 40% Damage

Nailgun ammo stores: 40% depleted

Cosmetic damage, all areas.

Begin maintenance mode? [Y|N] ETR 48 Hours.]

Considering that Frank was blind and utterly defenseless, the power loss was inconsequential. He wondered what his body looked like now. The screaming of the two injured serfs subsided somewhat and now consisted of hollow, soul-wrenching weeping.

As Frank waited for whatever help was coming, he contemplated the recently concluded melee. As a Construct, he had considered himself invincible. But now he knew otherwise. The four crazed assailants nearly destroyed him. He wondered what would happen to DuPrie's hold on power if it became generally known that the Constructs could be defeated if the odds were enough against their captors. A peasant uprising would result in the corpse incinerators running night and day for weeks. But for paying such a high price they just might throw off the chains of slavery.

But then, maybe not. It was possible that Duprie and his army of Constructs would be victorious. The remnant survivors would doubtless be subjected to a retributive wave of punishment so terrible that death would be preferable.

No, he thought, a scalpel, not a bludgeoning club is required.

The thudding of thick-soled boot steps approaching interrupted his thoughts. Frank turned in the direction of the sound, preparing for the worst. Instead of an attacker's raging battle cry, he heard a familiar voice.

"It looks like you've seen better days," the voice said. It was the Smithy’s voice. "But at least you fared better than these crazy wretches."

The weeping of the crippled survivors had waned to a low, intermittent moan. Frank surmised that they were dying of shock.

"I know you can't see," the Smithy said gently, "so I'm going to grab your left hand and lead you back to my shop so that I can fix you up. Do you understand?"

"Yes," Frank tried to say, but the word came out as a vibrating buzz.

As the Smithy led Frank back to the Central Forge, he wondered why his creator seemed to have no name, only a title. His serf ID was simply "S1". His creator also seemed uniquely privileged in that he could cross geometric barriers without the aid of a Security Drone.

They passed into Ring 2, where the serfs who resided there apparently held the Smithy in low esteem. Frank heard all manner of shouted insults and invectives hurled at his guide. The passers-by called him "traitor", "betrayer", and "collaborator". Others issued curses and oaths using the foulest words contained in the local dialect. 

But they did not harm him or even approach him. The Smithy was surely the most prized among slaves by Lord Duprie.

The Central Forge was located in Ring 1, Octant 3. Frank heard nothing but their own footsteps as they walked down the hexstone-paved street. He did hear the low hum of the forge ventilators as they approached.

With a jingle of keys, the Smithy unlocked the stout iron door to his domain. Inside, the sound of the whirling fans dominated the atmosphere. 

"I'm going to guide you to a stool. Sit down on it, and I'll start my work," the Smithy advised.

"I'm going to cheat a bit on getting you fixed up. I know you won't give me away," he said cryptically.

Frank heard the Smithy walk away to another area of the shop. Some grating metal-on-metal sounds followed and the blacksmith returned. With a clunk, he laid the unseen object on what Frank supposed was a nearby workbench. 

"This won't hurt a bit," the Smithy said dryly.

Frank surmised that his creator was going to replace his most heavily damaged parts. That was not to be the case, however, for the Smithy had other instructions.

"You're about to feel a lot of pressure in what's left of your head and your operating system is going to report a high threat level attack. You must not resist. You have to willingly let happen what I must do to you in order to make you whole."

The next noise Frank heard was the sound of glass-on-glass. The Smithy was apparently scribing a Mathematical formula using a stylus and glass tablet. Frank wondered just how many hedge Mathematicians resided within Myracannon's confines.

A round passed, then another. At first, nothing happened. But then Frank felt a curious sensation as if an invisible force was pulling upwards on his crumpled helmet. His internal display switched to combat mode and registered a high-threat geometric attack. 

[Override Directive: Release Combat Mode], Frank commanded. His operating system complied, and returned to the orange “maintenance mode” screen.

While a Construct was incapable of feeling pain, it was still an unsettling sensation to have his head gradually stretched back into shape over a period of several rounds. The steel groaned and popped as his crushed visor pushed up and out. With a metallic click, Frank opened the aperture and found he could see once more.

Indeed, the Smithy was looking at Frank through the glass tablet. The completed formula glowed like white-hot fire. Between Frank and his creator, a steel helmet sat on a narrow bench. Frank realized that the blacksmith was somehow projecting an image of the undamaged helm onto his own crumpled head and the effect of the formula was that the two helmets must become equal. With a final metallic ping, the last dent in Frank's head popped out.

The Smithy was breathing hard and his face and tunic were drenched in sweat. The long string of calculations on the glass tablet winked out.

“See there," the Smithy said breathlessly. "That was a lot faster than using the dent puller; and a cleaner job of it too."

He patted the helmet that still lay on the workbench and said, "I'm sure your brother-to-be didn't mind me borrowing his head for a few rounds."

He took the helm back to the partially completed Construct that stood inert near the forge. It had a head, breastplate, two legs, and a right arm.

"Oh, he's going to look just like you," he commented, anticipating Frank's next question. "But he won't be exactly like you.

"So far," he continued, "you're everything I hoped for. You're a rare one for your kind: you can think for yourself. You're ‘Awakened’. I gave you Directive Zero to get you started, but you probably won't need them much longer. I'll bet you've got your own ideas about right and wrong, good and evil. Am I right?"

"Yes," Frank answered. The Construct was pleased to hear his voice fully restored.

"Still not much of a talker, I see," the Smithy noted. "No matter. That might change too."

Frank nodded.

The blacksmith pulled the right arm off the incomplete Construct and said, "We may as well get your arm fixed too, so you can get back to work."

Like before, Frank had to override his operating, which unfortunately confused the Smith’s ministrations as an attack. As Frank's arm slowly took on the shape of his "brother's", the Construct noticed the color drain from his creator's face, and the blood vessels near his temples stood out like purple tubes. With a wheezing gasp, the Smithy dismissed the formula the instant the last dent in Frank's arm smoothed out.

"I can do no more," he said, sinking to the floor and resting against the bench support.

"Query: Should this unit summon an HMO?" Frank asked, concerned that his creator had injured himself as a result of the repair effort.

"No. . . I won't need any of that," he replied. "Using the full power of Mathematics takes a lot out of a man. Some hide it better, but there's always a cost."

He pulled himself off the floor and sat on a pockmarked wooden stool and said "But it's no damage a good night's sleep won't fix. I just need about eight hours of 'maintenance mode.'"

That reminded Frank to update his diagnostic scan. This time, his display window generated a shorter list:

[structural Integrity: 60%

Right Arm: Critical Metal Fatigue

Head: Critical Metal Fatigue

Shield generator overloaded

Torso: 40%

Nailgun ammo stores: 40% depleted

Cosmetic damage: 70% of surface area.

Resume maintenance mode? [Y|N] ETR 18 hours]

Frank's available energy diminished as his internal repair system confiscated most of the power output from his Theoretical Engine. 

"Define: 'Awakened Construct.'" Frank asked.

The Smithy rubbed his chin thoughtfully and asked, "Remember when I asked you to not resist the procedure that your operating system identified as an attack?"

Frank nodded.

"A common Construct wouldn't have been able to do that. For most of your kind, their operating system is their entire being.

"But for you," he said excitedly, "all those mathematical programs help you, but they aren't you. There is part of your being that operates independently and is something different entirely. It's not a soul. But whatever it is, it sets you apart from most of your ilk. That is what 'Awakened' means."

After a moment, Frank said simply "This unit understands."

The Construct transmitted a message to the Control Spire stating that he was fit to resume normal, non-combat duties. In addition to the automated reply, Frank received an updated list of corpses to collect. Unsurprisingly, the revised itinerary included picking up the remains of the four serfs who had tried to kill him.

Frank departed the Central Forge and chose the most efficient route back to Ring 3 Octant 3. This was the first time he had seen any part of Ring 1 by day. Unlike the rest of the city, the hexstone streets were sparkling clean and not missing paving stones. Instead of crumbling, unsafe, vermin-infested Habitation Units, the street was lined with proud, white, gated estates in which Lord DuPrie's cronies lived. And live well they did off the unceasing labor of the workers.

Frank performed a query and learned that one of these mansions was actually assigned to the Smithy. It did seem that the chief blacksmith profited mightily from his position as the General's favorite slave. It was then that Frank realized that his creator's desire to unseat Lord Duprie had at least as much to do with absolving himself of guilt as it did with justice. This new information caused the Construct to update his internal references concerning the Smithy. 

When Frank crossed the geometric boundary between Rings 1 and 2, he realized why the serfs that resided within the latter Ring hated the Smithy so. They had the unique position of being able to see the splendor in which their "betters" lived, and could see upon which the profits of their labors were conspicuously spent.

Ring 2 Octant 3 was an industrialized hell. This section produced titanium dioxide, a harmless chemical that was chiefly used to make things white. While the finished product was a white powder brighter than snow, the base ore was black as coal. And while the raw and finished products were innocuous, it was all the processing steps in-between that produced some of the most toxic industrial by-products known to humanoid existence.

The air swirled with black and white particles as the exhaust stacks belched industrial ash into the habitation zone. Trailers of sulfuric acid gas billowed down the main byway. The buildings, lampposts, streets, and benches were filthy beyond reckoning.

A gaggle of rather unhappy serfs approached him. They were all Fey, a race of winged humanoids that stood about four feet high. Normally, their butterfly-like wings came in four varieties of color: blue, indigo, green, and amber. Frank could not determine the color of these Fey, however. The ubiquitous particles of titanium dioxide exhaust had the unforeseen effect of binding with natural sweat and combining to form a kind of low-grade paint. As a result, the Fey here all looked unnaturally white as death.

"We're starving!" One cried. "We need the sun!"

"It's killing us. It's going to kill us all!" Another yelled. 

Other voices chimed in along the same theme. The Fey serfs beat at him weakly with clenched fists. The feeble blows failed even to trigger his combat monitor. He pushed through the crowd without effort. Now that he could see again, he understood why the Smithy was not physically attacked: the Fey were too weak to put up a fight.

They followed him all the way to the next interface. They were all mad and scared. 

Frank sent a query on Fey physiology. He learned that the Fey possessed a hybrid metabolism. They needed energy as much as they needed food. With their bodies perpetually contaminated with paint, they were unable to absorb energy from the sun. They would not die, but instead suffer a half-life in which they would exist but not truly live.

Back in the rope sector, Frank located a cart filled with discarded three-foot wide spools. He emptied it so that it could be used for the grisly cargo he was sent to collect.

Near the ghost of a building that proclaimed it was once an appliance store, he found the dead bodies the four serfs who had apparently destroyed each other in a fit of madness. Already the hateful fist-sized bugs gorged themselves on the eyes and soft tissue of the dead. Rigor mortis had set in, so the corpses stacked in the cart like cordwood. 

The street was nearly empty due to the insect swarm. A few Changelings stared at him furtively out of the barricaded window of Stringer's Saloon. Like the unthinking metal hulks that they were, the Security Drones stood as motionless sentinels in front of the five remaining Habitation Units. Frank knew his creator was right to say he was different. He would have gotten a barrel of machine oil and burned the "park" to the ground, and HU6 right after it.

Frank crossed the barrier between the habitation section and the rope factory. The drone for this factory was a high-security model that he recognized from a drawing on Elonna's wall. This unit had two arms as thick as a man's thigh, and six slender ones that ended in metal chain-whips. Frank ran a cursory tactical analysis and concluded that he would be unable to defeat this murderous machine in one-on-one combat.

[ID/Function: FC8D442B / Corpse Extraction] , Frank announced to the factory guard via Machine Language.

[Proceed], the hulking security Construct replied.

The factory was a three story high wooden monstrosity filled with all manner of whirling gears, winders, and spindles. The various grades of rope and twine separated out through the use of pulleys and guides. These strands were woven into the final product via huge winders before being wrapped around wooden spools of various sizes.

The workforce consisted chiefly of Changelings. These frail, quasi-angelic beings labored mightily to keep the spindles turning. It took five Changelings to do the work of three Humans. It wasn't a matter of laziness -- a Changeling's hollow bones imposed a significant structural limit on raw physical strength. They were uniquely unsuited for deployment in the rope factory.

The central spindle was on the third floor. He located it by the sound of chanting. As he navigated the series of narrow ramps, he came upon three Changeling laborers praying over the body of badly mutilated comrade. They turned to face Frank when they heard his heavy footsteps approach.

The foreman, a blue-eyed Changeling of middle years stood up from his kneeling position and addressed the Construct. He had pearly scars on his hands and forearms, as well as one that angled from his Adam's apple to just under his left ear. While by Human standards he would still be considered a lightweight, by the benchmark of his own race he has undoubtedly the strongest and most physically developed of the lot. The hardened look on his face, uncharacteristic for a member of a race of empathic angels, spoke louder than any words could of the many terrible and brutal deaths he must have witnessed over the years.

"I know why you have come," he said evenly. Frank noted that of all the biological sentient races, the Changelings had the best vocal control. Perhaps it was a side effect of having empathic powers.

"What you must do, you must do quickly -- before the spirits of Undeath come for the mortal remains," he continued.

"Understood," Frank replied.

With as much dignity and reverence as possible under the circumstances, the two laborers who had been praying with the foreman carefully wrapped the body of their fallen compatriot in a shroud of coarse fabric, then tied off the ends and middle with thin cords. They blessed the body by drawing the Gaelic Cross on the wrappings with a grease crayon.

"Well, machine," the foreman began, "I'll tell you the same thing I've told your kind every time there's been a death. It's true that the Changelings burn their dead. But there's more to it than that. The 'Prayer of Everlasting Life' has to be read as the body is returned to the ash from which it was made.

"As a follower of the True One, I have to fulfill the tenets of my faith -- even if it means asking a damned soulless Construct to do something it's not programmed to do. 

Frank nodded, and the foreman continued.

"I want you to read this prayer as Lef Aelim's body burns," he commanded, placing a square of folded paper into Frank's left hand. 

“None of you Constructs have ever obliged, even though it would take no effort. Nor have you ever allowed one of us to be present, so that we could say the prayer for true. You Constructs are an unnatural curse upon the living."

The foreman straightened his posture and squared his shoulders, then declared, "I have met the obligations of the faith. Now take the body and get out!"

There seemed no need for more words so Frank simply did as they wished. It also ran concurrently with his assigned task. At the third floor landing, Frank turned his head briefly and saw the three serfs resume the Herculean task -- a task that was nearly painful just to watch -- of rewinding the central spindle for the beginning of the next production batch. 

As Frank pulled the cart full of corpses through the various sectors, he could not help noticing the demoralizing effect his duty had on those that watched. He wondered why the humanoids were not permitted to supervise the disintegration of their own dead. It was yet another petty crime in a seemingly endless litany of injustices.

His task ended at a familiar place: the abandoned ceramics factory. The same three light-duty Labor Drones looked ready to stack more steel drums full of humanoid ashes. Even in the gloom, Frank saw the dried filth and gore that coated the conveyor belt that fed the incinerator.

Frank parked the death cart next to the beginning of the belt and laid the first eight corpses so that the head of one body touched the feet of the next. He looked at the latest batch of DuPrie's victims a final time before he engaged the blast furnace: Six Humans, a Dwarf, and an Elf. Some had died of disease or from accidents, while one -- the Elf -- had committed suicide. Frank saved this image to memory in case a day ever came when he would falter in his purpose. 

He pushed the red knob that engaged the incinerator mechanism. With a pop and a whoosh, the 64-burner array erupted into its hungry sapphire radiance. After a round of preheating the burning chamber, the chain-driven conveyor belt methodically and fed the bodies to the ravenous fire. With a hiss and a sizzle, each corpse disappeared into the conflagration. The flesh vaporized to fly ash and flew up the chimney, while the heavier ash kernels and charred bones were excreted out the other end to be collected by the labor drones.

Frank pushed the black "stop" knob, causing the mechanism to wind down to dormancy. He now laid the final body on the belt: Lef Aelim's.

The Construct unfolded the square of paper given to him by the rope factory foreman and read its contents. The Changeling was right -- it would cause no inconvenience to read the simple paragraph. And yet, Frank intuitively knew that none of the others of his kind had ever complied with this simple request.

It was indeed a prayer to the deity of good known as the True One. It seemed odd that he, a Construct, should be asked to invoke a funeral rite. But it would not be the first time. And so, with some resignation, he began. His monotonous machine voice reverberated ominously throughout the crematorium:

"From life here, to life everlasting, we thank You Lord for thy holy light. Until these ashes are resurrected, may this gentle spirit reside with You. In Your name, Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer, we humbly pray."

After a brief period of silence, Frank added his Remembrances, limited as they were: "This unit did not know the serf named Lef Aelim. He was loved by his friends."

He engaged the incinerator once more and as Lef's body inched toward the flames, Frank thought about the angry, controlled dignity the Changelings possessed. He thought about the Fey's retributive rage against the Smithy. And he remembered the quiet optimism of Jimbo and Dulgar. 

He sent a Machine Language command to one of the Labor Drones to take the empty cart back to Ring 3 Octant 3. Frank was done with this stark and depressing task.

He realized that Histra Duprie, aside from being a criminal beyond any definition of the word, had set up Myracannon to purposefully crush the living soul. But the soul would not crush so easily. 

Eleven: Murder of a Construct

Midnight came and went, and thus began day 224. Frank was grateful for Dulgar's aid in making HU6 a safer and less oppressive place to live. Tonight, they reinforced the ceilings of several empty cells so that future occupants need not worry about being maimed by a large chunk of falling plaster.

"I promised myself I wasn't going to ask," Dulgar said unexpectedly, "but I can't help myself: What in the world happened to you today? You look like a building fell on top of you!"

"This unit incurred damage during melee combat," Frank answered.

"No joke," Dulgar replied. "If you're as beat up as all that, I'd hate to see what happened to the ones who did this."

"The four targets were destroyed," the Construct said matter-of-factly.

"Damn," the Dwarf exclaimed. "Remind me not to get on your bad side!"

"This unit will require your assistance in thirty-five rounds," Frank declared, not so subtly changing the subject.

"I'm already helping you," Dulgar said, and gave Frank a look that suggested that the Construct had not yet recovered from his head injury.

"Clarification: Task Description: Derive explosive materials from constituent components," Frank explained.

"Great!" Dulgar exclaimed. "Do you want a bank of sewing machines blown up, or one of the looms?"

"Neither," the Construct countered. "The plan calls for collapsing the reinforcing wall between Drainage Conduit 17D and the abandoned transport tube underneath."

"Who else is coming?" Dulgar asked.

"Tactical Analysis: A small group will have an increased chance to escape without being injured or destroyed. The group shall consist of this unit, Dulgar (you), Mebok, and Talon Brightsky of Clan Bryn. This configuration offers combat, scientific, and telepathic options if circumstances require."

"I'm glad you thought this all out," Dulgar said. "So what do you want Mebok and Talon to do?"

"Those two units must acquire surplus provisions and supplies," Frank replied.

"Jimbo and Buster can probably help out with that," Dulgar offered.

"Wake them. By 6:0:0 accomplish this task. It is high priority. Materials must be assembled by 6:4:0," the Construct ordered.

"I'll do it," Dulgar agreed. "When are the bomb-making materials coming?"

"In 15 rounds," Frank answered.

"That sounds good," Dulgar said. "I think I'm going to take a break until then."

Frank trundled down to the first floor. He was pleased that the steps connecting the first and second floors no longer creaked with impending collapse as a result of his and Dulgar's repairs. Mebok had nearly finished repainting the stairwell walls. Purple was all Frank could find on short notice, but compared to several decades' worth of grime on walls that were grey from the start, the flamboyant color was a decisive improvement. The Construct found it amazing just how much good he had accomplished in so short a time by simply becoming a liar, thief, and traitor.

Frank issued a command to raise the artificial lighting in the common area to ten percent capacity. After a few segments of lag time, the four rods anchored to the corners came to life and emitted a somber turquoise glow. It was by this wan illumination that Frank noticed the light duty Labor Drone pulling a small cart full of flasks and beakers.

[Function/ID: Delivery of requested materials / A32B1110. Target ID: FC8D442B. Request ID], the diminutive Construct transmitted.

[ID Confirm: FC8D442B], Frank answered.

[Transmitting Manifest. Transmit Complete. Acknowledge Receipt of Goods? [Y|N] ] 

Frank compared the contents of the tiny wagon to the manifest and transmitted [Yes].

The tiny Construct disengaged the cart, swiveled on its tank treads, and motored out of the building. Frank summoned his companion and told him to start working on a suitably potent pipe bomb. A little creative terrorism could go a long way.

Frank quenched the lights and stepped outside. The Watcher, Gaianar's huge grey natural satellite, shown down from the center of the night sky. In a few days, the visible side would be synchronized with the planet's spin, creating the monthly phenomenon known as a "full" moon. The humanoids ascribed anthropomorphic qualities to the satellite, thinking it had a face, and thinking its visible phases influenced emotion and behavior.

All Frank saw was a tactical advantage of being able to travel easily by night for the next week. By then, his party should reach Wren's City, where he would attempt to recruit an army to wage war against Lord Duprie. He also did not overlook the possibility that Talon's father, Lord Robart Brightsky of Clan Bryn, was a wealthy man who might provide financial backing. Robart would undoubtedly want revenge against the regime that imprisoned his son.

Frank downloaded his duty schedule for what he hoped was the last time. He was given patrol duty -- a boring task, but one in which he was at least not asked to commit atrocities. It also gave him a chance to say goodbye to Elonna. Although the hour was very late, interrupting her sleep seemed a kinder action than allowing her to believe herself abandoned.

The Security Drone patrolled Ring 4 Octant 7 for a few turns so that he could update his duty log without recording unnecessary falsehoods. He then walked a meandering course toward Habitation Unit 5. In the bright glow of the Watcher, the buildings and structures of R4O7 looked even more stark and desolate than under the sun's rays. It made Frank wonder why his master had not yet thought to deny his slaves light as well as freedom and hope. The Construct did not doubt for a segment that such a move would fall within the range of Lord Duprie' formidable powers.

The seemingly shiftless guardian of HU5 stood at the door in the exact same position Frank had seen it in at every other visit to the slum. If Frank cared a small increment more than he currently did, he would send an inquiry to the Control Spire to find out what, if anything, this seemingly useless Construct did to earn its keep.

[Function/ID: Interrogation/FC8D442B. Req Entry], Frank transmitted

[Declined], the other drone sent back.

That gave Frank pause. HU5's drone must have finally figured out that he had no legitimate business at this location. He decided that he wasn't going to let Duprie' plutocracy derail his last chance to visit a dying friend. He had an option, albeit a dangerous one. Frank would attempt to disable the other Construct's operating system.

[Init Combat Mode], he commanded in Machine Language, followed by [Begin: Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol. Target ID: FC2A663F].

On the red status window, Frank saw a white, wire frame schematic drawing of his enemy. Displayed, as a blue overlay on top of that, was the quantity and function of the target's data transmission ports. Frank was pleased that his creator had endowed him with twice as many ports. 

FC2A663F erected a firewall, and Frank's combat screen changed perspective so that his view of his opponent seemed like it was being viewed through a keyhole in which the tumblers had been reset. Frank raised his own firewall just before the other drone could launch its own probe attack.

It was then that Frank realized that not all Constructs were created equal, and that the firewall gave an indication about the Construct's willpower. And like a safecracker prying the defenses of a locked vault, Frank's firewall slowly unraveled under the enemy drone's assault.

Frank issued a command to his operating system to respond in kind. On the status screen, the outermost tumbler highlighted and began to turn slowly clockwise. Frank's normal vision drained of color as the energy of his Theoretical Engine, already burdened by the on-going repair operation, was tapped even further. His operating system advised him that his weapon systems were temporarily unavailable.

Frank's firewall was imaged as a jigsaw puzzle in which all the pieces were scattered. FC2A663F had successfully arranged the border pieces and was gradually working toward the middle. Frank commanded his operating system to divert energy from the sensory and propulsion systems and channel it into the firewall attack. His vision went black and his world turned silent. Only the glowing wire frame schematic in the status window remained.

With more energy flowing into the firewall disassembly routine, Frank was able to spin the rotating tumblers of FC2A663F's defense. The first ring locked into the "open" position, turning green. The second tumbler highlighted and started turning. It was smaller than the first, and locked open after only a few revolutions. Each ring was smaller than the last, like layers of an onion.

FC2A663F had about a five-piece-wide border solved. With fewer free pieces to test, the assembly process accelerated arithmetically. If Frank had been operating at full power, he could have erected a more formidable defense. It was too late to worry about that now.

Three more tumblers locked into place. Frank could see that FC2A663F's firewall had just four more rings remaining. Frank focused his mind - a skill that the ordinary Constructs could not do - and spun the tumblers even faster. One ring fell, then another. His own defense was down to two dozen free pieces. 

He ignored that predicament and focused on locking open the last two rings of his adversary's defense. One ring locked into place. His own firewall was down to a handful of free pieces as the last ring of FC2A663F's defense spun round and round. 

With only three pieces of Frank's defense left unlocked, he opened the firewall that kept Frank's mind from interfacing with his enemy's. But now that barrier collapsed, and FC2A663F stood open to Frank's command.

[Directive: Init Diagnostic Shutdown. Duration: 40 rounds], Frank commanded.

The attack on Frank's firewall immediately ceased as the enemy Construct's operating system went offline. FC2A663F's diagnostic window loaded, appearing as a picture-in-picture effect in Frank's status display. 

Frank deleted his opponent's memory of the contest of wills, and inserted a false message stating that unit FC8D442B was authorized entry in order to reattach a broken door on the fifth floor. Frank realized that his opponent's mind was vastly inferior to his own. FC2A663F was not necessarily a stupid Construct, but it certainly was a simpler one.

Frank reinstated the energy required for sensory and movement. He trudged up to the third level and quietly opened the door to unit D, Elonna's cell. 

The cubicle was completely dark except for a rectangle of midnight blue that Frank registered as the sole window of Elonna's room. In the darkness, Frank walked over to his friend's cot and shook her gently in order to rouse her from sleep. Her head lolled to the right and Frank thought he could see a faint glint from her unseeing eyes. 

He went to her small table and lit the single lamp as quickly as he could. He really wanted that dexterity upgrade now, for it took over a dozen attempts before he was able to get a match ignited. He accidentally crushed the lamp's hood into collection of jagged shards. But he did set fire to the oil-soaked ribbon before the match extinguished.

Without its hood, the small oil lamp gave off a flickering, smoky, orange glow that seemed more in keeping with an improperly banked furnace. It took only a moment's glance for Frank to confirm that his friend was dead.

She had not, however, died a natural death. Her wrists dangled from her forearms as a result of being crushed. Her fingers looked black from the pooled blood trapped in the extremities. Perhaps her shoulder was also dislocated. And the left side of her head displayed a deep, swollen bruise that covered most of her cheek. Dried blood crusted around her lips, nostrils, and ears. She had been beaten to death.

[Query: Cause of Death. Target ID: Serf HU5-3D. R4O7], Frank asked the Control Spire.

As always, the Control Spire responded after only a slight pause, [Query Acknowledged. Response: Serf HU5-3D terminated following receipt of Level 7 punishment sequence.]

[Query: Administrator ID, ref HU5-3D]

[Query Acknowledged. Response: Medium Security Drone, Unit ID: FC2A663F.]

The drone downstairs had completed the job that Frank had abdicated a week ago. 

While it was impossible for a Construct to feel rage -- for they had no blood, no hormones, and no adrenaline -- he could experience a significant dissonance that came from understanding justice and seeing its opposite brought to fruition. What Frank understood was that justice was, in many ways, like a mathematical equation: for it to make sense, both sides of the "equal" sign had to balance for the equation to make sense.

Frank set Elonna's head straight and closed the lids of her dead, sightless eyes. He arranged her blanket to give the illusion that she was merely sleeping. He wished he could do more.

[A/V Record]

"Goodbye," Frank said to his friend.

[End Record]

He looked at the wall upon which Elonna had inscribed so many drawings. She had made a final sketch before her death. It was an image of Frank. Underneath it, she had written "My last friend, who did not die. He showed me hope and love. May he be given a soul."

Frank swore that he would remember Elonna, her words, and her fate for as long as he continued to function. He would accomplish justice for her. He extinguished the lamp and left the silent, darkened cell.

The immobilized Construct still stood at the doorway of the decaying tenement. An image occurred in Frank's thoughts as his operating system interpolated the encounter between Elonna and FC2A663F. He imagined his friend, days away from succumbing to a terminal illness, being beaten to death by a stainless steel Construct over the "crime" of being too sick to work. Frank dismissed the visual subroutine and advanced on FC2A663F.

The paralyzed drone looked exactly like an empty suit of armor, like a decoration in some baron's castle. Who would ever think something so innocuous could be the source of so much misery and injustice. Frank realized that he was looking at the object whose destruction would at least go partway toward righting the unbalanced equation of justice that burned in his mind.

[Init Combat Mode], Frank commanded. The red status window reported that Frank's ammo stores were not yet replenished, but the sword was available. 

"Sword," Frank commanded. Obediently, a small portal opened under his forearm and a servomotor ratcheted the heavy longsword into Frank's waiting hand. He targeted the junction between shoulder and neck and swung as hard as he could at FC2A663F. With a deafening clang and a shower of sparks, the enemy Construct's head flew through the air and impacted with a metallic thud against the hexstones of the trash-strewn street.

The blow would have instantly slain a biological entity. But as Frank knew first-hand, Constructs are not so easily dispatched. The attack instantly roused FC2A663F from its diagnostic torpor. Without its sensory apparatus, however, it could not able to identify its assailant. 

Though blinded, it unleashed one of its own weapons: a spinning laser that protruded from the Construct's right palm. The red beam arched a sixty-degree swath, burning a black line across Frank's chest and setting a nearby trash barrel on fire.

Frank aimed his sword once more, and again struck true. The hand clattered to the ground, the lasers spitting out a few final truncated bursts into the night sky. It was at that point that Frank received an urgent communiqué from the Control Spire that read [Service Interrupt Request. Target ID: FC8D442B. Medium Security Drone FC2A663F under attack by unknown forces. Task ID: Investigate/Assist. Receipt Requested.]

[Acknowledged], Frank replied as he chopped off his opponent's other arm, releasing another shower of white-hot metal shavings. 

FC2A663F staggered backward and slumped against the door to HU5. The dry rotted wood collapsed, sending the crippled Construct to the floor. Frank heard the faint snap of compromised timbers and knew that the floor was about to give way. 

Frank re-entered the mid-rise and stomped on his enemy's chest, inflicting a boot-shaped dent. More timbers snapped. Frank delivered another crushing blow and flattened FC2A663F's thoracic cavity. The floor cracked open beneath the vanquished foe and Frank gave the Construct one final push to send it into the basement with a clattering crash. 

Frank peered over the edge of the ragged hole and noted that the fall had snapped off one of FC2A663F's legs. The remaining appendage was motionless. A final sizzling bolt of energy lanced toward the ceiling as the remnant power of the Construct's Theoretical Engine discharged.

The Construct was dead.

[Status Update: Unit FC2A663F has been destroyed. Assailant(s) ID: unseen/unknown], Frank lied.

[Acknowledged. End: Service Interrupt Request], the Control Spire responded.

While it was just as impossible for Frank to experience joy, as it was to experience rage, it was possible for him to glean satisfaction from bringing some measure of balance to the scales of justice. This particular equation, however, would never be truly solved so long as Lord Duprie still breathed.

Outside, the burning trash can sent hot sparks against the side of an abandoned building that had once been a sandwich shop. Already tongues of flame licked hungrily at the desiccated wood. Frank let it burn.

Frank made his best speed back to HU6. He was certain that he was not the only Security Drone paged by the Control Spire. He decided that it would be quite unfortunate if he were to be questioned about how he had acquired the laser scar across his chest. He added the cosmetic damage to his list of on-going repairs and was pleased to discover that the new item only added ten rounds to the repair time.

Upon returning to HU6, Frank found Dulgar putting the final touches on a decently engineered pipe bomb. He looked up from his table, saw the laser stripe across Frank's chest, and exclaimed, "By the gods! You're the one that killed that Construct tonight!" 

That acknowledgement surprised Frank, to say the least. "One inquires how you attained that information," Frank asked. 

"Easy," Dulgar explained. "Buster lives in the loft above the bar, which is across from HU5. He heard the racket and saw the fight through his window. He woke up Jimbo to tell him. He told Marda, who was cleaning up the kitchen. She told Talon, whom was getting that batch of provisions you told him to get. And, of course, Talon just told me." 

Frank was once again reminded how the humanoids' capacity for rumor mongering seemed to rival any communication system that the Constructs employed. 

"So . . . Why'd you do it?" Dulgar asked. "Why'd you kill the other Construct?" 

"That unit terminated Elonna (HU5-3D) using a Level 7 punishment sequence. This unit destroyed FC2A663F in a procedure termed 'retribution' by humanoid speech," Frank explained. 

A look of profound sadness drained the animation from Dulgar's features as the meaning of Frank's words sunk in. "I'd have done the same," Dulgar said. "I just wouldn't have been successful. I won't forget what you did for us, friend."

It amazed Frank how the sins of deceit, theft, and betrayal somehow worked out to support what his ethical database classified as "good." Now Frank had committed murder, the gravest sin of all, and somehow that, too, was good. It made Frank understand why so many of his own kind just followed orders and tried not to think about it. 

Twelve: A Useful Act of Terrorism

The repair sequence finished at 04:3:1, and Frank was grateful for being able to operate at full power again. It seemed like so much of his time over the past three days was spent in the grey, diminished existence of regeneration mode. The status window opened and displayed a summary of Frank's current level of function.

[Structural integrity:100%

Structural Repairs: Complete

Cosmetic Repairs: Complete

Ammo Stores: Recharged

Service Notes]

Frank clicked the link for the service notes. The screen refreshed.

[Structural Integrity: +10%

Targeting System Efficiency: +5%

Ammo Stores: +2 Units

Unused Data Modules: 1

Unused Upgrades: 1]

Frank had known that some Constructs grew more powerful over time. His ability to increase in function seemed to be tied to regeneration. He had certainly done a lot of regenerating lately as a result of all the combat he had experienced of late. 

[Data Module: Utilize], Frank commanded.

[Select Data Store to Shadow], came the Control Spire's automated reply.

[DL Req: Humanoid Medical Procedures (1)] Frank chose. He didn't want to ever again experience the helplessness of seeing one of his charges die because he didn't know how to bind a wound.

[Warning: This module requires Hand Dexterity Enhancement (1). Upgrade not found. Proceed with unconditional DL? [Y|N]] 

[Yes], Frank confirmed.

[Initializing: Secure Channel Authentication Protocol. Initialized. Downloading. Download Complete. Installing. Installation Complete. Commit? [Yes | No]]

[Yes], Frank chose.

Unlike learning something by rote and practice, Frank discovered that he suddenly had all the knowledge of an apprentice healer. He knew how to set broken bones, stitch up wounds, treat infections, and resuscitate the recent dead. It seemed inconceivable that he hadn't the use of these skills before. Unfortunately, many of his newly installed capabilities would be hindered by the lack of dexterity in his hands. 

6:0:0 eventually arrived. Talon, Mebok, and Dulgar met with Frank in the common area. The security drone raised the lights to 40%. Talon had a pack full of travel rations, Mebok had blankets and clothes, and Dulgar had a compact pipe bomb with about 2// (20 feet) of fusible link wrapped around it.

"Acceptable," Frank commented after inspecting the goods.

"This might be a dumb question," Talon said with a sneer, "but if you want to have us risk getting caught and turned into brain-dead automatons, are you planning on telling us how you plan on smuggling all these supplies and explosives into the mill."

"Yes," Frank said without inflection.

"Maybe what Talon is saying," Dulgar interpreted diplomatically, "is that he would like to hear your plan first-hand."

If that's what he wanted to know, Frank thought, why didn't he ask? As usual, the humanoid spoken communication method was inaccurate and open to misinterpretation. At least Frank had learned to refrain from using Predefined Response #4.

"You will use this vessel as a means of smuggling the required materials," Frank responded.

"I get it," Dulgar said enthusiastically. "We're going to hide this stuff inside your body because you can go anywhere you want."

While not exactly true, as Frank had found out the hard way, the Construct felt comfortable that his friend understood the gist of the plan.

"You must dismantle this unit’s breastplate, secret the materials, and then reassemble this unit’s torso. You have two turns beginning now."

Dulgar nodded.

[Init Diagnostic Shutdown. Duration: 20 rounds], Frank commanded.

[OK], echoed the operating system.

As he had expected, his senses darkened and his body paralyzed. All that remained of his sensory array was his status window that displayed timer that began counting backward toward zero. Fortunately, Constructs were incapable of boredom. While he was unaware of his surroundings, his continued thought process was evidence that his companions had not chosen this opportunity to destroy him. He wondered if "normal" Constructs were able to think while in Diagnostic Shutdown mode. Intuitively, he did not believe so.

[End: Diagnostic Mode], the operating system reported once the timer had expired. [Begin: Power On Self-Test]

The status window switched to a white screen that Frank had seen only one other time in his existence, and that was when he was first activated. 

[POST - Date/Time: 974.224/06:2:1:3

Theoretical Engine: OK

Artificial Intelligence: OK

Sensory: OK

Propulsion: OK

Weapon Systems: OK

Shield Generator: OK

Structural Integrity: Compromised [Critical]

Cosmetic Integrity: OK]

Frank clicked the link for the details on his structural integrity. His operating system reported 79 foreign objects in his chest cavity, one of which was a high-yield explosive, hence the "critical" modifier.

[Resume now?] The operating system queried.

[Yes], Frank commanded.

His vision returned, as did control of his body. Dulgar stood at eye level with Frank, thanks to the aid of a chair. He was polishing Frank's breastplate with a clean rag. 

"Ah, good -- you're awake," Dulgar said, stepping off the chair. "You're packed up like a suitcase!"

"It is as it must be," Frank said succinctly. "It is also time to commence Labor Session 224."

Dulgar groaned and Talon sighed with resignation.

"Tell me I'm not on the sewing machine again," Dulgar said with exasperation.

"You're not on the sewing machine again," Frank echoed.

Dulgar gave him a sidelong glance and an arched eyebrow and asked, "Is that actually the truth?"

"No. One asked this unit to say 'You're not on the sewing machine again'. Veracity was not requested."

"If I didn't know better, I'd swear you enjoyed that," Dulgar retorted.

"You are designated for SM35-A," Frank clarified.

"Since you're busting us out today, can I smash that hateful thing?" Dulgar asked hopefully.

"That action is part of this unit's exit strategy. You must commit an act of sabotage at 10:0:0. This will cause the textile mill's Construct to summon this unit to place you in disciplinary custody," Frank explained.

"You made my day," Dulgar exclaimed. His eyes glinted with murderous glee as he apparently contemplated the violent way he would destroy the hated machine.

As usual, Labor Session 224 commenced with as little zeal and enthusiasm as all the ones Frank had witnessed previously. The exhausted, shabbily dressed serfs looked like they would need a month of regeneration before they could again function at peak efficiency. 

After the textile mill had devoured its prey, Frank returned to HU-6. He had time to make a few final repairs to the mid-rise as he waited for the summons that he knew must come. Frank was fairly sure that the next building supervisor would not be quite the activist he was.

Time ticked by as a constant. Frank knew that the humanoids somehow viewed time as a variable. How that could be, the Construct could not fathom. They all seemed to have a congenital inability to measure, or even perceive, time without the aid of mechanical augmentation. Perhaps their blindness to time was a side effect of the "sleep" process that claimed a third of their existence. Frank could only speculate.

At 10:1:2, he received an urgent coded message from the Control Spire: [Class 2 Directive. Target ID: FC8D442B. Detain Serf HU6-7F. Transport subject to Penal/Retraining Tower. Request receipt acknowledgement. ]

[Acknowledged], Frank answered. [Request Sub/Loc].

[Serf HU6-7F/Loc: Factory 13 / Storage Closet 12C.]

Frank terminated the channel and made best speed, which, for a Construct, was about as fast as a Human's hurried walk, but with far less grace or dignity.

Frank transcended the geometric barrier that divided the textile mill's courtyard from the habitation section. He hoped that the factory's Construct had not beaten Dulgar as a punishment for purposefully breaking a sewing machine.

After transmitting his entry request to Drone FA1101FC, he stepped onto the main work floor. While a Construct could not be deafened by noise, the clattering racket from the looms and sewing machines approached the upper limit of Frank's ability to process sound. The waste heat from equipment operation, combined with the radiant thermal energy exuded by the humanoids' bodies kept the air temperature in the upper 90's. 

Frank was amazed at just how cramped the working environment actually was. The array of sewing machines consisted of an eight by nine grid. Only two feet of floor space separated the workstations. It appeared that today's task was to make cheap cloaks for export. 

When Frank looked up at the loft, he understood why Dulgar always begged to work on the looms. The machines were spaced much further apart and closer to the ventilation outlets.

Frank spied Talon and Mebok and grabbed them by their necks and dragged them from the array for the alleged purpose of interrogation. He tried to look convincing in his rough treatment without actually injuring his friends.

"Damn you to hell!" Talon yelled, apparently playing his part. "I've done nothing, you stupid tin can!"

Frank dragged the detainees back to the storage closet, commanded the door to open, and shoved the two in before him. There was barely enough room for the four of them. In the flickering, sputtering light of a nearly spent glow tube, Frank observed that his friend had a large purple bruise across his left cheek, but looked otherwise unharmed.

"I gave that sewing machine a couple of good whacks," he said with satisfaction. "It was worth a punch in the eye."

"You can brag later," Talon interjected. "Get this Construct's chest plate off so we can dig out that bomb you made."

"Agreed," Frank said.

Frank initiated a brief diagnostic shutdown so that Dulgar could remove the pipe bomb that would help accomplish their escape.

When Frank resumed his functioning, he directed his three "captives" to the back of the building and out the narrow service entrance. It was more of a small portal than a real door, and was usually used the Labor Drones. Frank barely squeezed through. 

The humanoids seemed to be revitalized by the cooler, dryer air outside the textile mill. Frank strode around to the corner of the building to where the drainage grate lay. 

"Come," he commanded simply.

The grate was fashioned from thick steel bars to form an interlocking diamond grid. Rivets the size of cigars anchored the corners. Frank saw no obvious handholds. He had only about a round before the textile mill's Construct suspected something was awry.

Frank made fists with his hands and pounded them against the grate. On the fourth assault, his fists punched through the grid, impaling his hands on twisted metal. Though he could not feel the searing agony that a mortal would feel, his operating system reported severe damage to both hands. Still, he crouched against the hexstones and leveraged the grate from its housing. 

"Damn!" Dulgar said, obviously impressed.

"Climb down," Frank commanded.

Dulgar looked over the edge of the opening and noted the twelve-foot drop to the base of the sewer pipe. He made a fatalistic grimace.

"I'll go first and catch you," Talon reassured. The noble's son climbed over the edge and suspended himself momentarily so as to minimize the length of the drop. With a thud and a groan, he hit the bottom.

Frank spied a Labor Drone motoring across the courtyard in his direction. The diminutive Construct gazed momentarily in Frank's direction, swiveled, then retreated at best possible speed. Frank was sure that the drone raised an alarm.

Mebok leapt down into the sewer with cat-like ease. The alien’s dexterity was like no other’s Frank had thus seen.

Frank queried the Control Spire to ascertain the position of any nearby Security Drones and was refused access to the data stores. He was indeed classified as a rogue. The Construct tried to disengage the sewer grid from his hands, but the twisted metal stubbornly refused to release. He shook it and only managed to smack himself across his visor.

"Request: Task Assist," Frank asked Dulgar.

The Dwarf got on the other side of the grid and wrenched it left and right, in an attempt to disengage it by way of metal fatigue. After a precious round of manipulation, the metal started creaking. With a snap and a pop, Frank was freed of his encumbrance.

The grid clattered to the hexstones, and Frank saw that his closed fists were still attached to the frame. Dulgar had inadvertently severed his friend's hands at the wrists.

"I am so sorry," Dulgar exclaimed, looking panicked.

"They will regenerate," Frank answered.

Dulgar shrugged and jumped down into the drainpipe. Frank saw four Medium Security Drones transcend the interface between the mill and the housing area. He invoked his shield, jumped down into the darkness and hit the base of the concrete tube with a stunning, reverberating crash. The shield shattered into geometric fragments and faded into nothingness. His status window updated him with the unnecessary fact that his shield generator was once again overloaded, but that he had incurred no further damage from the fall.

Dulgar whipped out his glass tablet and commanded it to glow. Frank pointed down the sewer with his handless left arm and led them to the spot where the corridor overlapped the abandoned metro tunnel. 

At some point, before the Great Cataclysm, a set of engineers had reinforced the overlap with a steel and concrete mesh. Over the centuries, however, the masonry cracked under the forces of seasonal freezing and thawing. Now deep fissures bit into the overlay, making for an ideal setting for placing a pipe bomb.

"Set it," Frank commanded. 

Dulgar wedged the narrow metal tube into the largest crack and spooled out the fusible link. The party scurried a hundred feet down the tunnel and Dulgar lit the fuse. The angry orange flame hissed and spat as it quickly consumed the flammable cord. The three humanoids covered their ears and stood behind the Construct. The small sprite-like flame crept over the broken concrete pad and into the aluminum tube that housed the tightly packed explosive. 

With a flash as bright as sun, and a boom that propagated long, jagged fissures down the sewer walls, the bomb detonated, sending an eruption of concrete chunks, bits of metal, and clods of earth in a spherical blast. Fist-sized fragments struck Frank across his chest and helmet, inflicting jagged dents. Fortunately, the damage did not completely occlude his vision. It had, regrettably, smashed in his right knee, which now only had a ten-degree range of motion.

Dulgar's formulation had been a good one. The force of the detonation had completely obliterated the cement cap, opening a seven-foot wide maw. The smoke cleared and Frank noticed that the tunnel ceiling suffered extensive damage from the blast. Indeed, only the fortuitous positioning of a melon-sized fragment kept the courtyard above from raining down on them. 

Frank limped over to the hole. From the scrunched up grimaces his companions' faces, he was glad that Constructs were not engineered with a sense of smell.

Dulgar spit into the hole and exclaimed, "By the gods, it smells like death!"

"No way," Talon countered. "That stench's more like rotting zombie flesh floating around in an open latrine."

Mebok made a gesture at Talon and who replied aloud to the alien's thoughts, "I don't know what a dead 'carrion grubber' is, but I get your drift."

When Dulgar shown his glowing tablet into the abandoned railway below, Frank could see a handful of grey, cast-off snake skins lying next to the tracks as well as a trail of brick-sized animal droppings. Amongst the fecal pellets lay the digested skeletal remnant of what must have once been a rodent the size of a small dog.

"Lovely," Dulgar commented sarcastically, still holding a rag over hit mouth.

"Mmm-mmm," Talon said mockingly, rubbing his stomach. "Snake surprise!"

"Yeah," Dulgar replied. "But what's the surprise?"

Like before, Talon and Mebok jumped down first, followed by Dulgar. Frank looked down and estimated that such a drop would damage him. His shield was already destroyed. For the survival of the others, he knew he must not linger.

He leapt into the gloom and his damaged leg folded in on itself on impact with the concrete floor of subway tunnel. He was able to stand up, but his broken leg would carry no weight, so he could only stand in place. Above him, he heard the metallic footsteps of the Security Drones that were sent to apprehend the runaways. 

Frank knew that the humanoids could easily outrun the Drones, but they would have to sleep eventually -- and that would be the end for them. Frank also knew he was in no shape to fight four fully functional Constructs.

There was a third option, however. He looked up at the ruined sewer ceiling and invoked the status window.

[Directive Class 3: Request Upgrade Utilization], he commanded. Fortunately, he had downloaded the hardware catalogue during his last upgrade, so he did not need his link to the Control Spire.

[One (1) Upgrade Available. Use Now? [Y/N] ] His operating system responded.

[Yes], Frank responded.

[Selection? [List] ]

[Grappling Hook: 3// Range]

[Warning: This action cannot be undone. Commit [Y/N]]

[Yes], Frank selected.

His vision dimmed momentarily as the energy for the upgrade released from his Theoretical Engine. His status window displayed a schematic of his left arm, which was presently being overlaid with the design for the grappling hook cannon. His weight increased by thirty pounds as the design concept became reality.

Frank's normal vision returned, and he was pleasantly surprised to discover that in upgrading his arm, the process restored his missing left hand. 

"Come on!" Dulgar hissed, knocking on Frank's torso. "We'll drag you. But we have to go now!"

"Agreed. One thing must first be done," Frank replied ominously. "Grappling Hook," he commanded, pointing his left hand at the loose capstone above. A tiny servomotor ratcheted out the small cannon that would launch the grappler.

"By the gods!" Dulgar cried out. "Don't do it!"

Talon and Mebok figured Frank's plan too late. With a loud "chuff", Frank launched the four-pronged hook vertically and it clamped down on the ceiling's capstone. Just then, two of their pursuers bent over the hole and peered down with Cyclopean malevolence.

"By order of Lord Duprie, you are commanded to surrender," four metallic voices said in perfect reverberating unison.

"Retract," Frank said, and ripped down the last stone that held up the sewer conduit's arch. Rocks and packed earth rained down on the enemy Constructs, crushing them instantly. Frank leaned forward and fell over purposefully in an attempt to protect his upper body from the avalanche of rock.

Stones, dirt, and dust flew everywhere. Frank's legs were pinned by the precipitating rubble. He swiveled his head so he could see Dulgar, Talon, and Mebok fleeing down the subway tube at top speed. Then a boulder smashed his head against the transit rail, ending his vision.

Then silence came -- a quiet so significant, so complete, that Frank pondered for a moment whether he still had a body at all, or if he was having this bit of introspection from the bottom of a recycling bin. Worse, he contemplated the highly undesirable notion that he might become combined with the metro rail, as Manny had been merged with his factory.

[Init Diagnostic Scan], he commanded. His operating system listed a tale of woe:

[Structural integrity: 8%

Right Arm: Critical Metal Fatigue. Structural damage. Cosmetic damage. Hand destroyed.

Left Arm: Critical Metal Fatigue. Structural damage. Cosmetic damage. 

Torso: Critical Metal Fatigue. Structural damage. Cosmetic damage.

Head: Destroyed.

Right Leg: Destroyed

Left Leg: Destroyed

Shield Generator: Overloaded

Weapon Systems: Offline

Data Beacon: Offline

Artificial Intelligence Module: OK

Begin Repair Procedures [Y|N]. ETR: 96 Hours.]

Frank surmised that he would have gotten a shorter list if he had asked for what still worked. He knew that a humanoid would have been instantly slain by such an assault. With his data beacon destroyed, he was unable to summon help from the Control Spire -- which would probably not be forthcoming regardless. He could not summon an agent of the Construct Manny either, however. All he could do was wait for his body to regenerate.

[Init Regeneration Mode. Exclude Data Beacon], he commanded. He had time to kill, and his companions surely had no choice but to believe him dead. Fortunately, with his data beacon broken, the Control Spire would agree with that assumption.

All Frank could do was wait. He knew that the next opening of the metro was a several day hike. He would catch up eventually, and if not, at least his companions were free.

Thirteen: A Dark Domain

Over the next few days, Frank's head and limbs slowly regenerated. When he could open his visor again, he found that seeing complete darkness was indistinguishable from blindness. As he had predicted, his companions were long gone. His body had undergone so much regeneration that he had another upgrade available. He found it ironic that, with Constructs, what did not kill actually did make one stronger.

He chose the "flood lights" option and suddenly two tiny elemental sodium gas lamps the size of coins sprouted from each shoulder. He found that he could swivel their beams in any direction, and their peach-colored light illuminated about fifty feet of the tunnel ahead. 

He spied a burned out lighting fixture in the ceiling. It's casing was protected by a sturdy metal grate. Frank aimed his grappling hook and launched it at the grid. He retracted the cable in fractions of an inch so that the tension would pull him out of the rubble, rather than pulling the light fixture out of its socket. It took an hour, and the huge pile of rubble threatened several to slide forward and bury him completely. As it was, pebbles and fist size rocks clattered about as he inched his way to freedom. With a final rumble from the wreckage, he pulled himself free from what was almost his tomb. 

He surveyed his body and found that his regeneration subroutine got confused while rebuilding his body. His legs now contained bits of stone intermixed with the original steel and thus made for a "marbleized" look. His missing right hand was now a fist of concrete. Frank surmised that the repair process erroneously incorporated available materials deemed suitable. His stone hand made a menacing grinding noise as he flexed it experimentally.

A severed Construct head rolled down from the top of the rubble pile. It was nothing but an empty helmet. From the serial number imprint, he recognized it as being the drone from HU1. If the other three destroyed Constructs were from Frank's sector, then it would be left completely unsupervised. With any luck, the humanoids from the prison city would take advantage of that rare situation.

With his body back at full structural integrity he could again travel at top velocity. While a Security Drone's maximum ground speed was certainly slower than even a Dwarf's running speed, it was faster than how they walked. His heavy footfalls echoed rhythmically as he marched down the railway tunnel. 

Frank noted that a curious ecosystem had developed during the centuries of darkness and isolation. Ribbons of black fungus clung to the subway walls from floor to ceiling. Small insects crawled blindly about, feeding on the chemosynthetic plants. Every few hundred feet, the Construct spied a pair of tiny glowing emerald dots that turned out to be the eyestalks of snails the size of apples. Here and there, blind, eyeless rats hunted bugs and mushrooms or drank from stagnant pools of fetid water that gathered from the omnipresent condensation. Occasionally, an albino constrictor snake would wind into view. They were obviously the apex predator of this dark domain. In an environment where all the hunters stalked by scent, Frank was invisible.

Every so often, the Construct saw evidence of his companions' passing: a discarded food wrapper, a cast-off tea bag, and the discarded butt from a cigar. 

On the third day since the Frank emerged from the rubble (and the seventh since their escape from Myracannon) Frank spied a flickering grey glow in the distance. As he approached, he heard the sounds of metallic banging and muffled voices cursing. The rats and snakes seemed to instinctively shy away from the increasingly intense light.

Ahead, a wrecked subway train stood on the tracks like a twisted piece of abstract sculpture. The grey light came from the few glow panels that still functioned after centuries of disuse. The accident, when it occurred, must have been truly spectacular. Silent skeletons garbed in the tattered remnants of gore-stained business suits lay in broken heaps. Some dangled halfway out of shattered windows, while others were practically embedded into the compartment walls. Fortunately, the Construct noted, the unburied cadavers remained as dry bones, not as animated Undead horrors. He surmised that the dried corpses were far enough away from Myracannon's sinkhole of evil to not have been brought to Unlife by its corrupting influences.

Almost every flat vertical surface inside the subway cars was plastered with graphic advertisements. The majority of these images seemed to extol the virtues of inhaling tobacco smoke out of burning paper tubes. From the visual content, Frank assumed that partaking in the consumption of miniature cigars was once somehow a precursor to wealth and sexual prowess. 

The sounds of cursing and hammering grew louder as Frank weaved his way to the front of the ruined transport. He climbed through the charred wreckage of the engineering compartment. Given the radial and symmetrical traces of projectile scarring on the compartment walls, Frank concluded that an act of terrorism had derailed the train and killed its occupants.

Crawling through the shattered windshield of the engineer's car, Frank saw the transit platform about a hundred feet ahead. 

"Your turn," came a breathless voice ahead that the Security Drone recognized as Talon's.

"Will do," came Dulgar's weary and resigned voice. 

After a pause, the rhythmic clanging of steel-on-steel resumed. Frank walked up the pedestrian ramp where the train would have ordinarily have stopped. 

The rail stop was gloomily illuminated by a handful of dim and flickering glow panels mounted in the ceiling. A long row of vacant, unused turnstiles stood behind a locked iron accordion gate. Beyond the gate, five sets of steel spiral stairs wound into the ceiling, presumably terminating at the surface. The gate was sealed shut by a massive padlock that must have weighed ten pounds. It was against this device that Dulgar attacked with a sledgehammer.

A shabby looking eatery occupied a corner of the station. The sign, once illuminated by neon tubes, proclaimed the establishment to be the "Midway Grab-a-Grub". Talon sat tiredly at a barstool sipping on a mug of seltzer water. Mebok slept on a booth bench, his arms dangling down to the floor. A small Service Construct -- a two-foot high drone on tank treads that also possessed telescopic grapplers -- grabbed a dispenser gun and rolled across the counter to top off Talon's drink.

[Query Function/ID], Frank asked the tiny drone.

[Service Note: Data Beacon Offline]

Frank set a reminder for himself to repair the damaged component once he and the party were a little farther away from Myracannon. For now, he decided to address Talon instead.

"ID/Function: Frank / Tactical Assistance," Frank announced.

Talon startled from his exhausted torpor and Dulgar threw his hammer to the concrete floor. Mebok looked up from his booth but promptly went back to sleep.

"I never thought I'd be glad to see a Construct," Talon exclaimed, handing his mug to the service drone.

Dulgar trotted over to the decrepit diner and beckoned a glass of water from the automated server. 

"By the gods!" Dulgar said. "I thought you got crushed. How'd you survive?"

"It's a long story," Frank replied, using Predefined Response #16. He had thus found precious little utility for the now infamous "Response #4". His creator obviously had a wry sense of humor when he made "fuck you, asshole" a default choice for all occasions.

"Well," Dulgar said, looking at Frank's concrete hand, "that story's got to have at least a couple of interesting chapters to it."

"Cut the crap," Talon said testily. "We need that gate broken, and pronto. We've been stuck at this wreck of a diner for three days. All this machine here can make is seltzer water and 'daily nutrition wafers', which taste about as good as corrugated cardboard. We didn't bring any bolt cutters."

"Understood," Frank said.

He walked over to the gate and examined the lock. It appeared to be fashioned polyalloy, a metal from the past that few modern blacksmiths knew how to create. It was several times stronger than ordinary steel. No bolt cutter would divide the hasp, and Dulgar could have smashed at the gate with his hammer until Time's End and it would still stand.

"The gate must be dismantled, not broken," Frank summarized.

For as strong as the boundary gate was, it was still held together with fasteners. Polyalloy hexhead bolts mated the vertical and horizontal bars. 

"Nailgun: Screwgun. Config: Hexhead," Frank said, activating his on-board screwgun.

The drone was also made from steel, not polyalloy, and the same could be said of his attachments. He started work in the left corner where the gate was mated to the wall anchor. The hexheads were as wide as coins and Frank's screwgun strained to even slowly turn the fasteners. His driver groaned and grew hot, but eventually the first of many bolts turned loose.

Dulgar was finishing off an apparently tasteless "wafer" when Frank pulled the gate from the wall. It screeched like a Banshee as he dragged it open six feet.

"Hot damn!" Dulgar exclaimed. "Let's get the heck out of here!"

"Yeah," Talon agreed. "When we get to my father's castle, we'll get some drink that's a hell of a lot stronger than seltzer water."

For his friend's sake, Frank hoped it was true. The Construct did wonder if Myracannon was Lord DuPrie's only conquest. Considering the dilapidated condition of the slave city, however, Frank deduced that Duprie was already at the limit of his administrative capabilities.

Dulgar laughed at something that Mebok thought at him. The pale alien shrugged his shoulders and stuffed a stack of nutrition wafers into his backpack. With that task done, the three escapees raced up the spiral staircases and into the landing above. The trio had left the Service Drone behind.

Frank, however, remembered that it didn't take blood and bone to constitute being a "person". He returned to the service counter and addressed the tiny Construct directly.

"Do you require a new Task ID?" 

The Service Drone apparently could not speak. It did, however, have a 6" diagonal color LCD panel built into its chest. Presumably, it was used to display available food and beverage selections back in the better days of the Midway Grab-a-Grub. The service unit displayed its response.

[Yes]

"Request Unit ID," Frank asked.

[00A01BB2], it replied.

"ID/Function: FC8D442B / Medium Security Drone. Accept subordinate designation?" Frank asked. The smaller unit would have to willingly submit to Frank's authority, as there was no established chain-of-command at the present.

[Yes], the unit replied.

"New Task ID: Domestic Labor. Alternate supervisor ID List: Mebok / Humanoid Alien, Talon Brightsky / Human, Dulgar Gemfinder / Dwarf. Assign alternate spoken ID: 'Able'. Accept?"

[Yes]

"Come on, you overgrown potbellied stove!" Talon shouted from above.

Frank picked up his new associate and ascended the stairs to the subway station's main landing. It was readily apparent that the terminal had not been used in centuries. The floor, laid with alternating earthtone and beige tiles, was almost completely obscured by dirt, dust, and piles of dead leaves. The skeletons of a few dead birds lay atop a bank of machines whose purpose was once to generate rail tickets. A few burned out campfires testified to the station's use as a shelter from transients. But even this evidence seemed incredibly old.

A dry wind blew through the shattered entrance doors. The ghosts of leaves blew about the station, making a brittle sound. The entryway was dark, so Frank knew it was night. Without his data beacon, he could not resynchronize his internal clock, which was reset to midnight when he was almost destroyed several days previously.

"We've got a roof over our head," Talon said, "and there's no tin cans following us. We might as well camp here tonight."

Able, the service drone, rolled out the entrance and came back several rounds later with a small pile of dry twigs and branches. It carefully arranged the sticks in a conical fashion and lit the pile using its thin, foot-long on-board igniter rod that protruded from its forearm. After a few moments, the station's upper landing illuminated with the orange flickering glow of the campfire's light.

"I guess that critter's useful," Dulgar observed. "Is it part of the team now?"

"Temporarily," Frank answered. "Unit ID 00A01BB2, 'Able', has no combat capabilities. It seeks employment congruent with its design and function."

"Oh," Dulgar replied. "It just wants a new job."

"That's just great," Talon said bitterly. "First we escape from the Constructs, and now we're supposed to help them find work. Madness, I tell you!"

"You know, Talon," Dulgar sneered. "You don't actually have to go out of your way to tell people that you're a noble's son."

"And that's supposed to mean what?" Talon Brightsky hissed.

"It means," Dulgar growled, "that you whine and moan like the spoiled, privileged son of a wealthy, land-owning aristocrat who, prior to being dumped off in Myracannon, probably had to look up the definition of 'work' in a dictionary!"

Talon picked up a stray board and hefted it like a club and shouted, "Why don't you just say what you really feel. I'm not real big on subtlety."

"Why not?" Dulgar spat with uncharacteristic venom. "I've had it with your complaining and you're constant criticism of Frank. He's come up with all the ideas -- and Constructs aren't smart! If he's going to help one of his own kind, then that's exactly what he's going to do."

"Well, in case you haven't noticed," Talon said snidely, "the Security Drones kept us enslaved these past few years, and murdered several of our friends. Or have you forgotten Elonna so soon?"

"You son of a bitch!" Dulgar yelled. He balled his fists and lunged at the nobleman.

Talon hit Dulgar in the head with his makeshift club. The brittle board snapped in two, barely making the Dwarf blink. Dulgar smashed Talon firmly in the groin -- the only "vital" organ that the four-foot Dwarf could reach. 

Even in the dim firelight, Frank could see the color drain from his face. Talon dropped to his knees and uttered a soul-freezing cry of agony. He fell on his face and pounded the tiles, writhing in the kind of mind-destroying suffering. Mebok made a gesture at Talon and he suddenly lay still as if dead. The alien slumped down into one of the abandoned benches. The mental attack against Talon drained him, even though the motivation was benign.

Of course Talon wasn't really dead. Frank could see the warrior's shallow breathing. The Construct wondered how much power the diminutive alien had. 

"What did you do to him?" Dulgar demanded of the alien.

Mebok blinked and made a vague gesture. 

"If you ever do that to me, you'd better hope I never wake up!" The Dwarf threatened.

The service drone wheeled over to the unconscious combatant and dragged him closer to the campfire.

"How could someone hate a lowly service Construct?" Dulgar asked rhetorically. "What a jerk."

"Able: Make some coffee," Dulgar commanded of the tiny drone. The little machine obediently picked through the supply pack until it found a small saucepan and a thin packet of unused coffee grounds. 

"What I wonder is how many troops Lord Robart is actually going to spare us?" Dulgar asked Frank, changing the subject.

"This unit also contemplated that question," Frank said truthfully.

"I mean: I'm sure Lord Robart will want to help. But I've been thinking: if Robart's noble house is armed to the teeth like Talon has bragged, how come the old man never tried to break his son out of Myracannon?"

"One has no answer that is not based on speculation," Frank answered.

Talon started groaning as he roused from his comatose state. Dulgar poured some freshly boiled coffee into a small tin cup and let Talon sip on it.

"I guess I deserved that," Talon muttered morosely.

"What can I say?" Dulgar said as a means of apology. "I'm only four feet high -- I have to fight dirty. 

"By the way, Able made the coffee."

"It's good," Talon said reluctantly.

The humanoids retired for the night, entering their nocturnal state of torpor called "sleep". Frank wondered what it would be like to surrender one's consciousness to the random hallucinations called "dreams". He suspected that the ability to dream fuelled most, if not all, of the sentient races' insight, creativity, and intuition. Frank knew he had precious little of these three qualities.

As always, he stood watch during the night. He ordered his operating system to repair his data beacon so that he could communicate more efficiently with Able. He did not believe that Myracannon's Control Spire could affect him at his current distance from the slave city.

Morning came, denoted by wan grey light that filtered through the broken, empty-paned revolving doors at the entrance. A dim, flickering, yet still functional information panel graphically displayed the layout of North Point's underground mass transit system. They were over eighty miles south of Myracannon, near a town called Brighton's Reach. The panel also stated that the train identified as "Blue-476" was running late due to mechanical breakdown, but would be arriving "as soon as possible".

While the message was technically correct, Frank wasn't planning on waiting.

With the brightening dawn, his three companions awakened. His last minor repair, the data beacon, completed successfully. What he did not count on was being able to access an information source other than the Control Spire. 

When he activated his beacon, he became aware of two faint, very distant data sources: Wayfinder-1 and Sky Eye. The first could inform him of his physical position, while the other told him the weather and time. Apparently the data sources were geostationary satellites and were hundreds of years old. Unlike Frank, the satellites were not sentient, but rather they were machines in the true sense of the word.

"Your drone makes good coffee," Dulgar commented.

"Acknowledged," Frank replied. Taste was a sense with which the drone simply could not relate. Frank had no sense of smell either, which apparently complemented the capacity to taste. 

While his three companions ate their unsatisfying repast of nutritional wafers and ration bars, Frank walked to the bank of revolving doors that had once served as the main entrance to the transit station. Like most structures built in the pre-Cataclysm era, the glass panes were now nothing but dirty and jagged shards littered about the floor. The doorframes could not possibly revolve, for their rotational assemblies had deteriorated into monolithic clumps of rust. While his humanoid companions could doubtlessly squeeze through, Frank knew he would have to use brute force.

Frank's recently acquired stone fist, while considerably less flexible than the original, was very strong even by a Construct's standards. He bent the revolving door's frame like it was made from stiff taffy. With a metallic groan, the corroded metal snapped and Frank threw it out into the courtyard beyond.

He didn't need Sky Eye to predict the weather that greeted him. Like nine days in ten, it was cool, still, dry, and overcast. Gai was nothing but a vague brassy disc on the eastern horizon.

Rusted, metallic hulks littered the vast, gravel-strewn courtyard. The ancient conveyances, known as "cars" harkened back to an era when North Point was the industrial and manufacturing center of the world. If machines could become ghosts, then these disintegrating wrecks would surely be the manifestation thereof.

One particularly large hulk still bore faded lettering on its flank, which read "Brighton's Reach Shuttle". It had met its untimely demise by having apparently smashed into a thirty-foot high lighting post that now angled at forty-five degrees. The driver, a desiccated, thoroughly picked over skeleton garbed in a tattered Caligara Security Transit uniform, still lay slumped over the steering wheel. A bullet hole at the base of the dead man's skull explained the cause of the accident. Apparently the previous era ended in violence. The time of transition had not been dubbed "The Great Cataclysm" without due cause.

Dulgar and company joined Frank near the ruined bus. The road to Brighton's Reach wound down a gentle hill into a valley where the town lay. Although stunted, grey-green plains grass covered the hills and slopes, the town seemed to be positioned at the center of a three-mile wide dead zone where nothing grew. While the buildings yet stood, Frank could not see any signs of life from his current vantage.

"What the hell happened there?" Talon Brightsky asked, pointing to the distant village.

"You recognize this place?" Dulgar asked.

"Of course I do," he said. "That's Brighton's Reach -- it's only a day's ride from my father's estate. I used to go into town with him for trade. My father raises alpacas for wool, and my mother is a chandler.

"The town looks singed," Talon observed. "I wonder when this happened?"

"No time like the present to find out," Dulgar quipped. "And we're lucky, we'll be able to pick up something tastier than ration bars and nutrition wafers!"

Mebok gestured, and Dulgar said, "I know we don't have any money. We'll probably have to get jobs. Gasp!"

Frank hoped that the village was more than a ghost town. The signs seemed to ominously point in that direction, however. 

Over the next few hours, the party marched in silence. For the humanoids, Frank inferred that their darkening mood was due to the steady deterioration of the environment as they drew closer to Brighton's Reach. There came a point where even the hardiest, most stunted and wizened flora relented to the finality of bare, dry earth.

"Nice town you've got here," Dulgar said to Talon.

"Now I know what it means by 'you can never go home again,'" Talon replied.

"What was it like before?" Dulgar asked.

"This was an agrarian trading town. This wasteland used to be farmland -- corn, cotton, and peanuts. I wonder why nothing grows here? Even the weeds are gone," Talon observed.

"And it's quiet, too," Dulgar noted. "No insects, no birds."

Frank wished he had access to the Control Spire's extensive database. He had the notion that the presence of a perpetual dead zone made for an ominous portent. But without access to a data source, he could not flesh out his apprehension. Moreover, his status window seemed to be malfunctioning in a minor fashion. The display looked grainy and pixelated. It was still readable, but it gave Frank more reason to suspect that he and his friends were in peril.

Thirty rounds later, Dulgar announced to Frank that Mebok had detected the presence of life in the town ahead.

"He says that it's a different sort of life than us, but that they're not Undead," Dulgar reassured.

The road ended at the ruins of the barrier wall that once protected the city from invaders. Now the wall lay in great stone chunks that weighed thousands of pounds each. Rusted steel reinforcing beams jutted from the remnants like toothpicks from cocktail sandwiches. A huge basalt placard along a stretch of reasonably intact barrier wall read: "Welcome to Brighton's Reach". A vandal had, at some point in time, crudely chiseled "un" in front of "Welcome".

The steel entry gate was long gone. Only the frame remained. The party advanced into the city.

While the dead landscape had seemed gloomy, the blackened, crumbling ruins of Brighton's Reach was downright depressing. Some catastrophe in the past had consumed the city in fire, leaving only the foundations of most buildings intact. 

Towards the center of town, however, stood a collection of oddly shaped structures that had obviously been built after the conflagration had consumer the Brighton's Reach of Talon's memory. Even at this distance, Frank could hear the banging and grinding sounds of on-going construction. 

Obviously there were survivors here. Or, Frank reasoned, perhaps the residents were squatters who took advantage of the vast, unclaimed territory. In either case, he would soon find out.

For some reason, the inhabitants preferred to construct buildings in the form of squat, two-story domes. It was obvious that the materials used had been scavenged from the heavily damaged barrier wall. Within the perimeter of new construction, the streets were refurbished, and fresh glow tubes beamed their teal light. Aside from the street lights, everything was grey or black.

While the main drag was nearly deserted, Frank did spy a pair of soldiers at the end of the block. They wore heavy plate mail, painted black. They almost looked like Constructs, for the exception that they bore Human faces.

"We should seek guidance," Frank suggested. Dulgar and Talon shrugged, but followed Frank's lead.

The two sentries apparently saw the adventurers and advanced. Frank noticed that each of the men had a prosthetic eye that glowed like a backlit ruby. For each, flexible tubes ran from underneath the chest plate and into the flesh of the chin. Yet they did not exhibit the dusty grey pallor of Undeath.

"Greetings," the first guard said, extending a mechanically augmented hand to Frank. "I am Soma, Tier 2 Constable."

"I am Romano, Tier 1," said the other. "Welcome to Brighton's Reach."

"Yes, welcome," affirmed Soma calmly. "Now you all must leave or die."

Fourteen: A Bitter Homecoming

Frank immediately raised his shield and stepped defensively in front of Dulgar. Talon took up a fighting stance as Mebok apparently focused his mind using a warding gesture.

"Why don't you explain how we're both 'welcome' and going to be killed at the same time?" Talon bellowed menacingly at Soma.

"Request elaboration," Frank added, brandishing his fighting sword.

The two Constables looked at each other in confusion, and a moment later activated their own shields. Frank wondered how a humanoid could possess a power typically innate to Constructs.

"Perhaps you misunderstand," Romano said courteously.

"Yes," Soma agreed. "This communication was not sufficient."

"We will restate," Romano continued.

"We do want you to understand," Soma concluded.

"Proceed," Frank commanded before the strange pair could continue their curiously parallel dialogue.

"Here is the truth," Romano began.

"You are all welcome in our domain," Soma said.

"No one here will hurt you," Romano assured.

"Harm none, and you will not be harmed," Soma clarified.

"But if you stay, you will all die," Romano restated.

"No death by our hands," Soma elaborated. "Death from the ground."

"Yes," the other added. "The energy from the ground that lets us live will make normal humanoids die."

"What is this energy?" Dulgar wanted to know.

"Nuclear Radiation," they both said simultaneously.

Frank knew what radiation was, but not what it could do to the living. Talon and Dulgar looked at the Constables with a confused look that communicated their ignorance of the term. Mebok, the alien, apparently came from a culture in which the words were familiar. He gestured at his two friends and their expressions changed from inquisitive to fearful. 

"We have to get the hell out of here!" Talon said fearfully. "This place will make our intestines fall out!"

"And our teeth," Dulgar added.

Frank imagined that either fate would be fairly painful, with the former being lethal as well. Clearly Brighton's Reach was a menace, despite the apparent courtesy of its inhabitants.

"How much radiation can a humanoid absorb before damage begins?" Frank wanted to know.

"Two days can be safe," Romano answered.

"Three or four makes one sick," Soma added.

"And a week would make one dead," Romano finished cheerfully.

Frank noticed that the two Constables were in a fairly good mood considering that the village of cyborgs lived in a bombed out ruin at the center of a sterile wasteland.

"Advice parameters noted," Frank responded. "This unit requests species identification."

"We are called Man Mechs," Soma said.

"Yes," Romano followed. "We are part man, part machine."

"Not by choice," Soma clarified, "but by fate."

"By crippling accident, or by crippled birth," Romano finished.

Frank understood. Man Mechs were not born, but rather made. This society augmented the hopelessly maimed and crippled with mechanical replacements for missing or damaged body parts. The catch was that the machine half of the Man Mechs body apparently required a constant ambient source of radiation for power. Thus, they could live, but had to live apart from the rest of the world.

"Query: Does Robart's Reach still stand?" Frank asked.

"Indeed it does!" Soma said cheerfully.

"We have only seen it from afar," the other said.

"But it is still there," Soma concluded.

"Well," Talon said, "at least my house didn't get blown up."

Dulgar looked behind him and scanned the unfathomable devastation and remarked snidely, "That's what I like about you, Talon. You always know what's truly important."

"Whatever," Talon muttered.

"Courtesy acknowledged," Frank said. "Courtesy is reciprocated."

"Understood," Soma said.

"If you all ever get haz-mat suits, feel free to come back," Romano added.

"You really are welcome," Soma finished.

"We've really got to get out of here, Frank," Dulgar reminded him. Mebok nodded in agreement.

The Constables turned and resumed their patrol. Frank and his companions fled the poisoned ruins of Brighton's Reach.

As they turned the corner, Frank observed the source of the construction sounds. Four Man Mechs busily chopped a large piece of retaining wall into 2' cubes suitable for use in dome fabrication. One cut stone using his laser beam eye, while the other three had detachable prosthetic hands that were currently configured as diamond-tipped circular saws. They all wore labor-stained denim coveralls, and, were it not for their unusual appendages, would have seemed like any other group of small town construction workers As the adventurers walked by, the cyborgs ceased their labor momentarily to wave a friendly greeting to the passers-by. Frank and his party waved back.

They took the eastern road out of town. What had once been a transport highway in North Point's heyday was now a wide, gravel and weed-choked path occasionally punctuated by a sun-bleached mile marker and the cannibalized husk of an abandoned automobile that now served as homes for mutant vermin that stared out at the group with the stupid malevolence of low-functioning predators.

The land recovered after half a day's walk from Brighton's Reach. The land was hilly, rocky, and dotted with thirsty scrub and stunted pines. While this region was not exactly a desert, the conservative vegetation lived on a thin margin. Frank spied a few lizards perched languidly on boulders. 

As the sky darkened with the coming night, they came upon a large metal sign, faded and riddled with bullet holes from guns of various calibers that read "Cassandra Crossing Bridge - 1 mile".

"Now that's something that looks familiar," Talon said. "That bridge is one of Lord Icheb Cassandra's expensive boondoggles. He was running out of cash by the time he commissioned this project. He subbed it out to the lowest bidder and got what he paid for. It's a wreck! The people whose homes were under the bridge abandoned their property, since they figured the arch would collapse at any time.

"But that was a hundred years ago. The bridge never did fail. My father bought Cassandra Estate when Icheb's grandson, Orcel, blew through the last of the family's reserves on gambling. Dad bought the land and the lordship title!" Talon bragged.

"So that's how it came to be called 'Robart's Reach', eh?" Dulgar smiled. "Humble man, your pop must be."

"Well, one thing's true: Orcel's been mad as hell about not being a Lord anymore. He's always scheming some sort of half-baked plot for revenge."

A mile later, the party arrived at the bridge -- or at least where the bridge should have been. The Cassandra Crossing had apparently once been a steel cable suspension bridge, for the two vertical load-bearing members stood as rusted monoliths. The array of truncated, corroded cables flopped about from the top of the verticals like rasping metal snakes. In the fading light of the grey evening, Frank spied the base of the valley the randomly scattered remnants of the bridge's horizontal components. The villagers had been wise to move out. Falling rubble had indeed obliterated several of the abandoned cottages.

"Wow," Talon said quietly. "So much has changed in just a few years."

"Well, one thing's for certain," Dulgar remarked. "We won't get to your dad's castle tonight!"

"Nothing gets past you, Dulgar," Talon replied bitterly. "You're a regular sleuth."

Dulgar muttered something unflattering under his breath, and then commanded the service drone to go fetch some firewood and tinder. The tiny drone was having a tough time negotiating the unforgiving, rocky terrain, but it complied nonetheless. 

The small fire served more for warmth than for cooking. The trio chewed bitterly on their nutritional wafers as Able brewed coffee using the party's last packet. Dulgar broke a fresh cigar in half and gave one segment to his argumentative friend.

"It's my last smoke, but I'll share it with you," Dulgar offered.

Talon lit his half from the small campfire. He took a slow, deep pull from the cigar, savoring the taste, dryness and heat of the aromatic smoke as if he might never again experience the pleasure. The spectacle reminded Frank of the posters in the subway. 

The two companions smoked and drank the last of the coffee in silence. Though they argued and fought, underneath the bluster lay a true bond of friendship. Mebok had left for a while to meditate. Frank knew nothing about the alien's culture and religion. But the Construct had observed the outlander to be vigilant, disciplined, and practiced a quiet and introspective faith.

The overcast night made the sky seem like a featureless black dome. Beyond the narrow range of the campfire's fragile, flickering glow, the darkness reined in omnipotence. One could almost believe all the universe was just a tiny island of orange light surrounded by a limitless black void.

Mebok emerged from the periphery and warmed himself by the fire. It was late summer in a region where the winters could freeze one's soul. Frank, of course, had no soul, so he didn't worry about it.

The trio slept and the small campfire dimmed to a deep ruddy glow. In the remnant light, the humanoids' quiet exhalations made wispy fingers of steam in the chilly night air. Frank watched them sleep and marveled again that the organic sentient races somehow managed survive long enough to form tribes, clans, communities and cities. Without Frank's unceasing vigilance, even a weak predator could easily kill the Construct's friends.

Of course, Frank would have preferred to deal with a minor predator instead of what actually appeared. From somewhere outside the campfire's narrow halo of illumination, the ground rumbled and opened. Fist-sized rocks tumbled downhill, pelting the adventurers and giving them quite the rude awakening. A grinding, clicking, almost-mechanical sound announced the emergence of some as-yet-unseen subterranean monstrosity. Frank initiated combat mode, invoked his shield, and activated his floodlights.

Dulgar rubbed his eyes sleepily and wiped the gravel dust off his face. He stared for a long moment in apparent disbelief at the thing that now loomed before them.

"Tell me it's a bad dream," Dulgar gasped.

"It's a bad dream," Frank said obediently.

"That's a load of crap!" Talon swore, picking up some rocks to throw at the creature.

The monster appeared to be a ten-foot cube of densely packed and randomly arranged bones and skulls. Most of the creature's parts were from the various humanoids it must have devoured. Shreds of gore-splattered clothes and armor dangled from its surface like prize ribbons from some ghastly exhibit. The presence of assorted animal bones indicated that the Undead monstrosity was not a picky eater.

The skulls embedded in its frontal pane began chattering their many teeth in anticipation of a fairly large meal. Frank, however, decided to give it something considerably less tasty.

"Nailgun: Combat Nails," Frank commanded and let two missiles loose at point-blank range. The steel bullets impacted with a crunch and penetrated three or four feet into the monster's body.

"Go back to Hell!" Talon yelled as he hurled a large rock at it. The stone made a watermelon-sized crater of shattered bones. 

The bone cube retaliated. Like a macabre Jack-in-the-box, it launched an array of tethered skulls at the combatants. Dulgar scribbled a formula and caused a geometric wall to materialize mere inches in front of Frank and Talon. The maddened, grinning skulls impacted the shield with stunning impact, shattering the barrier into translucent shards that instantly faded into nothingness.

Frank shot the monster twice -- at this range, missing the creature was not an option. The bone cube crackled with rage. It lashed out with more fleshless heads, striking Frank's shield in several places. The force field wavered for an instant, but held. 

Mebok was nowhere to be seen. While a true Warrior would think the little man to be a coward, Frank knew better: Retreat was better than suicide.

What amazed him was that Dulgar didn't run either. Instead, he conjured another barrier to keep the bone monster at bay. The creature spat an array of bone shards at the new shield, collapsing it once more. The Undead horror advanced, forcing Frank, Talon, and Dulgar closer to the steep decline where the ruined bridge once stood.

"Come on, Frank!" Talon yelled, hurling another rock at the creature. "Finish it!"

Frank shot two more nails the size of railroad spikes. The crackling impact knocked a suitcase-sized chunk of writhing bones off its upper left quadrant. The Construct didn't have time to inform Talon that he had been built for medium-duty security detail, not open warfare. 

The monster roared from within -- a chilling sound composed of the desiccated, incoherent cries of its many victims. The cube shuddered for a moment before exploding a radial burst of bone fragments. At least a dozen hit Frank, instantly overloading his shield generator. 

Talon and Dulgar cried out in pain as bone shrapnel lanced through their bodies. Frank could not afford the time to turn around, so he simply ordered: "Use this unit as a shield," as he unleashed two more missiles.

"No argument here," Talon grunted with teeth clenched in pain.

"Take one for the road," Dulgar yelled at the monster as the loss of consciousness loomed. One of his geometric daggers sailed through the air and bit deeply into the Undead abomination.

The ground rumbled again, and Frank wondered what new weapon the bone cube would bring to bear. A flurry of rocks and pebbles pelted friend and foe alike for a few segments. Then a boulder nearly as large as the monster rolled into the campsite smashed the creature from behind -- assuming "behind" was even an applicable term for the shambling horror the party currently engaged.

The kinetic energy from the blow slammed the creature against Frank. Skeletal claws, talons, hands, and fangs drew the unlucky Construct inside the body of the bone cube. The illumination ceased as the captive skulls bit off his floodlights.

Knowing he couldn't miss, Frank shot two more times with his nail gun. He couldn't be certain, but he thought perhaps the latest blow opened a fissure in the monster's body. Unfortunately, a bear skull bit into Frank's head, denting his visor shut. He flexed his concrete fist and crushed what felt like a collarbone. 

Frank's diagnostic software alerted him to over a hundred small punctures in his armor. The damage control window indicated that he was rapidly taking on the appearance of Swiss cheese. All around him he heard the grinding sound of Undead jaws rasping at his hull. 

He shot his last two nails into what would have been the monster's heart if only it had one. The wounded beast shuddered as its skulls became disoriented in the throes of Final Death. 

"Sword," Frank commanded, and a six-foot length of cold, sharp steel impaled the creature internally at a forty-five degree angle. It made a final grinding, cacophonous wail then made no sound at all.

Of course that didn't mean that Frank was suddenly freed. On the contrary: The cage of bones locked him firmly in place, and his structural integrity was far too low to risk using brute force to escape.

"Thrffz-mff-rz-sszph," Frank announced uselessly. With his head partially caved in, his speech sounded like handful of angry hornets trapped in a metal flask.

"Just sit tight, Frank," Talon advised. "Mebok's going to dig you out."

Of course, Frank thought. The alien hadn't retreated just to save his own skin. He had engineered the boulder assault that had inflicted at least as much damage to the bone cube as Frank had done with his nail gun.

It took about thirty rounds for Mebok to pull enough bones from the carcass for Frank to wriggle free. He flopped to the ground, blind.

"That thing sure gave us a run for our money," Dulgar said weakly.

The Dwarf's statement struck Frank as truly bizarre. Why would someone pay money to have one's life threatened? For that matter, whoever originally coined that phrase apparently believed that "value for the money" was achieved only by being beaten to the brink of death. 

"Let me tell you," Talon said to Dulgar. "I'm going to be pretty glad to sleep in a real bed tomorrow night, and not have to worry about being eaten!"

"Hell," Dulgar replied. "When we get to your dad's castle, I'm going to sleep for a week!"

Frank initiated maintenance mode. Other than his head, most of the damage was cosmetic. Unfortunately, he had cosmetic damage over every square inch of his body. His operating system estimated an eighteen-hour repair cycle.

His head was fairly well regenerated by the time the sky turned the charcoal grey of impending dawn. He opened his visor and was not surprised to find the new day overcast, chilly, and dry. He connected to Sky Eye and discovered that an anomalous, non-motile cloud formation covered a quarter of the continent, and had remained in place for over six hundred years.

Dulgar and Talon looked worse for wear. The Dwarf's cheek, wrist, and shoulder sported hastily applied bandages made sticky and dark with blood. A shrapnel fragment apparently broke talon’s leg. Mebok had fashioned a splint from two long, sturdy bones salvaged from the dead monster, which lay in a pile ten feet high.

"I hope this scratch doesn't ruin my good looks," Dulgar said jovially.

"Scratch?" Talon remarked. "That cut went all the way down to the bone!"

"It didn't take my whole head off," Dulgar said philosophically, "therefore it counts as a 'scratch'".

"Then I guess my broken leg counts as a bruise, since it didn't get amputated," Talon observed.

"Nope," his friend corrected. "That's a 'bump'. What happened to Frank could be called a bruise, except he doesn't bruise, he dents."

"When should travel commence?" Frank interrupted.

"Anytime you're ready," Dulgar replied. "But Talon's leg is just about shot. There's no way he's going to make it down that huge slope and up the other side."

"I can make it," Talon said sullenly. He took a few experimental strides. His broken leg bore his weight, but only just so. 

"This unit will assist," Frank offered.

Talon looked like he was going to say something derisive. Then he saw Mebok eying him and so he instead said nothing.

"I'll carry the little guy," Dulgar offered, referring to Able, whose tank treads were poorly suited to the rocky terrain.

As Mebok was the only uninjured member, he got the thankless job of carrying all the supplies. He bore the weight of three packs without complaint, despite the fact that the mass was obviously burdensome.

They left the dead Undead behind and began the slow descent into the narrow valley that stood between them and Robart's Reach. Unlike the stale, practically airless environment of Myracannon, the cool air of the plateau seemed to invigorate the humanoids. Castle Brightsky perched on the other side of the gulf, looking like a toy from the party's current distance. Talon beamed with pride.

"I'll have to ask him what happened to make Cassandra's folly finally meet its end," the nobleman's son remarked.

Mebok gestured at Talon, who responded, "I don't know what a 'bubble gate' is, but it sounds faster than walking."

The alien gestured again, which caused the warrior to reply, "Well, you won't find that kind of generator anywhere on North Point!"

As they nearer the trough, they spied the fallen ruins of the bridge. Tall weeds and scrub choked the valley, and the narrow creek could be heard, but not seen. It was when Frank's leg sunk up to his knee in muck that they knew they had reached the halfway point. Frank launched his grappler at a large piece of fallen bridge rubble. The anchor hook punched through the length of corroded steel as if it were cardboard. The hook's impact must have disturbed an insect colony, however, for a swarm of black winged, red-eyed bugs swarmed out from behind the rubble and launched in conical formation at the party.

Mebok clenched his jaw in concentration and made a warding gesture at the swarm. An invisible wave of force passed through the cloud of insects like ripples through a pond. The buzzing ceased as the frenzied bugs fell from flight like pebbles falling from the sky.

"Neat trick," Dulgar said, impressed again by the silent alien's telepathic prowess.

Mebok sat down on a rock momentarily to recover his strength. He made a vague gesture back at Dulgar, who said, "That's interesting that you can't actually kill using that."

The alien made another gesture.

"I hope I never meet any of your kind who can kill using just their minds!" Dulgar replied.

"One could still use assistance," Frank commented, now that he had sunken to his waist in muck.

"Oh, yeah," Dulgar said.

The Dwarf and the alien pulled the tethered hook out of the bridge wreckage and started hoisting Frank out of the muddy creek. A greasy looking snake and several leeches attached themselves to Frank's legs in fruitless pursuit of an easy meal. A bloated grey frog croaked in protest as the Construct's foot missed crushing it by fractions of an inch.

"This bridge didn't fall recently, Talon," Dulgar said, inspecting the rusted ruin.

"It must have fallen right after I was captured eight years ago," the nobleman said helpfully.

"No way," the Dwarf replied. "Look at this wreck! These beams are nothing more than piles of ferrous oxide. They've sunk two feet into the ground, and they're covered with moss. It's more like eighty years, not eight."

"That is odd," Talon agreed. "Maybe they corroded faster because they landed in a swamp."

"Maybe," Dulgar said doubtfully.

They let the matter drop and instead focused on the unenviable task of climbing up the other side of the valley. With Talon's leg immobilized, the party had to innovate. Mebok used a strap from one of the backpacks to form a loop that he then tied around Frank's grappler cable. Frank would then launch his grappling hook at a nearby stunted conifer. Talon then used the strap as a sort of handhold as he limped up the steep incline. 

They had to take frequent stops to let the injured warrior rest. Sweat formed rivulets down the noble’s face, and his shirt were drenched by mid-day. Talon, uncharacteristically, tried not to complain about the pain he obviously suffered. Or, Frank thought, perhaps Talon had the all-too-common humanoid trait of bitterly complaining over trifles, but then facing a legitimate crisis with stoicism. 

At one of their rest breaks, Mebok pointed at Talon's leg and gestured a communication.

"I appreciate the offer," the nobleman said. "But if you numb my leg, I won't be able to tell if I'm making it worse. I need it to hurt."

Frank understood that humanoids experienced an unpleasant sensory phenomenon when physically injured or biologically contaminated. He decided that his own diagnostic software was much more efficient than the humanoids' built-in network of pain receptors. He knew from scanning his medical database that a humanoid could actually die from pain even though the wound that triggered the stimulus might not be fatal. If Frank could design humanoids, he would have developed a better health diagnostic system.

It was then that Dulgar returned to their temporary camp carrying the dangling carcass of a six-foot long snake. The swelling on his injured cheek was already diminishing, as the Dwarven constitution was highly adept at rejecting poisons and infection. 

He threw the dead beast on the ground and announced, "I caught us a rattler, so now we've got something for lunch!"

"You know," Talon said, "I must be pretty darned sick of those ration wafers for roasted snake to sound good. But it actually sounds good!"

"Able," Dulgar said after he arranged a small circle of stones and a conical pile of dry twigs, "Cook this snake."

The service drone dutifully lit the fire, gutted and cleaned the rattlesnake, and used his tiny three-pronged claws as a makeshift rotisserie to cook hotdog-length segments of snake. The humanoids breathed in the odor of crisping animal flesh with obvious satisfaction and anticipation.

Able doled out the cooked portions on the thin, lightweight aluminum plates. Dulgar, Mebok, and Talon took the hastily prepared meal and ate greedily.

"You know," Dulgar said, swallowing, "all we're missing are pickle spears and crisps."

"And mustard," Talon added. "But it's a big improvement over the daily cardboard."

When the trio finished eating, Frank stamped out the campfire and the party resumed the difficult ascent. The day warmed slightly, but not much. The sky looked like a leaden, featureless dome, and Gai was not even visible as a brightish blob. The sky seemed strangely directionless and static, as if time and nature were invisible machines whose gears had gotten stuck.

By the time they climbed to the top, the sky began darkening with the approach of night. Castle Brightsky stood a quarter mile from the eastern side of the truncated bridge. Talon's jaw dropped when he saw the condition of his home.

"Oh my god," he whispered in disbelief.

The stones that formed the castle walls were black as pitch. The once-colorful pennants of Clan Bryn now hung from the spires as grey, tattered rags. The hedge maze was a collection of dry, leafless branches sticking out of the ground like the hands of the dead reaching out of the grave. Sickly grey vines had engulfed the gazebo, and now appeared to be home to a colony of rats the size of cats. The lawn was yellowish and bare in ragged patches. The reflecting pool had an inch of oily sludge clinging to the bottom where clean spring water once flowed. The spring in question bubbled and oozed rancid foulness from the base of the artificial pond. 

Soma and Romano hadn't lied however when asked if Robart's reach yet stood. Nor had they lied about it being inhabited. Someone did indeed set alight candles in the windows at night. Even now, a skeletal hag dressed in a tattered blue hood and cloak struck a match and placed an ignited hurricane lamp in the second floor window next to the left-hand turret. In the reflected candlelight, her silver Clan brooch and noble's circlet gleamed against the darkness of the window frame. She made no aggressive motions, but instead eyelessly stared out into the deepening night.

"I think that's my mom," Talon said in quiet shock and horror. Even in the gloom, one could see the noble's skin turn white like chalk.

"I believe you," Dulgar said grimly. "I'm so sorry."

Fifteen: Robart's Reach

"How did this happen?" Talon cried out. "Everything's ruined!"

Dulgar said nothing. What could he say?

"Mother!" Talon shouted at the Undead hag in the window that had once been his mom.

The spectral figure turned her eyeless gaze upon her son. She worked her jaws, but if she made a sound then it was too faint to be heard from where the adventurers stood. 

"You know we'll have to put her to rest," Dulgar said, not unkindly.

"I know," Talon replied grimly.

"Do you want me to do it?" The Dwarf asked.

"You'll have to," the nobleman said. "I can't kill my own mother." 

"I've lost everything!" Talon cried. "The humiliation, slavery, and beatings at DuPrie's hands. I lived for revenge. I burned for the day that my father's minions would make that slaver pay with interest. Everything's gone."

Dulgar was silent for a while before he said, "You still have your own life, and you have us. We'll help you get Duprie."

"I know," Talon replied. "And I appreciate it. I just can't believe everyone's dead. How could this happen?"

"I don't know," Dulgar said. "But maybe your mother will still have a memory from life. Maybe she can tell us something before she is put to rest."

"Maybe," Talon answered doubtfully. He looked to his left at the west wing of the castle and said, "And maybe she'll be able to tell me when all this new construction got done. This place was a lot smaller the last time I was here.

"In fact," he said more to himself than anyone else, "this whole thing seems like a bad dream."

The adventurers trudged up the weed-infested hexstone walkway to the stout double doors of the castle's main entrance. A huge, cast iron knocker still hung on each half of the door. They were rusted solid and useless. Trails of brown ferrous oxide marred the doors' surface and stained the paver stones. Talon tried to open the doors, but the wood had warped and now would not budge. 

"Give me a god-damned break!" Talon shouted as he threw his entire weight against the barrier. With a grinding crunch, the doors popped inward and the angry noble crashed to the floor of his father's home. 

As he got to his feet and began swatting the dust off his clothes, a skeleton dressed in a butler's garb shambled over to the interlopers and announced in a wan, dry voice, "Good evening, gentlemen."

Talon looked squarely at the skeleton, as if imagining what the creature would look like with flesh and a pulse.

"Jervington?" The noble asked

"Young Master," the Undead servant wheezed.

"What happened here?"

"A long story," Jervington said tiredly. "A sad story with a bad end."

"Tell me, old friend," Talon reassured.

"I have to sit first," the dead butler qualified, nearly collapsing into a moldering overstuffed chair. A cloud of dust billowed into the stale air, making Talon cough.

"I beg your forgiveness for the squalid condition of Robart's Reach," the servant said with quiet embarrassment. "There is only me remaining from our staff and my strength has left me."

"I understand," Talon confirmed. 

It was true that the interior of the castle was a wreck. Thick layers of matted dust covered the furnishings. The Clan flag had faded to obscurity. A glass, wall-mounted weapons case now provided a stable home for a family of tiny, squeaking fur balls that Talon guessed to be field mice. Their droppings littered the murky, mildewed carpets. A gas-powered chandelier hung dormant, and appeared to be a nest for spiders. Indeed, cobwebs strung from almost every surface, and the ceiling corners were nearly black with them.

Talon waited for the butler to continue with his account. When a round passed and the servant still sat motionless, the noble realized that the skeleton had fallen into some sort of torpor.

"Jervington! Wake up!" Talon commanded.

"My apologies, young master," Jervington said tiredly. "I'm afraid that I can't do much more than sleep. It'll be the Eternal Sleep for me before too long."

"You'll have earned your rest, old friend," Talon consoled.

"It has only the hope that you would someday return that has bound me to this remnant life. You are home at last," the butler said with a ghost of cheer in his hollow voice. "Robart's Reach is yours to restore."

"I know," Talon replied. "Your story," he prompted, "while you have the strength."

"Yes, young master," he obeyed.

"It happened five years after you vanished. Lord Orchel Cassandra's fortunes took an unexpected turn for the better. He had repeatedly demanded to buy back all that he sold to Lord Robart. My master refused, of course, being a proud man. He said he wouldn't sell Robart's Reach for any price.

"The weeks passed, and Lord Cassandra's demands became threats. His threats begat actions. But rather than being a man of velour, he consorted with assassins and purveyors of the Dark Arts. 

"Lord Robart nearly fell to an assassin’s bolt. Then a Necromancer sent an army of zombies to kill us all. We were under siege for a month. Most of the master's retainers were killed in the month-long battle, but Lord Robart emerged victorious, and became a local legend.

"The last time I saw my master was on that fateful day he left. The mayor of Brighton's Reach called upon him to negotiate a peace treaty between Clan McGurk and Clan McFierson. A week after he left, Lord Cassandra rode up accompanied by a Mathematician of ill repute. He invoked a formula of formidable power that changed the reality of this place.

"Robart's Reach became a haunt of darkness and despair. Lady Moira, myself, and the staff were transformed into the Undead abominations you now behold. Your father never returned, and I fear he may have been assassinated."

"How long ago did this happen?" Talon asked.

"I can't say with accuracy," the skeletal butler wheezed. "For these past few decades, I've been asleep more than I've been awake. But perhaps ten-score of years would be close."

"Two hundred years?!" Talon roared. "I've only been away for eight. I was held prisoner by the Slaver Lord, Histra Duprie."

"Not to contradict the young master, but my estimate is the correct one," he said. "But no matter. You're home at last."

"Such as it remains," Talon said sullenly.

"Yes," Jervington agreed sadly, starting to slouch in his chair. "Such as it remains."

"Is there anything I can do for you?" The noble asked.

"Yes," he said. "Just one: visit your mother. It is for you she lights the candles at night -- for the hope that has kept her going has been realized today."

"Okay," he said with reservation. "I'll do that."

"Good," Jervington whispered. His jawbone was now nearly touching the front of his ragged suit.

"Is there anything else you can tell me?" Talon asked.

The butler said nothing. 

"Jervington?" The noble prompted.

"Maybe he's asleep again," Dulgar theorized.

Frank had no comment. His previous two encounters with the denizens of the Undead had been rather less productive. He had recorded the current exchange for future reference. 

"You could be right," Talon agreed.

Jervington's skull suddenly dropped from his spinal column, rolled across the carpeting, and came to a rest near the door. The rest of the body collapsed in on itself, making a curious shuffling sound as it did so.

"Or. . . I could be wrong," Dulgar corrected.

"Geez!" Talon exclaimed. "This is like a scene from 'Ghost of the King.'"

The Dwarf walked back to the door, picked up the butler's skull, and quoted "Alas, poor Jervington, I knew thee well."

"If this were that play, then that would have been my line," Talon observed.

"Your butler seemed to have his wits about him -- except for his weird sense of time," Dulgar said. "Maybe your mother will be lucid as well."

The noble shrugged, and said, "I just hope you don't have to kill her."

Talon, the apparent Lord of Robart's Reach, led Frank and Dulgar up the stairs towards his mother's room. Mebok and Able remained on the lower level in case other creatures or monsters should intrude. 

The stone staircase curved ninety degrees up to the second floor. Like most of the masonry, the surfaces had turned black as coal, yet the structural integrity seemed intact. Narrow, badly faded tapestries decorated the spiral passage. While Frank could no longer read all of the runes due to the deterioration of the fabric, the progression of banners told the story of Jeremiah Bryn, the founder and first Chieftain of Clan Bryn. At the top of the stairs hung a framed diagram displaying the ancestral tree spanning through the centuries from Jeremiah Bryn down to Talon Brightsky. From what Frank could observe, Robart's family was only distantly related to the main Clan through a handful of strategic marriages. Talon had perhaps a few drops of Bryn blood in him, but no more than a few. Still, the Construct surmised that the House of Brightsky took great pride in even this tenuous link to West Point's most powerful Clan.

The second floor contained a library full of sagging, moldering tomes that populated rotting wooden shelves on the verge of collapse. A music room had a harpsichord and a harp, both ensnared by thick cobwebs and coats of dust. The remains of a parlor maid occupied the center chair of a semicircle of cherry wood chairs. Like Jervington, the upper house maid had simply run down, like a machine out of fuel.

"Cheery", Dulgar said.

Talon walked over to the harpsichord and tapped a few keys experimentally. Miraculously, the tones remained pure, despite the rot and corruption that had claimed everything else at Robart's Reach. Satisfied with the instrument's integrity, the noble played a slow, somber, yet somehow mathematically precise composition that conveyed a sense of wholeness, completion, and irrevocable finality. 

Dulgar had a faraway look in his eyes as the song wound down to its conclusion. The last note reverberated for a segment or two in the otherwise silent chamber. The Dwarf turned away and looked out the grimy window into the black, featureless night.

"I never knew you could play," Dulgar said.

"It's a funeral hymn," Talon elaborated. "It's a requiem entitled 'The Promise of Eternal Life'. I think it's appropriate in this circumstance."

Talon closed the cover on the harpsichord's keyboard and he led Frank and Dulgar to the next chamber. The Construct took notice of the change in leadership dynamics now that the noble had returned to his own domain, ruined though it was.

"This was the maids' quarters," Talon explained.

The huge chamber was subdivided as if it were an apartment. A dust-matted couch, two wooden chairs, chipped coffee table, and an extinguished oil lamp decorated the servants' common room. A two-tier bookshelf still held a smattering of dog-eared paperbacks. 

Dulgar walked over to the sparse collection and opened the cover of one of the books. The pages shuffled out of the binding and scattered to the floor. 

"So much for light reading," Dulgar said derisively as he bent down to clean up the mess. 

"Hey," the Dwarf said, examining the title page of the disintegrated novel. "Maybe that butler of yours wasn't crazy after all. Listen to this: 'Poisoned in the Breakfast Nook, Unknown Stranger Mysteries, Touchstone, NP. 1st Printing: 471 A.S.'"

"So," Talon shrugged. "It came out six months before I was captured. I always gave the maids my old paperbacks after I read them. By the way, the stepmother did it, and I figured it out by page 67."

Dulgar stared at the noble as if he had just decreed that falling objects were going to start dropping upwards from now on.

"Talon," the Dwarf said in exasperation, "when you were writing '71 on the dates for Duprie' blasted efficiency reports, what digit do you think the apostrophe was replacing?"

"The '4' of course, fool," Talon answered. "Like today's date: 9-15-471"

"You've got to be kidding me," Dulgar shot back.

"I think you're talking as crazy as Jervington," Talon retorted.

"Talon, my friend," Dulgar said calmly, and with a sudden insightful look in his face, "I think I understand what's going on. It explains why your father never came looking for you."

Dulgar turned to Frank and said, "Since Constructs can't lie, I'll let you tell Talon the date."

Of course Frank knew he could lie if it furthered the aims of Directive Zero. But the Construct preferred to tell the truth.

"This is day 235 of year 671," Frank answered without elaboration.

"Damn it all!" Talon said in amazement. "How the hell did can it be 671?"

"I think," Dulgar theorized, "that the same phenomenon that dragged Mebok here against his will across a great distance also somehow dragged you forward in time. The world is full of holes, you know."

"I always thought most of the holes were in the badlands to the south," Talon noted.

"'Most' isn't the same as 'all'," Dulgar clarified.

Frank knew by virtue of his memory implant that the "holes" the two friends referred to had a more scientific name: Stillpoints. Most, but not all, Stillpoints were invisible. They were, in fact, small spherical or elliptical volumes in which the laws of physics worked differently. Some Stillpoints actually created conduits between two distant places - sometimes even across world boundaries, as evidenced by Mebok's presence. It was also not unknown for a Stillpoint to have a mutagenic or even lethal effect on unlucky trespassers. Lastly, and quite rarely, a Stillpoint could serve as a corridor forward or backward in time.

"Damn, damn, and thrice damned!" Talon cursed. "This means that everyone I've ever known or cared about has been dead for at least a hundred and thirty years."

"Know any Elves or Changelings? They'd still be alive," Dulgar asked sardonically.

"No," Talon said. "My dad knew a few, however."

In the bedchambers, three skeletons in nightgowns lay atop their cots. The Undead maids had obviously deanimated, as Jervington had. Frank wondered if the apparent Lord of Robart's Reach would soon move the dead into proper graves.

Talon stopped his tour at the next set of doors. Unlike the other openings, the doors to the noble's left and right shimmered as if one were viewing them through the haze of desert heat. But Frank detected no unusual thermal output. 

"I don't remember these," Talon said. "They must go with the new addition that got added to the castle. I'm not touching these."

They proceeded up the hallway to the master suite. Lord Robart had apparently fallen prey to the stereotype of needing a suit of armor on display in the corner next to the door to what had once been his bedroom. Robart must have been a tall man of fairly powerful build, for the set of plate mail stood nearly as high and wide as Frank.

Dulgar inspected the suit's gauntlet and said, "You know, Frank, this hand would probably fit you."

While Frank had noticed a certain utility in having a concrete fist, the appendage had virtually no dexterity and was useful only in crushing things. He would indeed like to have matching hands again.

"That would be acceptable," Frank said.

Talon took an appraising view of his father's suit of armor, and then said, "What the hell, Frank. Have a hand. Dad only ever wore this contraption once anyway."

Dulgar took out his small toolkit and removed the gauntlet from the plate mail armor. While he worked, Frank noted the worried expression that shadowed the young lord's face. 

"I guess we'll have to call you 'Lord Talon’ from now on," Dulgar said, finishing his removal of the metallic hand.

"You don't have to call me that," Talon replied, "even though it would be correct."

The noble made a sad sounding sigh then added, "This isn't how I wanted to get my dad's title or his land."

"Might as well get this installed," Dulgar said, changing the subject. "You'll have to shut down for about five rounds, Frank."

Frank obeyed. When he resumed normal functioning, his status window opened and displayed: New hardware found. Use default device drivers? [Y/N].

Frank chose "Yes", and the status window updated to read: Integration Sequence Initialized. ETC: 47 Rounds.

Until the new hand was fully integrated with the rest of his frame, the appendage would remain paralyzed. Still, Frank thought, he would be whole again in less than an hour.

"Well," Talon said morosely, regarding the door to his mother's chamber, "I guess it's now or never.

He turned the tarnished brass doorknob and opened the door. A blast of cold air and dust billowed into the hallway. Inside the master suite, the skeletal matriarch hunched by the window, cupping the flickering hurricane lamp with her bony hands.

"Mother?" Talon asked tentatively.

She nodded, but did not turn towards him.

"Aye," she said sadly. "What's left of me. But to have ye home at last has been worth the endless empty decades."

"I still love you," he said, obviously not knowing what to say.

"As I have always loved you," she replied, turning around at last. 

"Are you well?" She asked, like any mother might when having been separated for too long. "Have you gotten married yet?"

"Well, I'm doing a heck of a lot better now that I'm not a prisoner. I'm not married yet, mom. But there's someone I want to rescue from Myracannon who I might want to marry."

A few shreds of desiccated skin clung to her cheekbones like thin strips of shriveled leather. She still wore her silver circlet around the top of her head. It still glimmered brightly, for the metal had long ago been enchanted against tarnish. Her empty eye sockets fixed on Talon with a desperate sadness that Frank had not thought possible on a face devoid of flesh.

"You must do that. You are the last of our line. Everything here has been ruined, Talon," she said. "I knew you were not dead -- a mother knows these things. I knew you would someday come home. So I did not give in to Final Death."

"I know, mom," Talon said, his eyes getting red and puffy. "I am glad you could hold on. You are the last. Jervington has passed on."

She nodded and said, "I must do the same very soon. I can rest after I tell you. . ."

Moira stopped speaking, apparently lost in the past and drifting in a sea of memory.

"Once there was light and hope," she said, seeming to no longer detect the presence of the visitors, but instead seemed to be retelling a sad tale to herself, like a litany. "Why must this empty dead life go on? I am trapped in a corpse's shell. Can God's light shine down and burn this body and let my soul fly to heaven?"

She turned around and put the lantern back in the window.

"Robart, my love. When will you come home? Talon. Where is my son? Please, Robart. Find him.

She regarded at her bony hands and lamented, "I am so alone. Jervington? Is it time for tea yet? Have you gone too?"

Frank answered, as Talon seemed stunned with horror and dismay, "This one offers help."

Moira turned around on her wooden stool and regarded Frank, "It's the suit of armor from the hallway. I didn't know you could speak. How nice."

"Yes," Frank agreed.

"Oh, and you've brought my son with you. I always told him to be home in time for supper. Now it's dark and cook's gone home. 

"The place is a mess. I think the maids have taken ill. They haven't dusted in years," she raved "But perhaps you'd like some cake, Mister Suit-of-Armor. Of course, you can't have any. The mice ate it all. I think there's some rock candy, but it's actually turned to rocks."

"Mom," Talon interrupted. "It's ok. Frank doesn't need any food."

"Oh, the Suit brought you home with him. Robart was wise to buy it after all!" She exclaimed, recognizing her son once more.

"That's right," he said calmly now, as if he was addressing a nervous child. "I'm not going anywhere."

Her mood shifted to her earlier, darker outlook, and replied, "But you must go somewhere. And I have to tell you how."

"Where am I to go?" The noble asked. "I thought I was supposed to start restoring Robart's Reach, get married, and have kids."

"That is so," she agreed. "But it is not a 'where' you must go, but rather, a 'when'. The doors will bring you to the past or future. But I can't remember which goes where."

"How'd you get doors like that?" Dulgar asked, addressing Moira for the first time.

"It was maybe three decades ago," she said, searching her ragged memory. "A great storm blew in from the badlands. It carried a Stillpoint in its heart, and it crashed against the Great House, where it remains to this day. One door goes forward, and one goes back.

"You must decide which is which," she concluded.

"I'll figure something out," Talon said reluctantly.

"I know you will Tally," Moira said. "I know you'll try your best -- Just like your father."

"I try," Talon said self-consciously.

She bowed to her son in appreciation and said, "Now, Tally, you must take my circlet and become a lord in title as well as spirit."

Talon gently removed the piece of jeweler from her skull and put it in his pocket. At that instant, Moira, like Jervington, surrendered the last vestige of life. Her bony frame collapsed and her skull shattered into small dusty fragments as it fell against the hardwood floor.

Lord Talon's face grew purple as if he were about to explode. He fled the room and slammed the door behind him. Once done, he unleashed the most terrible and soul-wrenching scream that Frank had ever heard. He screamed again and savagely pounded the door with his fists. 

"I didn't think he'd take this too well," Dulgar said.

"Agreed," Frank confirmed.

A round or two of silence followed before Lord Talon re-entered his dead parents' bedroom. Frank immediately noticed rivulets of blood dripping from several shallow horizontal gashes on either forearm. It was obvious from the limited scope of the wounds that suicide was not his aim. And yet, the injuries had to have been inflicted by his own hand, and on purpose.

"Talon," Dulgar said compassionately, "I really hate to see you do that to yourself. There's got to be a better way."

"Sometimes doing it is the only thing that lets me stay focused," he said simply and without elaboration. Frank surmised that the two friends had engaged in that discussion numerous times in the past.

"The doors are out here," Lord Talon said, changing the subject. "Mom was right: you can't tell which one does what. How do you want to handle it?"

"By 'handle it', I'm thinking that you want to go back in time and stop this catastrophe from happening," Dulgar clarified.

"I have a better idea than that," Lord Talon said. "If we can prevent one tragedy, surely we can prevent two. We can change the past so that Lord Duprie never comes to power."

That suggestion resounded positively with Frank's Directive Zero. It was a bold idea that had the added benefit of not necessarily requiring an army.

"That sounds good," Dulgar said. "I think we ought to split up, so that at least some of us will end up where we want to go."

"I was thinking that you should take Frank and Able, and I'll take Mebok. Whoever ends up in the future can either find a way back to the past, or harass the hell out of DuPrie's grandbrats."

"Yeah," Dulgar, "that sounds like a plan."

Lord Talon returned downstairs to fetch Mebok and Able, and relayed the plan to his telepathic friend. He fished a coin from his pocket and tossed it into the air.

"Call it," he said.

"Heads," Dulgar said.

The noble caught the coin, palmed it, and then slapped it down on the back of his other hand.

"It's heads," Lord Talon confirmed. "You get the door to the right."

"Why that one?" Dulgar asked.

"Why not?" Talon countered.

"Good point," Dulgar observed.

The two friends each readied themselves to go through the enchanted doors that would take them through time. For Frank, it seemed amazing that he had been constructed and activated only a few weeks ago. In that short time he had earned the friendship of several captives, given comfort to the dying, betrayed an evil overlord, and successfully fought for the freedom of three slaves. 

Frank also knew, at that moment, that to prevent Duprie' rise to power would also mean his own destruction. For without Duprie, the Smithy would not be imprisoned. Without the Smithy, Frank would not be made. He decided that his own unmaking was a small price to pay in order to avert so much suffering in others at the hand of an evil, megalomaniacal tyrant.

"Well, Dulgar Gemfinder, it's been real," Talon said, opening his door, which revealed a yawning black void on the other side.

"And it's been fun," said Dulgar, whose door opened to the same inky blackness.

"But it hasn't been real fun!" They both said in tandem.

Without further ado, Lord Talon and Mebok stepped into the void, vanishing from sight. A mighty wind blew down the hallway as the activation of the time gate sucked a large quantity of air out of the immediate environment, causing the door to loudly slam shut.

"Well, Frank," Dulgar said, stepping into the abyss, with Able in tow. "Let's get the hell out of this tomb."

Frank followed a moment later, and a darkness deeper than blindness embraced him. The wind rushed past him, and the last thing he heard was the door behind him slamming shut.

Book II: The Present Past

Sixteen: Robart's Reach (Reprise)

The supernatural darkness lasted only a few segments before the more normal darkness of night took its place. Frank had just a moment's time to look down and see no floor beneath his feet but instead about fifteen feet of empty air between himself and the hexstone surface of the outer courtyard. Dulgar and Able rolled out of the way as they saw Frank materialize where the hallway would someday be but in the new time period did not exist. Gravity suddenly returned and accelerated the Construct to the ground with a whoosh of wind and jarring impact that resonated in every fastener and linkage in his body. When the internal humming stopped, Frank's diagnostic software informed him that his left knee suffered 10% damage but was otherwise functional.

Dulgar looked to be in similar shape. He sat under a stunted everyellow tree rubbing his ankle and muttering curses under his breath.

"Y'know, Frank," Dulgar swore. "It's not the fall that gets you, it's that sudden stop at the end."

When Frank said nothing, Dulgar exclaimed, in mock irritation, "That's a joke, Frank."

The Construct referenced his sociological database and confirmed that the appropriate response to hearing an exhibition of humor was to laugh. Unfortunately, Frank didn't have lungs or a mouth, so all he could do was rhythmically open and close his visor several times while making a series of staccato buzzing noises. 

Dulgar arched an eyebrow and said, "That was really pathetic, Frank. But thanks for trying."

Frank used his data beacon to link with Sky Eye. Unsurprisingly, the weather satellite predicted overcast skies with cool, dry air for the next five days. In this region, the clouds parted perhaps twenty days out of the year. He found out something else as well: It was day 226 of the year 479.

"Temporal displacement successful," Frank commented, changing the subject.

"I suppose we'd better introduce ourselves to the local lord," Dulgar said. "I'm not sure what kind of impression we're going to make. I look just like a grubby, runaway slave. Of course, I am a grubby runaway slave."

"Lord Robart could require mercenaries," Frank suggested, remembering Jervington's tale of Robart's near-defeat by an Undead horde.

"That's good for you," Dulgar said. "But what's my story?"

Frank thought for a moment and decided on something that at least resembled the truth: "You are a tailor that has been robbed of belongings. This unit is now your bodyguard."

Dulgar moved to go rap the great iron knocker on the castle's main doors, but Frank motioned with his right hand to halt. The Construct had researched his sociological database and discovered that gestured communication was occasionally much more effective and concise than the inaccurate and cumbersome verbal methods they usually implemented.

"What?" Dulgar asked.

"We should wait for dawn," Frank replied. "Lord Robart will then be less suspicious of this unit's motives."

"Whatever you say," Dulgar said noncommittally and finding a tree to lay against. "Wake me up in the morning."

"This unit will comply," Frank verified.

Dulgar fell unconscious almost instantly. Try as Frank might, he could not feel at ease about his humanoid friend's need to be in a helpless, regenerative state for several hours every day-cycle. He wondered what Dulgar's unconscious periods were like. According to the Construct's sociological database, most humanoids experienced random visual and auditory hallucinations while regenerating. While Frank wondered how one's mind could resolve such stimuli on a daily basis, he suspected that dreams somehow constituted a means of regenerating the mind for the following day.

Seeing no immediate need for combat, Frank initiated maintenance mode so as to effect repairs on his leg. The first hint of grey dawn lit the overcast sky around the same time the Construct's repairs completed. Frank was pleasantly surprised to find that he had somehow earned another hardware upgrade and an available data module.

He chose an accessory that would prove useful in his proposed guise of mercenary: a remote survey probe. The device could hover and transmit a rudimentary audio-video stream, the latter in monochrome. As the device looked just like a black, plum-sized ball bearing, it would be perfect for reconnaissance work.

For his data module, Frank had far fewer choices. Being cut off from the Control Spire -- both physically and temporally -- that left him with only Sky Eye and Wayfinder-1 as data sources. He had little utility for weather forecasting, so he downloaded a copy of the mapmaking software instead. Unless he found a new source of data by the next time he earned an upgrade, he would have to learn the old fashioned way -- by reading books. 

In this seemingly sunless land, Frank estimated that the leaden grey sky was as bright as it was going to get. He transmitted a command in Machine Language for Able to nudge Dulgar from his slumber. The Dwarf rubbed his eyes and stretched tiredly.

"Time Index: 07:1:5," Frank announced.

Dulgar took a corner of his shirt and used it to rub the plaque from his teeth. "I think I'm going to spend an hour just brushing my teeth -- and a day bathing!" 

Frank ignored the comment. All Frank needed to stay clean was for someone to scrub his exoskeleton with a soapy sponge and a bucket of water. 

The Construct rapped the giant cast-iron knocker against the thick wooden door. In this time frame, the castle walls were slate grey like the sky, not black. The outer courtyard boasted flowerbeds richly populated by red snapdragons and orange marigolds. A small decorative fountain in the shape of an impressively armored warrior-angel stood proudly at the center of the rectangular reflecting pool. Frank could understand why Lord Brightsky was proud of Robart's Reach, and why the noble would never sell the impressive domain.

A postcard-sized aperture slid open on the main door, and a single condescending eye balefully appraised the travelers.

"We don't give hand-outs to beggars and thieves," came a snarky, cultured voice that Frank suspected belonged to Jervington.

Frank was tempted to use Predefined Response #4, but Dulgar beat him to it -- with the exact verbiage.

"Begone, ragamuffins!" Jervington shouted through the access portal. "Or Lord Robart will have you horsewhipped!"

"Curb it, Jervington," boomed Robart Brightsky's voice from the second floor. 

He leaned out the window and appraised the trio. He seemed especially interested in Able.

"I've never heard of a beggar that owned a Service Drone," he chided his butler. "And if he's a thief, then he's not a very good one. He's about as skinny as a scarecrow and looks like he hasn't eaten in a month!"

"Very good, sir," the butler said in a tone of voice that seemed to convey a desire to reply with some version of Response #4.

"What do you three know how to do?" Lord Robart asked, making it quite an informal job interview.

"Well, your lordship," Dulgar said respectfully, "I am an accomplished tailor. Able, the small Construct, is a cook. Frank here is good at combat and security."

Lord Robart rubbed his chin and said, "I don't really need a tailor, but I could use a cook and a couple of replacement guards. You don't fight much do you?"

"I can hold my own," Dulgar said truthfully.

"Well, you're all hired -- especially the cooking drone. Our last chef got eaten by flesh-eating mist zombies three weeks ago and no one's answered the want ad since," Robart bellowed. 

"Thank you," Dulgar said, bowing deferentially to the minor noble. 

"Jervington will let you in and show you to the servants' quarters," Robart offered.

When the door remained locked for an obviously long time, the noble cleared his throat and repeated in a loud, commanding voice, "I said: 'Jervington will let you in!'"

"As you wish, my lord," came the butler's acerbic reply.

The viewing portal snapped shut and the butler reluctantly opened the door for the three new hires. Jervington looked down his nose at Dulgar and made a condescending sniffing noise.

"Perhaps you would care to see the bathing and laundry facilities first," he said snidely.

"You can show me the incinerator later," Dulgar replied sarcastically, "since I plan on burning these clothes."

"As you wish," the butler smirked.

The castle was a lot less depressing in this time frame. The colors of Clan Bryn apparently consisted of gold and green. As they walked past the banquet hall, a longtable stood proudly appointed with emerald colored plates rimmed in gold. The silverware was probably steel with gold plating, but the handles were dark green with turquoise marble insets. A gas-powered chandelier lit the room with thin, white radiance.

"This way, gentlemen," Jervington urged, taking them up the servants' stairwell. 

The tight, claustrophobic spiral barely accommodated the Construct's bulk. He got wedged against the walls several times. With a firm grip that belied the butler's wiry frame, he yanked the Construct forward.

"This will never do," Jervington said critically.

"He could always take the main stairs," Dulgar suggested, pushing Frank from behind.

"A servant should never do that," Jervington said, aghast. "It's the spiral, or a different job. It's no more difficult than that."

Frank decided that he liked the Undead version of Jervington better than this flesh-and-blood instance. The present Jervington seemed to believe he was the incarnation of butlerhood. The chief servant also hadn't yet seemed to notice Frank's artificial nature. Perhaps it was because Jervington had the unsettling habit of looking "past" someone rather than "at".

"Okay, Jerkington," Dulgar proposed. "What about Able? I can't carry him up the stairs every time."

"I think you'll find the dumbwaiter suitable for that contingency," Jervington said with a sneer, apparently ignoring Dulgar's insult.

They reached the top of the stairwell, and the butler bid the trio follow him to the end of the hall where the hired help were bunked. A maid wearing a simple black skirt and a white bonnet walked out of the women’s' quarters and nodded to Jervington as they passed in the hallway.

"You and Able can share this chamber," he instructed, pointing to a cell two doors down. "Frank shall have the adjacent cell. The bathroom and laundry is at the end of the hall. Pray, use it at one's earliest convenience."

He opened the first door and then added, "I suppose I need not remind you that the female employees are not here for your ravishing."

"Whatever," Dulgar muttered.

Jervington opened Frank's door and looked at him in full for the first time. He gave another condescending frown.

"You're not real are you?" The butler asked.

Frank didn't understand the question. 

"Request clarification," the Construct asked.

"You're not a person," Jervington said. "You're a drone."

"ID/Function: Frank / Medium Security Drone," he replied. He did not believe that being a Construct was mutually exclusive with being a person.

"Charmed," the butler said dryly. 

"Is this part of the 'New Rudeness' I've read so much about?" Dulgar asked bitterly.

"Indeed," Jervington huffed. "And now that we've gotten the pleasantries are squared away, you and your two slaves should get yourselves presentable. Lord Robart wishes to see you in three quarters of an hour."

"These aren't slaves!" Dulgar exclaimed angrily. "These two people are my friends!"

"As you say," Jervington harrumphed.

After the butler resumed his duties, Dulgar said to Frank, "Who in the blazes does that guy think he is?"

"That unit's ID/Function is Jervington / Butler," Frank answered in the literal.

"No, Frank," the Dwarf clarified. "What I meant was 'why is that butler such a jerk?'"

"One does not know," the Construct responded.

Dulgar's room looked surprisingly like his cell at Myracannon. The chamber had a single bed, a simple desk, an empty bookshelf, a wooden chair, and a quietly hissing gas lamp. The furniture did not seem purposefully dehumanizing, however, and the mattress appeared much more suitable for the humanoid need for sleep.

"It's not much," Dulgar said, commenting on the room. "But I've had a hell of a lot worse."

"This unit concurs," Frank said.

"I'm going to take a bath," Dulgar said. "See if there's a uniform or something that'll fit me. I wasn't lying about burning this filthy serf getup."

"Understood," the Construct agreed.

Dulgar opened a few drawers of the short dresser and rummaged around until he found a clean towel. He nodded to Frank and walked toward the shower room.

[Request Task ID], Able asked.

[Standby], Frank commanded.

The Construct headed toward the shower array. It was not that he feared smelling unpleasant, as Dulgar claimed as his own fear. But instead, he did desire to wash the several weeks' dust and grime off his outer hull. This desire was not borne out of personal vanity, but rather to make a positive impression with their new employer.

On his way, he located the uniform closet and selected a sturdy black smock and a matching pair of black denim pants that approximated the Dwarf's size. Frank, of course, needed no clothes.

The bathing chamber was divided into two sections so as to segregate the employees by gender. Thick trailers of steam drifted from the bathroom designated for humanoid males. A serf dressed only in a narrow pair of black shorts busily labored on a strange machine that could best be described as a simulator for climbing stairs. 

"Request ID/Function," Frank asked the wiry young man.

"Do ya mean 'what the hell am I doing stuck working this god-awful contraption?'"

That wasn't how Frank would have phrased it, but the Construct understood the rephrasing, so he nodded affirmative.

"That's eerie," the serf remarked about Frank's gesture.

"Hey!" Came Dulgar's voice from one of the shower stalls. "What happened to the water pressure?"

"Sorry!" the adolescent yelled back. "You get just ten rounds ya know!"

"Geez," Dulgar grumbled.

"As I wa' saying, Mister Mechanical Man," the laborer said casually, "it's my turn at the pump, so that the water runs. When it's your turn, we'll be in really good shape."

Dulgar stepped out of the shower dressed in just a towel. It was then that Frank realized just how thin his friend was compared to the norms stated in his medical database. His friend needed to gain at least forty pounds. The Construct was sure that Robart would be a kinder and more generous employer than Duprie had been.

"Any luck with the new clothes?" Dulgar asked.

Frank handed over the uniform without comment. The Dwarf hurriedly dressed. 

"You'll never fit in the shower, Frank," Dulgar remarked, and then took a mop and bucket from the bathroom's utility closet. 

"This ought to do," the Dwarf commented, swiping the soapy mop over the Construct's grime covered exoskeleton.

"Blast it!" The pump operator cursed. "I just cleaned that floor!"

"Those are the breaks, guy," Dulgar remarked.

Frank and Dulgar suffered another humiliating trip down the service staircase. Frank ended up having to release his grappling hook while Dulgar unwound the connecting cable down the stairs. The Dwarf pressed Jervington into the task of yanking the Construct down the stairs a step at a time. Frank calculated that if his overall bodily dimensions were an inch smaller in each direction that he could have avoided the current ignominious spectacle.

"Tell me again why Frank can't use the straight stairs?" Dulgar hissed, yanking the grappler cable again.

"It's not proper," the butler sneered. "Servants are supposed to remain out of sight until summoned."

The Construct popped out of the bottom entrance of the stairwell and crashed to the marble floor of the downstairs hallway, making a jarring metallic clang. The Frank righted himself, and commanded the maintenance program to commence repairs on the small dent in his chest that his fall had caused. 

"The Lord's study is the third door on your left," Jervington harrumphed. "I assume your device knows left from right, in case you do not."

Dulgar's checks flushed and he gritted his teeth. For a moment, Frank was sure that his friend had just suppressed the biological unit's equivalent of a Combat Directive. The Construct was curious why the butler seemed to go to such great lengths to trigger rage in the Dwarf. He also wondered if Jervington understood that it was impossible to effectively insult a Construct. To Frank, a venomous invective was either true or it was not. Disparaging remarks did not and could not trigger an emotional response from the drone.

Next to the service staircase, a small panel suddenly slid open. While Frank had not noticed it at first, he now saw that the richly lacquered wooden walls concealed a hairline seam that formed a two-foot square. With a whirr of tiny tank treads, Able rolled out of the secret portal carrying a small tray that held a mug of steaming coffee and a freshly baked buttered roll.

"I was wondering where you got off to," Dulgar said.

[This unit implements service conduits], Able displayed on his text screen.

"I guess that's for Lord Robart," Dulgar said in a manner that made Frank think his friend was fairly hungry. 

Able nodded.

"Well," he said sheepishly, "there's no harm in asking."

Frank knocked firmly on Lord Robart's door. He noticed his steel knuckles made a small scratch on the door's surface. He tried to buff the mark out with his finger and only succeeded in making it worse.

"Frank!" Dulgar exclaimed, "What are you doing?"

Before the Construct could explain, Lord Robart bellowed, "Come!" from inside the study.

The trio entered the richly appointed chamber. In fact, the castle, furnishings, tapestries, and artwork were all so exquisite that it made Frank suspect that the master of Robart's Reach had other sources of income besides the meager farm that lay beyond the castle proper.

Robart Brightsky sat in a leather-bound chair casually puffing on a pipe. A thick tendril of smoke curled out of the bowl toward the ceiling where it pooled into a churning cloud of vapor. An odd collection of scrolls, documents, pens, and rubber stamps littered the nobleman’s disorganized desk. A plate with a half-eaten sandwich sat precariously on the left-hand edge. An empty tankard leaned against a pipe tree, which had knocked over several pipes of assorted sizes. The lid on the smoke box was askew, causing Dulgar to eye the dark brown tobacco greedily. The noble took another puff on his pipe and bade the newcomers in with a wave of his hand.

"Well," Robart said with a sardonic grin, "go ahead and sit down. I don't bite!"

The retainers did as they had been asked. Frank's chair creaked under his weight, made a single pop, and then collapsed into a pile of broken shards. The Construct landed squarely on his backside but thankfully took no damage.

"My lord," Dulgar exclaimed, bolting out of his chair. "Frank didn't mean to break the chair. We'll pay to replace it!"

"Ha!" Robart shot back. "You don't even have a single coin for the Dread Ferryman, much less forty copper for an antique chair from the Evenstar Dynasty."

Frank hoisted himself to his feet by launching his grappling hook at the ceiling. Dulgar groaned and sat back down.

"I guess this means we're fired, eh?" Dulgar said with obvious disappointment.

Lord Robart made a toothy grin and waved aside the Dwarf's gloomy prediction.

"Are you kidding?" Robart replied. "Your friend looks like one tough customer -- and that's exactly what I need."

"Really?" Dulgar asked hopefully.

Robart took another puff from his pipe and expelled the smoke through his nose. The gesture reminded Frank of the people featured on the faded cigarette billboards in the subway.

"Of course," he added, "I won't let him handle the good china."

"He doesn't eat, so that's okay," Dulgar replied.

Robart offered Dulgar a pipe and a pinch of tobacco to the Dwarf, who lit it with anticipatory satisfaction. Frank, who had no sense of taste or smell, could not fathom the humanoids' love of the smoldering weed.

"Can your servant talk?" Robart asked.

"He's a friend, not a servant," Dulgar remarked. "He doesn't say much, but he talks when he wants to."

"Is that so?" Robart said, intrigued.

"Without Frank, I wouldn't be standing before you now."

"You are not standing now," Frank corrected.

"I see what you mean about him speaking," Robart commented.

"Well," Dulgar asked, taking a puff from the lesser pipe, "what do you want us to do?"

Lord Robart took on a more serious countenance. 

"I need you to defend me," he said. "And even more than that, die for me if that's what's needed."

"Elaborate," Frank commanded.

"Why not?" Robart agreed. "You deserve to know. I'm leaving to speak as an Arbiter at a peace conference in Carthag. The Assassins' Guild has a price on my head, thanks to the envy of this castle's former owners. The zombie uprising killed most of my men. And, if that doesn't sound interesting enough, Moira, my wife, performed a Foretelling last night."

"What does she say will happen?" Dulgar wanted to know.

"She predicts," Robart said ominously, "that the Deathwinds will blow tomorrow."

Seventeen: Home is Where the Horror is

"What the blazes is a Deathwind?" Dulgar asked.

"You'd know if you've ever seen one," Lord Robart answered ominously.

"That's not very helpful, my lord," the Dwarf replied.

"You may be right, friend," Robart Brightsky said with a grin. "But it sounded pretty good saying it!"

Frank thought this conversation was one of the least efficient he had heard thus far.

"Inquiry," Frank stated. "Define: Deathwind."

"Well", Robart elaborated, taking another puff from his pipe, "a Deathwind always starts farther south, where the Deadwoods stand. Sometimes a thick fog gathers over that dead forest and the wind currents send it north. But, my friends, the Deadwoods sends us more than just bad weather! Nay! It brings these nearly invisible Undead monsters called Mist Walkers. 

"I say in truth, friends," Robart said, pausing dramatically, "those Mist Walkers can drink yer soul as fast as I can drink a beer -- and that's pretty damned fast!"

"Observation: This unit has no soul to drink," Frank noted.

"Aye, so I'm to understand," Robart agreed. "And that's why you're going to run point."

By "point", Frank surmised that he would have to lead the team and therefore be the first one attacked in the event of ambush. That suited the Construct satisfactorily, as his primary design function was that of Security Drone.

"Understood," Frank confirmed.

"That's what I like about you Constructs," Lord Robart remarked. "You don't mince words."

Dulgar finished his pipe, then asked, "So. . . How much are we getting paid?"

"That's an easy one," Robart said. "One and a half times the Standard Daily Wage, plus per diem hazard bonus."

"You've got this all figured out, it sounds like," Dulgar noted.

"Well," the noble said, "you're not the first mercenaries I've ever hired. I'm always hoping each team's going to be the last one I'll need. But between the Assassins' Guild, the Undead monsters, Deathwinds, wild animals, and highwaymen, my retainers don't usually last too long."

"How comforting," Dulgar replied.

"It's not supposed to be comforting," Robart pointed out. "I'm just a realist, that's all."

"It still beats my last job," the Dwarf remarked.

"Must've been a real pisser," Lord Robart said appreciatively.

"You don't know the half of it!" 

"Well, if you don't have any other questions, you should see the Castilian for a suit of chain mail and a proper weapon. It looks like your friend Frank is already equipped, eh?"

"Frank's equipped alright," Dulgar agreed. "But I do have one question."

"I'm listening," the noble prompted, draining his mug.

"Can you make an exception for Frank as far as the staircases go? Frank just can't fit up the spiral stairs, but your retainers aren't allowed to use the main staircase," Dulgar explained.

"Who the devil said Frank couldn't use the main stairs?" Robart huffed.

"Jervington, my lord," Dulgar said.

"Let me tell you a little something about that stuffed shirt that passes for a butler," Robart said with irritation. "He came with this castle. I wasn't allowed to buy it unless Jervington was guaranteed lifetime employment. Don't misunderstand me now: he's a damned efficient butler, but he's got all the personality of a cactus. And with that said, tell Jervington that he can widen the servants' stairwell all by himself, and can do it anytime he likes if he feels it'll help improve the ‘feudal decorum’ around here. I think he'll find it in his heart to reach some compromise."

"Thank you, my lord," Dulgar said, with a slight bow.

"This unit offers statement of verbal appreciation," Frank added.

When Robart gave Frank the "arched eyebrow" look that was so commonly the reaction to the Construct's spoken mannerisms, Dulgar interceded by clarifying Frank's acknowledgement.

"He means 'thanks, also', my lord," Dulgar parsed.

"Why didn't he just say so?" Robart replied without malice. "I can see your friend is going to be great for those wintertime fireside chats.

"However, if there's nothing else, you two are dismissed until dinner. Able can report to the kitchen for assignment now.

"And Dulgar. . ."

"Yes, my lord," the Dwarf prompted.

"You might want to follow Able to the kitchen and get something to eat right now. I don't know when your last meal might have been, but it can't have been too recently. I've got brooms meatier than you!"

"Yes, my lord," Dulgar said with a grin.

"I've got some more paperwork to finish for the peace conference, and it's got to be done before we leave tomorrow, so. . . get out!" 

The way that Robart said the last two words, it was obvious that the noble was imitating someone else, and that the impersonation was supposed to be funny. Dulgar just stared at his new liege, but Frank decided to humor the noble by laughing anyway. Unfortunately, the Construct's laughter elicited the same response from Robart as it had from Dulgar.

"That's really creepy," Robart said.

"That's what I said, too," Dulgar observed. "But at least he tries."

Without further ado, Frank and Dulgar followed Able to the kitchen area. Almost as if by telepathy, Jervington somehow managed to be at the door to the servants' dining area.

"What, pray tell, are you three doing here?" Jervington asked imperiously. "Servants are supposed to eat after the nobles, not before."

Frank used Predefined Response #4 as his answer.

"You three are a bunch of barbarians!" Jervington exclaimed.

"You know, Jerkington," Dulgar said, "I mean this in the nicest way, but it's got to be said: if you sneer at me one more time today, I'm going to kick in you in the ass so hard that my boot is going to come out of your mouth!"

"Well, I never!" The butler exclaimed, aghast at being so directly insulted.

"I believe you," Dulgar sneered. "And you probably never will."

Jervington sniffed the air, turned, and glided out of the kitchen seemingly held aloft by his self-actualized aura of superiority. Frank watched the exchange with dispassionate interest. He wondered if there would soon come a time in which the two would come to blows. 

"Well," Dulgar told Frank, "now that the air's a bit less stuffy, I think I'll eat the liege out of house and home."

Apparently, the Dwarven constitution was such that Dulgar was able to eat a leg of turkey, a ham and cheese sandwich, two apples, a salad, a large serving of cheese and crackers, two slices of cherry pie, and a carafe of bitter cider -- all without having an internal hemorrhage. The Dwarf ate seemingly everything in sight that did not require lengthy preparation. Frank observed that his friend really did eat like a man coming off a month-long starvation. The Dwarf's coloring improved after the mighty feast, and he let out a long, guttural belch.

"That hit the spot," Dulgar exclaimed.

Frank nodded. After noticing the Dwarf’s distended belly, the Construct had an idea of what spot the meal hit.

"You know," Dulgar said, "it's too bad you don't eat. This food's actually pretty good."

Able remained in the kitchen in order to aid the cook staff as they filtered in to begin the evening's food preparations. Dulgar and Frank left and headed for the Castellan's quarters. 

The guardian of Robart's Reach was a healthy looking octogenarian with fine white hair, a neatly trimmed moustache that tapered to points on each side, and eyes like sword steel. He occupied the east tower. The sparring gym took up the first level; his office and weapon cabinets on the second; his living quarters occupied the third floor. To Frank's surprise, the Castellan was fighting an animated wooden mannequin. Both the Human and the Construct fought with wooden batons.

The two figures dodged and parried for a few rounds until the Castellan's crafty eyes saw an opportunity. "Hai!" The Castellan cried, striking a blow to the Construct's head.

"Point: To Alpha Player," the wooden drone announced in a mechanical voice. "Current Score: Alpha(10), Beta(6). Scenario Terminates. Victor ID: Alpha. Repeat Scenario?"

"No," the Castellan answered. "Return to storage unit for regeneration."

The drone stepped over to an alcove near the entrance, stepped inside, and ceased activity.

[Request ID/Function], Frank transmitted via Machine Language.

[ID: CCA001B0. Function: Combat Simulation Drone], the mannequin replied. 

Frank noted almost no depth to drone's thoughts. Its knowledge base contained only what it needed to accomplish its primary job function. Indeed, the combat trainer's mind was much simpler than even Abel’s. The more Constructs that Frank encountered, the more he realized that it was he, not they, which constituted an anomaly. Most Constructs were treated like property because they had little or no self-awareness. But he was different, and he still had no idea why.

"Who the hell are you?" The Castellan asked gruffly.

"We are Lord Robart's new retainers," Dulgar answered calmly. "I take it you're the Castellan."

"Indeed I am, boy," he confirmed boastfully. "I'm sure as hell not the practice dummy!"

"I'm sorry," Dulgar said. "I thought you used the dummy alcove to stash your lousy attitude when you weren't using it. But wait -- that would imply there were times you didn't behave like an ass!"

"I'll teach you a lesson on how to address your betters!" The Castellan yelled, and lunged at Dulgar with his baton.

The Dwarf dove out of the way, but the elder warrior clouted him on the shoulder, sending him sprawling to the floor. 

"You want to tell me why you're here, whelp?" The Castellan asked.

"Well," Dulgar said, "I'm here for a weapon and a suit of chain mail."

"I heard you were a tailor," the weapon master commented.

"I can fight too," the Dwarf rebutted.

"You'd better be able to if you're one of Lord Robart's new retainers," the elder explained. "And I hope you really can fight."

"Can that combat drone recover from injuries?" Dulgar asked.

"It was designed for weapons training," the Castellan explained. "It can be hacked to bits and will be its old self in just a day or so."

"Then send him at me," Dulgar suggested.

"Very well," the Castellan agreed. "Combat Drone: Activate!" He commanded.

From the alcove, the wooden fighting machine awakened from its dreamless slumber and walked to the center of the combat gym.

"Command?" It asked.

"Init combat simulation. Difficulty: Five," the warrior said.

"Define combatants," the drone prompted.

"Alpha," the Castellan said, pointing at Dulgar. "End list. Score Limit: 3 Points. Engage!"

"Acknowledged," the training drone announced and then lunged at Dulgar with his combat baton.

"Geez!" Dulgar exclaimed, parrying the first blow with the palms of his hands. "Don't I get a weapon too?"

"The highwaymen won't wait for you to get ready, boy!" The Castellan gloated as his Construct took another swing at Dulgar's head, connecting with an audible slap.

"Point to Beta," the Construct said. "Score 1:0"

Dulgar uttered a terrifying oath that roughly translated as Predefined Response #4, and whipped out his glass tablet.

"Commence," the drone said and moved in again against Dulgar.

The Dwarf was ready this time, however. He scribbled a formula that caused a geometric dagger to appear in his right hand. He parried the Construct's blow with the dagger, slicing the baton in half. At that same moment, Dulgar punched the drone in the abdomen with his left hand.

"Point to Alpha," the Construct said. "Score 1:1"

"Commence," the combat machine declared once more.

Dulgar didn't wait for the training drone to make its move. The Dwarf threw his geometric dagger and aimed it for the Construct's throat. The blade struck true and the two-dimensional weapon cut through the opponent's neck the way an oiled piano wire would slice through organic flesh. The training drone's head rolled off its body and came to rest against the gymnasium wall. The body remained standing, however.

"Point to Alpha," the disembodied head announced from across the room. "Score 1:2. Maintenance required. End Game. Victor: Alpha."

Of course, Frank knew first-hand that Constructs were merely inconvenienced by the loss of a head, unlike their humanoid counterparts. Unit CCA001B0 apparently had developed the additional capacity to retain cohesion with severed body parts, no doubt from being dismembered on a regular basis. 

While Frank could not feel fear in the conventional sense, his display window automatically invoked his combat mode every time his friend summoned one of his geometric weapons. The Mathematical contrivances were lethal to Constructs because the conjured items had no width, and yet still somehow retained the three-pound weight of a conventional throwing dagger. Such a hard, heavy, and narrow surface made for a blade of exquisite sharpness that could cut through the metal, stone, or wooden body of a Construct as easily as waving a knife in the wind. And yet, against living flesh, the geometric weapons inflicted no more damage than their mundane counterparts.

"Nice job," the Castellan growled. "For a whelp, that is."

"Thanks, I guess," Dulgar replied with equal sarcasm.

"I think you'll do okay guarding Lord Robart," he grudgingly admitted. "You've got a Warrior's instincts, even though you don't have the training. But I've found you can't teach instincts."

"Thanks," Dulgar said again, but this time in earnest.

"Well," The Castellan said, "let’s see if I have any scale or chain mail that'll fit you. I've never seen a Dwarf as scrawny as you before!"

"So I've been told, repeatedly," Dulgar mumbled.

Frank pulled the ropes on the pulley-based elevator that slowly ratcheted up to the second floor. Apparently, the rope pulled on a large gear that, in turn, drove a series of smaller gears that had the effect of converting a large but light tug into a small but heavy lift. Frank was pleased by the wholeness of an efficient design.

"So," Dulgar asked, "what's your real name?"

The Castellan grinned in a dour, ironic sort of way, then answered, "I could tell you, but saying it aloud would kill the both of us."

"How the heck would that happen?" Dulgar asked incredulously.

"An Illuthielite curse," he said. "It's quite an interesting tale, and I'll tell you all about it if you're still alive after Lord Robart's mission."

"Great," Dulgar said without enthusiasm.

Contrary to the weapon master’s concern, he fitted Dulgar with a proper suit of chain mail, a steel helmet, a round metal shield polished so brightly that it doubled as a mirror, and a scimitar. Frank reappraised his friend's defensive capabilities, and determined that Dulgar's combat skills had improved quite a bit since the two had first met.

Frank joined Dulgar in the servants' hall later that evening when the castle's staff was permitted to eat. The room was well lit and pleasantly furnished in knotty pine. The staff apparently ate the same food as their liege, which in this case was lamb chops and spicy vegetable stew. The Castellan served the meal to Dulgar, the four maids, and the two cooks. Jervington was remarkably absent.

The junior chef took a bite of stew and licked her lips appraisingly.

"That little gadget really knows how to cook," she said of Able. "I'm just the pastry chef, and Drake makes the salads. Our old cook got sucked dry by the Mist Walkers, so I've had to fill in the best I could. It's good to have someone who knows what they're doing."

"Inquiry: Frequency of Mist Walker attacks?" Frank asked.

"That'd be ev'ry four'r five weeks, be my guess," Drake said, speaking with a Caldeni accent even thicker than Robart's.

"How?" The Construct queried.

"It's like this," Drake answered after swallowing another bite of lamb. "The Deathwinds usually blow from the Well o' Dead Life or the Deadwoods, see? These two places arr defiled beyond all ken, yeh understand?

"So, when the fog gets thick enough thot a man kennot see his hand befare his eyes, the Mist Walkers rise from th’ ground to suck oot the souls of the livin', an’ leave only the bones an' skin behind. Ah terrifyin' thing ta haf ta behold!"

"And we're getting one of these Deathwinds tomorrow?" Dulgar asked incredulously.

"Indeed so," the pastry chef, Lorsa, said. "I've never known Lady Moira to be wrong in her soothsaying. Tis going to be a bad one, too."

"Inquiry: Is postponement an option for the present mission?" Frank asked logically.

"Fer another laird, mayhap," Drake said. Frank noted the fact that the young man's accent grew more pronounced as the topic grew more frightening. "But Robart, he is ah brave Clansman, ah brave an' powerfell warry'or. When he sets 'is mind to ah thing, he does ah thing!" 

Drake admiration for his liege was blindingly obvious.

"Understood," Frank acknowledged.

What the Construct actually understood was that his new liege intended on following through on his plans no matter how foolhardy and ill-advised such plans were. It also made him realize how it could be that the mighty Lord of Robart's Reach consumed retainers as fast as a winter hearth consumed firewood. The humanoids always seemed more guided by emotion than intellect; Frank was more impressed with results.

After dinner, Dulgar returned to his room to rest for the morrow's journey. 

"I can't believe I'm not going to have to sleep in a ditch tonight!" Dulgar said happily. "I've got new clothes, a new job, a real bed, and good food. Things are looking up!"

"Agreed," Frank replied. Of course, the Construct didn't want to point out that his friend would be back to trail rations and sleeping in ditches as of tomorrow.

From the privacy of his own room, Frank sent a message to the combat training drone over in the Castellan's tower.

[Request summary of installed skill modules], Frank inquired.

From his storage hutch in the tower, the wooden drone transmitted his reply:

[Installed Skill Modules:

MA ¦ Protective Hand (3)

MA ¦ Iron Fist (2)

UA ¦ Military (4)

MW ¦ Sword Group (4)

MW ¦ Club/Staff Group (3)

End]

While Frank was impressed with the trainer's combat capabilities, he noticed that all the unit could do was fight. He was utterly incapable of interpersonal relationships, which explained why he was housed in a niche when not on duty.

The night carried within its black banners a howling wind that bellowed like the thin fey cries of forgotten damned. Frank's sensors informed him that it was not superstition that made it seem colder and gloomier inside the castle walls. The gas lamps had dimmed by twenty percent, while the air was thirteen degrees cooler. The Deathwinds had arrived at midnight, just in accordance with Lady Moira's prediction.

Throughout the night, Frank made a slow, comprehensive patrol of the premises in fulfillment of his primary function as a security drone. The interior hallways seemed preternaturally silent except for the wailing Deathwind. Robart's staff had stuffed bits of rag and paper into any gap or crevice that could possibly let in the night air.

The grandfather clock struck Quarternight, which meant that what passed for sunrise in this sunless land would occur in another five hours. Frank polled Sky Eye and learned that the morning's weather would be cold, overcast, and slate grey. The ancient satellite could not tell him how many death spirits would be carried in the fog and wind.

Frank looked out the window into the courtyard. It seemed almost like a black abyss. 

"Floodlights," Frank commanded.

The sodium lamps flared into monochromatic peach-colored brilliance, but the artificial glow penetrated only six yards into the supernatural gloom. Several dark, translucent figures huddled at the periphery of Frank's vision. Although the gaunt humanoids wore gossamer robes of charcoal grey, the wind did not whip the fabric. Indeed, the figures seemed unreal, as if an unseen artist somehow overlaid the gloomy specters across the Construct's vision.

"Need ye no sleep, aye?" A woman's voice asked from behind. 

"Correct," Frank answered without turning around.

Lady Moira stepped next to Frank and looked out the drawing room window. She poured herself an ounce of brandy from the crystal decanter and slowly swirled the liquid around in her glass. 

"I can never sleep when the Deathwinds blow," Moira said.

The nobleman's wife, at close proximity, did not match his memory imprint's notion of an upper-crust aristocrat. She had strong hands that had known toil. A hairline scar marred her left ear, and her forearms and biceps were well endowed with muscle. Like the spectral version of herself in the future, she wore a silver band across her hairline as a badge of rank.

"Understood," Frank replied. He often marveled at how much difficulty the humanoids had executing their regeneration protocols. If their breathing were as easily interrupted as their sleeping, the humanoids would have died out millennia ago.

"They're already waiting to kill my beloved," Moira said philosophically, pointing at the three Mist Walkers. "Can you not hear their Dirge?"

"No," he answered truthfully.

"When they sing their Dirge, they sing their darkness into the souls of the living. I hear them now, for they hunger for the one thing they can destroy but never own," she said mystically.

"What do they want?" Frank asked.

"They want us to join in their eternal Dirge," she explained. "They feed on life's Sacred Fire. Though they cannot destroy the Soul, they can drink life-energy until a man is nothing but an empty husk. Then their victims rise in Undeath, singing the Dirge and longing forever to slake the Thirst that can never be Quenched!"

"So this one has been made to understand," Frank replied. He noted that her verbalizations somehow conveyed the use of capital letters of words that would not ordinarily be so punctuated.

"They shan't have your soul, since you don't have one," she affirmatively. "You can kill those things. You are a marvelous, wonderful, beautiful machine -- but you are indeed just a machine. Stand between Beloved Robart and the Hungry Ghosts."

"This unit will comply,” he said evenly. It was his job to do just that, so he wondered why Moira made him promise to do something he had already agreed to do. 

Lady Moira left Frank to stand watch in the drawing room. As he stared at the trio of forlorn Mist Walkers, he wondered how it was possible that a living humanoid could be so injured that the wounding transcended death. Each of the Mist Walkers must have been a person once, for, according to Moira, new members of their kind rise from the remains of their victims. He wondered how much of their former lives these translucent wraiths remembered, and whether or not they now even had the power to regret their unwilling transformation.

He knew Dulgar, Mebok, and the Changelings to believe in a supreme being. Would that entity pity the Mist Walkers? Frank thought that a just and caring Entity would.

The hours passed and morning came. The mood seemed particularly gloomy in the servants' hall at breakfast. The gaslights and heating systems were still dimmed by the influence of the Death Wind. 

"Geez!" Dulgar explained. "The eggs and grits taste like dust and this coffee tastes like someone put a cigar out in it."

"Aye," Drake agreed. "Tis the forces of the Death Wind -- tis true. Makes the castle dark an' cold, makes food tasted like ash, an' makes the love of a woman feel like toil. It'll be a lot worse when ye step outside -- tis true."

"Swell," Dulgar muttered, quickly, and without enthusiasm, devouring his tasteless meal.

Frank, Able, and Dulgar met with Lord Robart in the main foyer. Dulgar looked quite like a squire in his suit of chain mail, full helm, and steel bracers. His battle-axe hung at the ready position, diagonally across his back, and he had trimmed his beard and moustache so that they ended in sharp points.

Robart appeared very believable as the Lord of the manor. His plate mail armor was polished to the point that it may as well have been a body-shaped mirror. He wore a visored helm, sturdy gauntlets, and plated greaves. His sword shimmered at his touch, and when he pulled it from its scabbard, it shone from within as if it were a conduit for pure sunlight. Frank saw how the sword's light seemed to fill Robart and Dulgar with hope and confidence.

"Symmetrika's Hope, my father's sword, and his father's before that," Robart said. "It was a gift from the Angel Symmetrika. At least that's what the legend says."

"It's beautiful," Dulgar said.

"We'll need it,” Robart said. "With the Death Winds blowing, it's going to feel like the gates of Hell have flung wide open once we step outside."

Lord Robart opened the main doors, and, at that moment, Frank realized how correct the noble's prediction was. Grey mist blew into the house, and with it, the wails of the damned.

"Flesh and blood and bones," came the sibilant cries of the Mist Walkers. 

"In Symmetrika’s name," Robart commanded, "this darkness shall be banished!"

The sword brightened until it really did look like the sun. The triad of Mist Walkers hissed hatefully and unleashed the full fury of hell against Robart and his retainers.

Eighteen: Cassandra's Crossing Bridge

"Death and blood and bones," the three Mist Walkers hissed as they circled around the lord of Robart's Reach.

[Init Combat Mode], Frank commanded as he summoned his nailgun.

Dulgar lunged at one of Mist Walkers, cutting through it with his axe. Frank's combat screen detected no damage to the hostile.

Robart cut diagonally through one hungry ghost with Symmetrika’s Hope. The angelic weapon dispersed the wraith as easily as the sun vanquishes the fog of morning. 

Frank let two shots loose from his nailgun, striking true. The combat nails tunneled though the Mist Walker as if it weren't really there. The nails thudded against the inside of the foyer, shattering a vase and splitting a decorative column in two.

"That cannon's useless!" Robart cursed as a Mist Walker reached for his head. Its amorphous hand extended tendrils meant to siphon life energy from the living. A monofilament dagger flew across the air and cut the wraith's hand off. The severed member faded away, becoming one with the fog.

"That's how ya do it lad!" Robart shouted.

Frank shot two more combat nails, but they were just as ineffectual as the first volley.

"Come on, man!" Robart scolded. "Blast them with something good!"

The nobleman's blade cut through the amputated Mist Walker, flaring like the sun. The grey spirit hissed in transcendent agony as its remnant soul was banished into whatever dank netherworld awaited dead Undead.

[Weapon Reconfig: Set Projectile Composition = Silver], Frank commanded.

[Initializing. Processing. Done. Service Note: Available quantity = 2.]

Without further delay, Frank shot the third Mist Walker with his reconfigured missiles. The first nail missed by a hand's width, but the follow-up shot struck home, piercing the spirit in what would have been its abdomen if only it possessed internal organs. The Mist Walker seemed to ignite from within, flaming brightly like a bonfire for a few moments before dispersing like glowing sparks from a fireplace being dragged up a chimney. 

Frank's modified combat nail now protruded from Lord Robart's kite shield like a silver railroad spike.

"Lad," he said gruffly, "if I wanted a targ shield, I would have brought one."

Frank said nothing. His combat subroutines were not calibrated to fight insubstantial, spiritual targets, so there was nothing he could have done differently. 

"At least his aim is pretty good," Dulgar said in his friend's defense.

"Aye, that it is," Robart muttered. "It's so good in fact that if my shield hadn't stopped that railroad spike weapon, it would have gone right through my heart! There's plenty o' folk not on my payroll perfectly willing ta carry out that particular job." 

"Are we going to ride, or just talk about it?" Dulgar asked nastily.

"Ride," Robart said. "And your friend takes point.

"Agreed," Frank said.

The mists rolled by the group like filaments of a grey, tattered banner. The stable and outbuildings were nothing but charcoal blobs, so thick was the fog. Only the nervous whinnying of the horses denoted any sign of life. Frank surmised that the Mist Walkers fed only on sentient life.

The stables had only a three horses residing within. Frank theorized that perhaps there were once many more prior to the Zombie Uprising in which the bulk of Robart's staff was killed. The zombies must have eaten the horses as well as the men. According to the Construct's sociological database, zombies were not known to have a discriminating palate. The stark reality was that Robart's estate matched the condition of the environment in which it was located: functioning, but operating on a perilously thin margin.

Robart surveyed the nearly empty stable with a look of sad resignation. He wordlessly strapped the saddle and gear to a tall, proud Clydesdale. The animal was pale grey, nearly the same color as the mists. Were it not for the mount's white steaming exhalations, Frank would have thought the steed to be spectral in nature.

"I got an idea for your beastie," Robart said to Dulgar.

"That's good," the Dwarf said. "Since you'd need to pack a step ladder for me to climb on top of any of these three monsters! Where'd you get horses this big anyway?"

"Well," Robart said proudly, "I won them from an Eastern merchant in a card game. He owed me a fortune and had already lost all his cash spinning the wheel, so he traded me these horses instead. They're from East Point, so he traded me a dozen of these giant horses to settle the debt. He was pretty unhappy about it!"

"Remind me not to play poker with you," Dulgar said wryly.

"Aye," Robart agreed. "I studied gambling under the master of the deck: the Dealer. And that's with a capital 'D', you can be sure. I never knew his real name, though. Rumor had it that he could tell the future by playing a few hands of cards.

"Anyway, I lost on purpose for over an hour until the horse merchant was good an' drunk. Then I snookered him good. He didn't even realize he was losing until he'd lost everything.

"So, that's that," Robart concluded. "Of course, the zombies ate most of them, but at least the mare's pregnant now, so I'll at least have some little beasties in a few months."

"Uh huh," the Dwarf said noncommittally.

"Exactly!" Robart said enthusiastically.

"So you were going to get me something to ride, right?" Dulgar prompted.

"Right you are," the nobleman agreed. "It's in the other barn."

The livestock barn was of fairly recent construction. Like most buildings in the dry northern territory, it was built from rough-hewn stone of various shapes and sizes and held together with white mortar. The doors and frame were the only wooden components and were painted the same shade of green as the Brightsky flags.

Shielded from the Death Winds, a small cluster of plump furry creatures huddled for warmth. Frank counted a half dozen heads. Five had charcoal-colored while the sixth was completely black.

"Blackie!" Robart called out and darkest animal obeyed its summons.

The creature looked a bit like a cross between a lamb and a camel. It stood five feet high, had a long neck, and was covered in soft woolly fur the color of coal. It had a very small head dominated mainly by its large, docile eyes. Its blocky, square teeth and muscular tongue suggested it was a herbivore that primarily ate straw and grasses.

"Nice Blackie," Robart said, petting it affectionately.

"Um. . . What is that thing," Dulgar asked.

"That's spoken like someone who's never even seen a farm, much less worked on one," Robart chided. "This is an 'alpaca'. As a tailor, didn't you ever wonder where yarn comes from?

"Anyway," he continued, dismissing his condescension of his hireling, "they make good pack animals too, since you couldn't ask for a more friendly or obedient beastie. In other words, this is your ride."

"Whoop!" Blackie agreed and poked his head at Dulgar's chest.

Robart outfitted the furry animal with saddle, stirrups, and reins, which it seemed to accept without complaint. Blackie stood low enough to the ground for Dulgar to easily climb aboard his new mount.

"Whoop!" Blackie announced cheerfully once the Dwarf was properly situated.

A few rounds later' Robart and his two retainers rode slowly out into the grey gloom. Frank's sensors informed him that the temperature had dropped four more degrees so that it was only a notch above freezing. Winter had surely arrived in full, and the Death Winds served as its harbinger. 

"It's cold enough to freeze a man's soul!" Dulgar complained.

"Not quite, but it's gettin' there," Robart qualified. "Don't worry, this is only the beginning of 'cold'. A month from now, today's weather'll seem tah be downright clement!"

Frank realized that Dulgar was probably unaccustomed to temperature extremes. Lord Duprie kept his enslaved city at a fairly constant temperature, thus the passing of seasons went without notice. While the Dwarf now had his freedom, that freedom wasn't without price.

"We're going to stop in Brighton's Reach to pick up some supplies," Robart advised. "Do you know the way?"

"Yes," Frank confirmed. In fact, the Security Drone had already plotted a course with the help of the Wayfinder-1 satellite.

"Take point then," his liege commanded.

Frank led the team away from the castle. Within a few short round, the proud spires and pennants of Robart's Reach disappeared into the gloom. With the mist reducing visibility to fifty feet, the stunted trees and scrub appeared as grey, amorphous blobs. The gravel path led into the same valley they had so recently climbed. Frank launched his remote probe, so as to double his effective visual range. Its monochrome sight appeared as a picture-in-picture frame in the Security Drone's status window and transmitted video at ten frames per second. Down the path, three more Mist Walkers were actively attacking a diminutive warrior in ringmail. Around him lay four dehydrated corpses, one of which already becoming translucent with impending conversion.

"Hostile forces located 10// on current heading. Unit detects one humanoid combatant in distress," Frank reported.

"What are we waiting for?" Lord Robart asked rhetorically simultaneously spurring his Clydesdale and unleashing his Sunblade.

"One was not aware this group was waiting," Frank replied as his two associates left him behind.

"Whoop!" Blackie hooted in the distance.

Not for the first time did Frank regret not being able to match speed with the humanoids when they felt like running at their maximum capability. Compared to a horse at full gallop, it was as if the Construct was standing still. Fortunately, the Security Drone could at least monitor events through the use of his remote probe.

A round passed by and his two friends appeared in the probe's jittery field of view. The three Mist Walkers stopped ganging up on the short fighter and turned their malevolent attention toward the mounted intruders.

"Can ya not make them shut up?" Robart shouted, swinging the angel sword at the lead Mist Walker's neck. The blade struck true, dispatching the angry spirit in a shower of white-hot sparks.

"Cutting their heads off seems to work!" Dulgar replied, dodging a chilling blow from the second hungry ghost. He swung and missed. 

"Are you going to do it, or just talk about it?" The mystery fighter asked. The phrase reminded Frank of something Talon would say.

The Construct willed his probe to move for a closer look at the solitary warrior. He appeared to be very badly wounded and was bleeding from his mouth, nose, and ears. His skin looked as pale as bone. He had obviously been hit several times by the Undead monstrosities. The fighter was not a Human, but, rather, a Dwarf.

"Eat silver," the Dwarf hissed and impaled his assailant with a sleeve dagger that was obviously made from silver. The Mist Walker dissolved into a shower of sparks.

Dulgar unleashed a monofilament dagger at one of spirits. His shot erred, and the conjured blade cut a small tree in half. It was at this moment that Frank wished his remote probe had some weaponry.

"Die!" Robart yelled, cutting a diagonal swath across the last Mist Walker. The life-draining spirit, like the others, puffed away in a burst of sparks. 

It was at that moment that the ambient temperature increased by ten degrees and the sky brightened from charcoal to something resembling steel. Frank surmised that the Death Winds, deprived of the ghostly anchors, reverted to a more mundane sort of weather.

"Well," Dulgar said cheerfully, "that certainly brightens things up!"

"Aye," the other Dwarf said. "And ye came at a good moment," he said and sagged against the knobby trunk of a gnarled, stunted conifer.

"The name's Hector Grizzletooth, Paladin from Touchstone," the stranger added. 

"It's not my business, lad," Lord Robart noted, "but are ye not far from Touchstone?"

"Let me amend, friend," Hector clarified. "I'm originally from Touchstone. Actually, I've been doing some mercenary work in Brighton's Reach as a henchman of this rich recluse who calls himself 'The Professor'. And he means it with a capital 'P', that's for sure!

"So, my fine warrior, my current task is to escort Lord Robart Brightsky to Carthag for some sort of peace conference. Not that I care much about peace conferences, mind you. After all what really makes peace is when both sides beat the livin' piss out of each other until one side's half dead, and the other side's all the way dead! That's what I say, at least."

"You like to talk, don't you?" Robart observed. 

"It passes the time," Hector agreed. "But for now, I've got to meet the Lord of the Manor, such as it is."

"I'll save you the trouble," the noble said. "I'm Lord Robart. And I'll forgive the 'such as it is' comment -- this time."
INCONSISTENCY: Lord Robot introduces himself here, but on the next page, Hector seems unaware of this as Lord Robot says that he “knows the Lord of Robart’s Reach quite well”
"Observation," Frank interrupted, arriving on the scene at last and recalling the remote probe. "Fighter Hector is heavily damaged. Estimate of that unit's remaining combat efficiency: 30%."

"What is that thing?!" 

"Frank is not a thing," Dulgar sternly corrected. "He's both a person and a friend."

"It's a good thing Frank's a friend," Hector commented. "I'd hate to be the enemy of something that big! I've never seen one built like this one before. Most of the Constructs I've seen push brooms or clean houses, but they were a lot smaller."

"Well," Dulgar said indignantly, "Frank doesn't do windows. He's a medium-duty security drone. And he's not a servant of anyone, he's a paid employee, just like me!"

"No need ta start a war, friend," Hector said diplomatically. "I'm just seeking to plug a few holes in my own knowledge. "

"That I can help you with," Dulgar agreed and extended an open hand in friendship. 

Hector accepted, then said, "We'd best burn the dead if we don't want to fight them by nightfall."

The wounded Paladin slumped against one of the stunted conifers and rummaged through his rucksack until he found a small case that contained five metal tubes. For an instant, Frank thought the Dwarf was about to start passing out cigars -- a behavior humanoids seemed to invariably engage in following a stressful or life-threatening encounter. But instead, the Paladin took the cork stopper out of the tube and drank the contents down in one long pull.

"Geez, Hector!" Dulgar reproached. "It's not even noon yet!"

"This ain't whiskey, friend," the Paladin rebutted. "Haven't you ever heard of a healing potion?"

"Well, no," Dulgar said truthfully. 

"Now you have," Hector replied. "Come to think of it, a healing potion might serve as a good chaser for a bottle of Coin Rattling Wraith!"

The Paladin looked like he was expecting his new acquaintances to laugh. When they didn't, Frank calculated that perhaps Dulgar and Robart did not realize that the Dwarf was proffering a joke.

"HA-HA. . . HA-HA. . . HA-HA," Frank said to humor the warrior.

Hector arched an eyebrow and said, "Er. . . That was kinda creepy, Frank."

"That's what I said!" Robart agreed.

The healing potion must have been of a potent vintage, for the Paladin stopped bleeding from his mouth, nose, and ears, and his skin color improved. His face flushed bright pink for about two rounds before he stabilized. Frank could not estimate with complete certainty, but he thought that the Paladin was a bit thinner after drinking the healing draught. 

[New task ID: Collect kindling. Qty: 6.0 cu. ft.] Frank commanded to the lightweight service drone.

"So, anyway," Hector said. "After we give a funeral for my mercenaries, I need to find Lord Robart. I doubt he'll want to retain a captain that lost his entire squad."

"That all depends," Robart said. "I know the Lord of Robart's Reach pretty well, lad. I think he'd probably want to know is how many Mist Walkers your group killed before your four henchmen fell."
INCONSISTENCY: Lord Robot introduces himself himself earlier, but here, Hector seems unaware of this as Lord Robot says that he “knows the Lord of Robart’s Reach quite well”
"I'd tell him a score plus one," Hector said with dour pride. "I just wish Miguel, Jose, and Raphael could see how we stopped a Death Wind nearly single-handedly."

"I'm sure that tale would satisfy Lord Robart just fine," the noble said, still referring to himself in the third person.
''What makes you say that?" Hector wondered. "I heard that Lord Robart is a real hard case - the 'shoots fire from his eyes and lightning from his rear-end' type."

"Because, lad," Robart said grandly, "I'm Lord Robart. And besides," he added, "that whole fire/lightning thing is the other way around."
"Oh," the Paladin said sheepishly.

"You're still hired," Robart added. 

''Oh!" Hector said with obvious surprise. 

"That is, of course, assuming the Scythe Bearer doesn't come for you first!''

Frank referenced his sociological database and discovered that the Scythe Bearer was a mythical supernatural being whose primary duty was to harvest the souls of the dying and bring them over into the spirit realm - to a place of either eternal joy or eternal torment, depending on how the being lived its life. Of course, it made Frank wonder how anyone could know what such a being would look like, as the observer is required to be deceased before the soul-gatherer became visible to the target.

"Nay, my lord," Hector said dismissively. "He's not penciled into my date book."

"Well then, soldier," Robart commanded, "if you're feeling up to it, you can guard our back while Frank takes the point.

Though the Mist Walkers were dispatched, the thick and swirling mist remained. Frank plotted a course to Brighton's Reach with the aid of the satellite Wayfinder-1. It apparently used low-frequency radio emissions to create a topographical model of the world's surface. With Wayfinder's sight, Frank could see the world, through his open status window, in wireframe blocks 1' on edge. It was crude, but the orbiter's vision penetrated the fog without impediment.

They arrived at the valley WORD CHOICE: I think you meant “bridge” that, in Frank's time frame, had fallen into the valley, but in this time still stood in precarious decrepitude. Cassandra's Crossing Bridge moaned with fatigue and corrosion. Even through the filter of dense mist, Frank could survey the dangerously compromised suspension cables that appeared to be slowly unraveling like metal ropes. Rusty flakes flurried down off the great arch like brown snow.

"Say," Dulgar said, "I heard this bridge was subbed out to the lowest bidder."

“You don’t know the half of it!” Robart declared. “Lord Cassandra ran out of money at the end and had to hire a crew of Undead laborers -- strictly under the table, since it was illegal according to the contract -- to finish the job.”

“Fabulous,” Dulgar grunted with distaste.

“Well,” the noble said, “Every time I cross it, I swear it’s going ta be the last. But this old lady keeps standing. I don’t see any reason why today’s going to be any different. 

“But, just ta play it square,” Robart qualified, “you, the cook, and the Paladin should go first, eh?”

Frank was about to make a similar, but more longwinded, recommendation, but his liege saved him the trouble. 

Able, the light-duty service drone had no trouble, since it navigated around the fissures and holes via miniature tank treads. Its weight was inconsequential. Likewise, Dulgar, still quite the underweight specimen of his kind, passed without the bridge's decrepit notice. Hector came next. He crossed confidently to the middle of the span, turned, and stopped.

"Hey," he shouted. "This bridge isn't so bad!"

He backed up his statement by jumping up and down in the middle of the span. The closest suspension cable screeched as it unwound to the final strand and snapped with all the force of some titan's whip. The severed cable smote the Paladin squarely in the chest, putting a sizable dent in his breastplate and knocking him off his feet. A three-foot wide chunk of rusted arch crashed against the walkway, missing the dwarf by inches and gouged a huge hole in the bridge surface. The force of impact snapped another cable, which Hector parried with his shield. The walkway slumped thirty degrees forcing the Paladin to scramble for safety, lest he fall to his death into the shallow stream far below.

"Cut the crap!" Robart bellowed in rebuke.

Hector said nothing in response, but crossed the remaining length as quickly as possible. Robart followed moments later, and this time the bridge groaned under the weight of a full-grown warrior clad in field plate. A few fissures along the middle of the concrete span expanded as the noble tread as lightly as possible. Flurries of rust flaked down from the mist, and the remaining support cables strained, but somehow held together. 

His companions appeared only as indistinct grey blobs at the other side of Cassandra's Crossing as Frank started across. The Construct easily weighed twice that of Lord Robart; as each successive improvement in his structural integrity had added incrementally to his mass, as did the addition of the nail gun, flood lamps, grappling hook, and sensor probe. All in all, his weight was now half again what it was when he was first activated. Whereas the bridge disliked Robart's intrusion, it positively hated Frank's. As the cracks in the pavement became fissures, and huge chunks of concrete crumbled from underneath the Construct's feet, Frank was somehow reminded of a humanoid expression about a beast of burden crushed by the addition of small incremental loads. The cables on either side of him snapped causing the walkway to undulate like an ocean wave. And unlike his humanoid companions, Frank could not "run".

Chunks of the arch fell around him like rusty hail, and the wail of snapping suspension cables and straining supports was like that of a banshee. Frank invoked his shield as larger clots of corrosion pounded against his carapace.

"Run, Frank!" Dulgar shouted. "She's giving way!"

He reached the middle of the bridge, where Hector had accidentally weakened the twenty-foot section. As he stepped forward, the remaining two cables that supported that span unraveled and broke, sounding like some sort of vast harp string breaking. The walkway crumbled underneath his heavy steel boots, and Frank fell toward the river below at terminal velocity.

For better or worse, Frank did not have the ability to panic, but neither did he have the strange phenomenon of "slowing time" as some humanoids experienced when faced with life-and-death catastrophes. He aimed his grappling hook at the top of the arch and fired, hoping that his targeting window would help him shoot true. The grappler soared upward as Frank fell, and wire spooler screeched like a bird of prey. The four teeth of the grappler sunk deep into the remnant arch, and the sudden stop nearly ripped Frank's arm off.

[Service Note: 

Critical metal fatigue: left shoulder joint. 

Grappler tether at structural limit.

Spooler servo overloaded.

Repair now? [Y|N] ETR 3 Hours. ]

If Frank were a humanoid, he would have said, "no kidding", or some other snide comment. As it was, he simply chose "yes", to the repair option. His vision dimmed as once again the bulk of his Theoretical Engine's output was redirected at repairing his body.

"Hang on Frank!” Dulgar yelled, apparently not realizing that "hanging on" was exactly what the Construct was doing at the moment.

"We'll rescue you!" Hector added. 

The Great Arch of Cassandra's Crossing Bridge suddenly erupted with crackling sounds that reminded Frank of rapid gunfire. The arch gave way, plunging the security drone into the swirling mists below.

"Launch Probe," Frank commanded as he fell. His sensors could not track properly as he spun end over end toward the river. He caught fragmentary glimpses of an abandoned cottage somehow rushing up to meet him at the same time as huge spans of corroded metal and concrete chunks approaching him from seemingly all directions. 

In the span of a single segment, Frank crashed through the patchwork tile roof of an abandoned house. The impact smashed his shield into geometric fragments. He hit the kitchen floor at terminal velocity, punching through the plywood substrate as if it was paper. Large sections of bridge arch the size of covered wagons smashed through the roof after him, and impaled his body with a multitude of twisted fragments and crushing his body until it was flat like sheet metal. All of his on-board sensors went offline simultaneously. To add insult to the already grievous injury, the kitchen stove slid across the shattered floor and fell atop the huge pile of corroded wreckage under which the Construct was buried.

[Implementing Emergency Diagnostic Shutdown in 1 round], Frank's operating system reported.

In the intervening time, Frank willed the remote probe to seek out his friend Dulgar. The spinning metal ball found its objective and hovered in front of the Dwarf's face.

"Are you all that's left of Frank?" Dulgar asked in a worried voice.

"No," Frank said through the probe. "Current damage level: critical. Request unit Able to assist in excavation duties. Unit. . . Frank will. . . recon. . . when possible. Ke.. .ep re. . mote . . . pro. . .be on . . . hand."

At that moment, his operating system shut down the remainder of Frank's optional functions. He was vaguely aware that Dulgar caught the probe before it could hit the ground.

With little else to do, he called up his diagnostic window, which gave him the longest tale of woe he had ever read. The fact that his Theoretical Engine was not destroyed was amazing in itself.

[Diagnostic Summary

Structural Integrity: 2%

Head: Destroyed [1%]

Torso: Destroyed: [1%]

Left Arm: Destroyed: [0%]

Right Arm: Destroyed: [0%]

Left Leg: Destroyed: [0%]

Right Leg: Destroyed: [0%]

Weapon Systems: Offline

Shield generator: Offline

Operating System: Currently Recompiling; secondary subroutines in use.

Data Beacon: OK

Artificial Intelligence Module: OK

Repair now? [Y|N] ETR 128 Hours.]

It made Frank wonder what would actually happen to him if the Artificial Intelligence Module were ever damaged. At least he would be able to communicate with the party once his structural integrity was back up to 10%, as his Data Beacon was intact. 

[Service note: Insufficient native mass available. Use materials on hand? [Y|N]?]

That was a message Frank had hoped not to see. The last time that service warning appeared, he had wound up with a concrete fist for a week and a half. At present, the Construct had little choice, so he clicked the affirmative. He wondered what horrible things were going to happen to his body as a result. He hoped that Dulgar would be able to reverse most of the disfigurement if he ended up looking monstrous.

Fortunately, time for a Construct passed at the same speed whether one was overwhelmed with tasks or spending long periods of time with nothing to do, as was the case for Frank now. Constructs could not become "bored" as his humanoid counterparts were so frequently vulnerable. In Emergency Diagnostic Shutdown Mode, the only thing that showed on his status window was the time and date. 

At least that's all it showed until midnight, when the window started showing something else entirely .

What he saw in the status window was a series of short segments of moving images, as if he were referencing an A/V record, except these were events that Frank had never experienced. Indeed, they were events that never happened at all.

He watched as:

Lord Robart departed Robart's Reach, against the wishes of Lady Moira, at the height of the Death Wind. He overcame his Undead assailants, but was badly wounded in the exchange. He travelled towards Cassandra's Crossing Bridge, where Hector fought the remnant of the Mist Walker pack. The pair beat back two of the three Mist Walkers, but the third member retreated into the gloom, thus the unnatural fog remained intact. 

Hector gave Robart the healing potion instead of using it on himself, and the noble declared that Hector's condition was too serious to waste time cremating the dead. The two travelled on Robart's horse at the best speed possible under the ambient conditions. The bridge did not collapse. The dead mercenaries, hours later, rose up in Undeath and joined their brethren of the mists.

The images faded, and Frank realized that he and Dulgar had already begun to change time. He wondered, too, that if he and Dulgar were in the past and changing the future, what would become of Talon and Mebok? Would they change as the future changed? Or would they do things in the future that would change the past? The Construct could not know. He was certain, at least, that he and his companion's meddling already made an improvement in the timeline, even if it only affected Robart and Hector so far.

Chapter Nineteen: The Great Northern Highway

By dawn the next morning, Frank’s structural integrity had recovered to 11% so that he could emerge from Emergency Diagnostic Shutdown Mode. He issued a command to awaken the remote probe. When no incoming datastream was forthcoming, Frank thought for a moment that the probe had gone blind. But then he realized that the tiny ball was stuck in one of the party member’s backpack or purse.

“Greetings,” he announced through the probe, in the hopes of getting one of his companion’s attention.

A round passed with no response.

“One repeats courtesy statement,” Frank said again, this time using the maximum acoustic output of the device.

In response, a hand reached into the leather pouch and brought the probe into the light. Dulgar and Robart were apparently seated at a rough-hewn wooden table eating breakfast at some sort of inn or public house. The flickering monochrome image showed Dulgar peering into the probe’s tiny lens at such a close range that the Dwarf’s face looked like a giant eyeball attached to shrunken head.

“Thank the Lightbringer you’re okay!” Dulgar exclaimed loudly, the action eliciting puzzled looks from some of the other nearby patrons.

“’OK’ is relative,” Frank replied. “Current structural integrity: 11%. This unit is currently not mobile. Regeneration procedures functioning at normal efficiency.”

“That’s good,” Dulgar said. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“No,” Frank said. “This unit will accompany you, Paladin Hector, and Lord Robart via remote probe until it is possible to recon in physical presence.”

“Okay,” the Dwarf agreed. “I guess you’ll be able to find us using this floating gadget you made.”

“Yes,” Frank said simply.

“So,” Dulgar said conversationally, “the whole of Cassandra Crossing Bridge fell on you, eh?”

“Yes,” the Construct replied. “A kitchen stove, a hot water heater, and most of a cottage roof currently accompanies the bridge debris.”

“Hmm,” Dulgar mused. “You’ve got pretty rotten luck, my friend. It seems like every time something heavy can fall on you, it does!”

“Define: Luck,” Frank asked.

“Well, my friend,” Dulgar explained, “’luck’ is the ability for some people to occasionally violate the rules of probability. For example, if I won five hands in a row at cards, that would be lucky. Unlucky is never beating the odds -- that would be like having a drainage grate impale your arms, having a tunnel ceiling fall on top of you, followed by a bridge and a stove fall on you. In other words, you’re tough and resilient, but you’d never make a living spinning the gambling wheel!”

“Understood,” Frank said. 

He had to agree with his friend that he had received a huge quantity of cumulative damage over the past month since he was first activated. On the other hand, he could likewise consider himself “lucky” because each time he had been critically injured he had been able to make a full recovery. Most humanoids would not say the same after having a tunnel collapse on them or having one’s head smashed flat. 

Frank was dimly aware of Able pulling pieces of rubble out of the way so that Frank would be mobile by the time his regeneration sequence completed all assigned repair tasks. However, with the probe constituting his only functioning sensory aperture, he started feeling like the compact surveillance satellite was his body, not the damaged wreck buried beneath the shattered bridge.

The noble and his henchman finished their breakfast and left the inn -- an establishment of questionable repute called “The Hanging Myrna”. Then Frank noticed that the marquis showed the titular “Myrna” hanging on a swing, as opposed to hanging from the neck. Again, Frank marveled at the ambiguity of the humanoid languages. 

Following the prior evening’s Death Wind, Brighton’s Reach was treated to one of its very rare sunny days. While the Construct merely noted it as a statistical curiosity, the effect of Gai’s light on Robart, Hector, and Dulgar were quite profound. As the trio walked through the merchant district, they kept looking at the sun, squinting at it even though it burned their eyes. They kept looking at the sky every few seconds. The unobstructed light of day seemed to give them an almost spiritual joy. 

Frank knew there was a biological component to this reaction. As he possessed a medical database, he knew that certain organic processes required the aid of direct sunlight against bare skin as a catalyst. In a land where the Gai’s light shone only two dozen days each year, most of the residents of northern North Point had what effectively amounted to a chronic vitamin deficiency. Other passers-by displayed similar behavioral changes as shopkeepers moved their wares onto tables in the street in order to capture the rare sunlight. 

“Where to now, my lord?” Dulgar asked.

“We’re going to need two week’s rations and two mules -- if we can find any livestock that’s actually live,” Robart said. “I checked out the Undead Steeds last time I was in town, but they give me the creeps. After that, we head south to Carthag, the capitol.”

“I killed an Undead Mule,” Hector said. “Those things are the roughest! They spew wriggling worms out of their mouth and shoot poison gas from their arse! Or was it the other way around? Anyway, I’m not ta be trusting anything that ain’t livin’ -- except for that Construct. He seems ta be okay.”

“Courtesy acknowledgement,” Frank said.

“Damnation!” Hector exclaimed. “I keep forgetting about that ‘probe’ bauble.”

The trio finished their shopping, and Hector stopped by the Professor’s house before they left Brighton’s Reach. Frank did not follow inside, but he did not that the Paladin carried a small package when he emerged from the four-story brick townhome. The arch-Mathematician apparently employed a Construct that was shaped like a modern art statue. The white marble, multilimbed entity had a very tiny head with disproportionately large eyes that appeared to be glass marbles of some sort. Frank surmised that it had no combat capabilities, but was not curious enough to poll the service drone in order to find out.

“I’ve got some news for ya, Lord Robart,” Hector said as they made their way out of town.

“Are ye goin’ ta tell me, or should I read some tea leaves?” Robart asked, when the Paladin’s dramatic pause didn’t resume with additional information.

“There’s a price on yer head,” Hector exclaimed.

“I’ve been knowin’ that for months,” the noble harrumphed. “What else is new?”

“Well,” Hector continued, apparently getting some enjoyment from disclosing the details of the unfolding drama, “the ‘new’ part is that Lord Cassandra upped the bounty on yer hear ta six gold coins! And the rumor has it that he’s retained a coupla henchmen from the Assassins Guild!”

“I think I liked it better when the bounty was thirty pieces o’ silver,” Robart muttered. “Ye’d think he’d be weary from harassing me by now. He’s not gettin’ his land back. I bought it fair an’ square! Of course, I could always send him a condolence writ in memory of that god-awful bridge that Frank finished wrecking!”

“Inquiry,” Frank asked. “Does Lord Cassandra frequently initiate hostilities?”

“Only in the coward’s way,” Robart sneered. “That scrawny, gambling drunkard wouldn’t last a round in hand-to-hand against me. He pays people ta commit murder for him.”

“Understood,” Frank affirmed.

The livery a mile south of town was out of mules, but they had two pygmy horses in reasonably good health. Robart bought both, and loaded one with the party’s supplies, and gave the other to Hector for riding. The corral was quite expansive considering the few live animals that aimlessly milled about. Most seemed skinny and generally unwell. The stable looked to be of original construction and was probably at least a century old. The line of the rooftop slanted a full fifteen degrees, indicating impending structural collapse. Frank surmised that if he were to be physically present, the stable would choose his visit as the appropriate time to fall apart.

The proprietor was a gaunt octogenarian wearing filthy grey denim overalls patched in several places with mismatched fabric and wielding an offal-encrusted pitchfork like a cane. He had approximately three teeth left in his skull, and those that remained looked like stunted, twisted tree roots. Cataracts coated one of his eyes in a white milky film.

“M’Lord,” the stableman croaked, “Ah man in a black cape came round earlier lookin’ afar ya. Paid me ah silver piece ta keep ‘im infarmed. Gave me this whirligig too, he did!”

Robart frowned, grabbed the whirligig from the merchant’s hand and crushed it beneath his boot. He thrust two coins in the elder’s grubby hands and closed the man’s fingers over the money.

“I’m payin’ ye double ta keep yer toothless trap shut!”

“Aye, M’Lord,” he said greedily. “They’ems sayin’ Lord Robart’s a fair’en generous man!”

“Cut the crap,” the noble muttered and walked out.

The team made better time mounted than they did on foot. As they travelled further south, the sky once again clouded over until it looked like a shapeless grey dome. Whereas Robart’s domain was dry, the lands south of Brighton’s Reach were downright barren. Here and there, Frank noted evidence of an earlier era in which the climate was more temperate. Tall, skeletal trees stood in mute testimony to a greener time now long past. Now only cacti and scrub brush survived. And “survived” was the word, not “thrived”. 

Dulgar lit a cigar, puffed a few times until the end was like a bright coal, and then said, “At least we don’t have to eat snakes or lizards this time.”

“Why the hell’d ya have to eat those critters?” Robart asked.

“It’s a long story,” Dulgar noted.

“I hear rattler chilli’s pretty good,” Hector commented. “There’s this diner in Emptygulch that serve the best rattler chilli -- Bev Lexington’s Luncheons. ‘Course they serve food all day, not just lunch.”

Dulgar sized up his companion’s ample girth and said, “Yes, and I can tell you’re no stranger to food.”

“At least no one’s confusing me for a short scarecrow!” Hector shot back.

“Cut the crap, or I’ll send you both to your rooms,” Robart said condescendingly.

The road, such as it was, appeared to be the backbone of an ancient mass-transit highway built centuries ago before North Point’s technological era came to a crashing and bloody end. Now the road was overgrown with thirsty weeds, and the pavement was broken into grey, fist-sized chunks. A faded aluminum highway infosign advised “Speed Limit: 100 MPH”.

“That’s a laugh,” Dulgar commented bitterly, pointing at the sign.

Frank had never seen this stretch of central North Point. It was immediately apparent to the Construct that this region had once been much more densely populated. Every few miles, the central highway would diverge off into an empty, abandoned town filled with crumbled buildings and rusted machines. Some towns died of violence, as indicated by large swaths of blackened ruin that neither time nor the scant rainfall could wash away. Others were simply empty, without any external evidence as to why.

“We’ll be passing by the Tableau soon,” Robart said grimly.

“Tis true,” Hector agreed.

“What the heck’s a ‘Tableau’?” Dulgar asked.

“We’re going to be passing by dead town of Railman’s Reach,” Robart explained. Frank noted that the noble managed to suppress his Western accent when he was feeling serious and needed to get his point across. It made Frank wonder which mode of speaking was genuine.

“I don’t know what really happened there,” he continued, “but it must have been pretty bad. The town itself projects images of torture, death, and misery to any who pass by. But it’s all an illusion. Nothing we see can hurt us as long as we stay on the road.”

“So what happens if we don’t stay on the road?” Dulgar asked logically.

“Well, now,” Robart said expansively,” that’s a good question! Not a soul who wandered off has ever come back to speak his tale! So, I’m not advisin’ ye find out first hand, lad.”

After a few turns, the ruined village in question came into view. At first it appeared like any other abandoned town -- three long rows of broken homes and shops. A vacant church that stood like a dead sentinel at the center of the village square. It looked lonely in the way only a dead and forgotten temple can. But then a different image somehow overlapped the mundane scene, almost like a photographic plate subjected to a double exposure. Frank could perceive the reality and the falsehood concurrently. His companions, however, were not so lucky.

“By the heavens!” Dulgar exclaimed, reacting to an apparition of a adolescent human male being torn to shreds by a triad of powerfully-built attack dogs set loose by three armor-plated, jack-booted storm troopers. 

“My eyes!” The boy cried out miserably. “Not my eyes!”

The ghastly dogs tore into the boy’s throat, spraying blood and vital fluids in a semicircular flourish. The doomed lad gurgled and frothed madly as blood filled his lungs, and yet he somehow remained conscious as the enraged beasts tore into his abdomen with their claws and feasted on his steaming viscera.

“Now that’s entertainment,” one of the guard-images, the apparent captain, chuckled evilly.

A few blocks later, the scene changed to show a mass hanging where the very same storm troopers had two-dozen citizens lined up on a gallows a hundred-feet long. The crowd reacted as if they were waiting for some sporting event to commence. Vendors milled through the crowd selling snacks and beer to members of the churning mob. The church clock struck noon (despite Frank’s chronometer stating it was, in fact, closer to Quartereve), and the guard captain gave a vicious yank on a thick rope that was connected to a screw-eye the size of a man’s hand. The pin popped out and the citizens tied to the gallows took a short drop followed by a sudden stop. The crowd gasped in delight as the necks of two-dozen people snapped at once. One of the victim’s heads actually ripped from his body, while four others wet their pants as hangman’s noose ripped the life from them.

“That was good,” the captain commented to his two lieutenants. “But add some kids next time.”

“Yes, Captain Tekka,” the two henchmen said in unison, snapping a smart salute and retreating.

“Geez!” Dulgar said. “How many ways do people die? And who the hell’s Captain Tekka?”

“It’s been different every time,” Robart said. “Sometimes it’s ‘Lord Tekka’, other times it’s ‘Reverend Tekka’. I’ve seen people shot, hung, stabbed, eaten, and boiled in oil. Whoever this Tekka monster is, well . . . there’s not a hell furnace hot enough to punish him justly. But no one knows what he really did here -- other than killing everyone, that is.”

“Charming,” Dulgar said dryly.

The party arrived at the edge of Railman’s Reach, where a final image manifested. Captain Tekka and his two lieutenants strode to the edge of town where the slight breeze blew toward the church. The trio donned gas masks and opened a small tube of a substance labeled “Hemophage-III”. A yellowish gas expanded from the container, much like an angry genie from its bottle. Moments later, the pedestrians downwind began screaming as fresh blood oozed from every orifice and their skin melted off their bodies. The agonizing howling of the infected masses rose into the air as the contagion spread through town. Within moments, where people once stood, only bloody puddles and piles of bones remained.

“Why must we see this?” Dulgar asked rhetorically.

Hector made the sign of the Cross, then said, “I hate this place almost as much as the Deadwoods.”

“What makes the Deadwoods worse than this?” Dulgar asked.

“Because, my friend, the horrors of the Deadwoods are real!”

“Oh,” the tailor said.

“There’s an empty town about twenty miles south,” Robart announced once they were free from the effects of the Tableau. “No one lives there, but all the buildings are intact, so we can make camp there.”

They made good time, as the terrain in this area of North Point was relatively flat and the remnant road made for a path even a blind man could follow. The horizon seemed unnaturally close in this region, although Frank could not yet discern the cause. It was as if the land abruptly ended a few miles down the road.

Three turns later, Dulgar must have made a similar observation, as he asked, “So . . . What’s going to happen at the end of this road? It doesn’t look like there’s anything else after that.”

“Oh, there is,” Robart said. “Ye can take my word for it.”

Hector just snickered, causing Dulgar to give a perplexed look to his two travelling companions. Frank wanted to scout ahead of the probe, but the device was only slightly faster than the party’s speed on horseback. It would require an equipment upgrade to increase the device’s velocity. Given all the damage he had taken yesterday, he was sure he would have at least one upgrade available. 

That notion reminded him to take inventory of his repair progress. His status window indicated that part of the pattern for his design was lost when he suffered 98% structural damage, but the recompiled operating system informed him that it was attempting to interpolate the missing data based on the design specifications that remained intact. Currently, he was up to 21% structural integrity. Apparently the rich source of industrial-grade steel, namely the load-bearing member of the Cassandra’s Crossing Bridge that had crushed him, was making it possible for his Theoretical Engine to speed repairs. At least no part of his body was going to be made of concrete this time. It did concern him somewhat that the repair subroutine seemed to be consuming an inordinate amount of raw materials from his surroundings. 

But as the probe was now many miles away, and he did not yet have his sight restored, he couldn’t yet determine what was happening to his body. He commanded his operating system to prioritize repairs for sensory.

[Done], the operating system complied.

[ETR Optical Sensors: 116 rounds. 

ETR Acoustic Sensors: 71 rounds. 

ETR Tactile Sensors: 173 rounds.

Commit new task priority [Y|N] ]

Frank clicked the affirmative. He wasn’t sure why the regeneration had started with his feet instead of his head, but then the operating system did get jumbled up in the recent disaster.

By dusk, Robart, Hector, and Dulgar arrived at the place where the land fell away. Frank hovered the probe over the edge of a two hundred foot high cliff and knew in an instant why so many nearby towns had been destroyed all at the same time. The cliff was obviously part of a fairly long fault line, and either half the land rose, or the other half sunk during some catastrophic landquake centuries ago. The nearby towns were flattened. Railman’s Reach may have been an exception, as it was haunted.

Leading from the cliff’s edge stood a rickety wooden contrivance that functioned as a scaffold for scaling the vertical displacement. From Frank’s perspective, its construction looked far from impressive. 

“Frank,” Dulgar said. “When you get to this part, you’ll want to climb down with your grappling hook. There’s no way this staircase of twigs will hold your weight.”

“Understood,” Frank agreed. 

From the cliff top, Frank could see a small village of stone buildings that wound down a single narrow street off the main highway. A faded Infosign declared it to be Mahargnahar’s Reach, and that it boasted food, a credit transfer device, and a vehicle recharging station. Frank doubted there was any food remaining, they had no rechargeable vehicles, and all of Frank’s labor credits were stored in Myracannon in a frozen account two hundred years in the future. 

The trio was collectively smart enough to traverse each wooden ramp one at a time. The cheap, hastily constructed gangplanks creaked and groaned, but somehow held together. The Construct knew Dulgar was right about one thing: Frank’s weight would certainly collapse the scaffolding. A thin aperture of clear sky opened horizontally across the horizon, letting a sliver of sunlight through as Gai sank and day crossed into night. There was a measured hurriedness to the trio’s movements, as no one in the group relished the idea of climbing down the scaffold in complete darkness. And there was no darkness like that of a central North Point night, with its thick covering of ubiquitous clouds.

From this high vantage, Frank could see that the land became a desert proper. Boulders, cacti, and scrub dotted the landscape all the way to the horizon. In its own stark way, the desert was proper, correct, and whole. Whereas the commoner probably thought of the desert as a sterile wasteland, the badlands, in fact, constituted a fully functional ecosystem with plants and animals of all shapes and sizes. What it lacked was density of life, not diversity. Still, it was a place that the humanoids would have difficulty surviving long term.

Mahargnahar’s Reach stood at the base of the cliff at the end of a crumbled cloverleaf off-ramp. The town was obviously constructed after the seismic catastrophe; as the structures were all crafted from stone and steel, not wood. It did make Frank wonder why the village became abandoned, however. In the fading light, Frank noted that Mahargnahar’s Reach was built more like Brighton’s Reach -- with hexstone streets, glowtube lamps (now dehydrated and guttering with only the faintest glimmer remaining), and bull’s-eye windows instead of plate glass. A few wrecks of old vehicles dotted the streets, and these were rusted into amorphous blocks. Scavengers, tinkers, and thieves had stripped anything salvageable from these hulks decades ago. 

If the town were still populated, it could have been best described as a “one horse town”, except now it lacked even the horse. The trio passed the two main attractions of Mahargnahar’s Reach: the recharge station and the eatery. The first had a sun-faded sign nearly devoid of color, proudly proclaiming itself as “Hexagon Power: More than just Power”, and Franks suspected it had neither the power, nor the “more”. The restaurant, an establishment called Golden Grub featured a gargantuan anthropomorphic larva happily devouring a cheeseburger that appeared to be the same size as its head. Further down the street stood an abandoned pub with all of the windows smashed out. Next to it was a three-story hotel with a fake outer facade that made a half-hearted attempt to simulate a palace exterior. It was apparently called the Grand Hotel, but some vandal painted “grim” over the first word and no one had repaired the damage since.

“Yes, indeed,” Lord Robart spoke up, mimicking the demeanor of the long-dead proprietor, “the Grand Hotel has it all -- indoor swimming pool, fully stocked bar, room service, and even individually wrapped mints on the pillows. All for only 15 credits a night -- whatever a credit is!”

“Yeah,” Hector added. “Except m’lord forgot to mention that the indoor pool hasn’t had water in it for over a hundred years, and has four or five Undead skeletons that have been shambling at the bottom for the past couple o’ decades. Oh, and the “fully stocked” bar has everything you’d ever want to drink, so long as you only ever drink some liquid filth called ‘Umberdale Valiant Blanc’, which is a vintage so bad that not even the thieves would steal it. And the mints -- fogeddaboudit!”

“Nice,” Dulgar said.

“On the bright side,” Hector said, “the rooms are cheap!”

“So’s I noticed,” the tailor replied.

After a full day’s ride, the humanoids spent little time preparing for their regeneration cycle. This left Frank to keep watch via the remote probe. There was precious little he could do if trouble manifested, and that fact made the Construct feel helpless. “Frustrated” would be the wrong word, but as a sentient machine he was able to feel a sense of incompleteness that did bother him, namely because his primary duty was that of providing physical security and he had been unable to do that since the previous day.

Frank’s operating system informed him that his sensory subsystems were repaired and could be activated. When he opened his visor, the first thing that occurred to him was how small everything around him looked. He located Able, who was still tirelessly removing small pieces of rubble, and requested that he ignite his stove lighter so as to provide supplemental illumination.

In the flickering glow of the service drone’s metal torch, Frank saw that his surroundings had shrunk by a factor or three. Able seemed to be less than a foot tall, and the ruined cottage was amazingly only a little larger than Frank’s body. The Construct spent a few rounds wondering how Able, the house, and the pile of rubble had been scaled down during his day of convalescence. But then a different idea occurred to him.

[Request sensor patch: visual] Frank asked the smaller drone.

[Granted. Data rate = 1.2 M-pels/seg] Able advised.

The cook’s vision appeared in a small rectangle in Frank’s status window. It was then that Frank realized that his own head was three feet in diameter, his feet were as long as the whole of his legs as they used to be, and that his Theoretical Engine was still busily converting the entire broken span of Cassandra’s Crossing Bridge into his reconstituted torso. 

All in all, the Security Drone estimated that he would be approximately 27 feet tall when the repair operations were completed. 

Twenty: Broken Things, Abandoned Places

At midnight, Frank’s display window again presented the Construct with an odd sequence of events that never happened . . .

Hector and Lord Robart travelled down the grave-strewn remnant of the Great Northern Highway. The Paladin’s health continued to deteriorate, having given his healing potion to his liege. The Dwarf’s skin looked to be the color of seam caulk and his pupils were fully dilated despite the fact that it was midday. He uttered a ravaging cough that didn’t clear his lungs, but only seemed to sap a portion of his rapidly dwindling strength. When he wiped his mouth on the back of his gloved hand, he smeared a thin coating of blood on the leather and across his face. Hector looked at his hand with detached disinterest, as if he were looking at someone else’s hand.

Robart, however, was far from disinterested.

“We’ve got to get you to a healer,” he exclaimed. His Western accent was notably suppressed.

“I didn’t know the infection could spread this fast,” Hector said, slurring his speech like a drunkard. But he wasn’t drunk. “I’ve had Spiral before and it took two weeks ta get sick last time. An Ih t’ain’t sa’possed ta be fatal far at least a month. Ah ken say ihe Mist Walkers got me good!”

“As long as you can make it about four more days, there’s a healer in Emptygulch,” Lord Robart counseled. “Of course, you know her already -- she owns that diner that serves the rattlesnake chili.”

“’Course,” Hector said tiredly. “How coul’ I ferget.”

The Paladin’s speech seemed to be getting increasingly slurred, and he slumped forward on his saddle. Fortunately, the pygmy horse simply followed Robart’s huge Clydesdale.

That night, at the “grand” hotel, Hector’s fever soared and he nearly bit his tongue off in convulsions. Robart, being a warrior and not a medical man, was helpless to do anything other than give his hireling a few pulls of whisky from the his hip flask. Robert unfastened his belt a stuck it in his friend’s mouth so that he wouldn’t break his teeth.

“Y’ve got ta burn ma body when the time comes,” Hector mumbled in one of his final lucid moments. “Ah ken already hear the Mist Walker’s call. If’n I change, I’ll be bringing the Mists back, an’ bringing more ah them!”

Hector fell into a final, excruciating bout of seizures and then moved no more. At that moment, just as the Paladin predicted, the mists began to gather and the temperature plummeted. Robart ran to the bar and brought up three bottles of the wretched Umberdale Valiant Blanc and dumped its contents over his friend’s body. Robart waived his silver cross over the corpse and said an improvised burial prayer.

“May the True One welcome you, friend,” Robart said. “By faith and fire I set your spirit free.”

The noble struck a match and dropped it on the floor, igniting the distilled alcohol. Amber fire consumed the body as the carpet, bedding, and curtains fed the growing conflagration. Robart dove for the door as the superheated smoky air rapidly approached flashpoint. The top floor of the Grand Hotel exploded as the flashpoint blew the rickety walls outward, sending sparks and embers high into the night air. 

Standing outside the burning hotel, Robart saw the gathering mists suddenly recede. His friend’s spirit was obviously set free. But his friend was also irrevocably dead.

“You were brave, and you gave your life for me,” Robart said, apparently to the Paladin’s departed spirit. “I will not forget you.”

At dawn, Frank’s structural integrity was actually up to 56%. His Theoretical Engine was making excellent progress converting the industrial steel into a new body. It was just a pity that the new body was going to be so big. On the other hand, Frank rationalized, being five times taller would allow for a rather brisk overland speed. As his legs were not yet reconnected to his torso, the security drone was resigned to yet another day of convalescence.

In Mahargnahar’s Reach, the trio awoke as soon as the sky brightened. Like many North Point days, the sky was a solid dome of featureless grey clouds. A cold front had eclipsed the town sometime during the night, for the temperature had dropped to nineteen degrees. A thin shower of flurries drifted down from the heavens, buffeted by a faint breeze.

“So I guess it’s winter now, eh?” Dulgar observed.

“Lad,” Robart corrected, “It’s only just begun ta get cold! You’ll know it’s winter when yer piss turns ta yellow ice before it hits the ground. Then it’ll be winter.”

“Charming,” Dulgar replied. “That’s a visual image I want to carry around in my head all day.”

“How about when ya spit, an’ it turns into an icicle?” Hector said cheerfully. “I remember the Great Chill of 459. Thirty below it was! That sure culled the men from the boys, eh?”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “Ya could just about freeze fire that winter.”

“Great,” Dulgar grumbled. “Just let me know when it gets to ‘soul freezing’ weather.”

Robart announced that their next stop was four days south, in the town of Emptygulch. Hector reiterated his hunger for Bev Lexington’s rattlesnake chili -- and just about everything else she served -- including coffee, pies, roast beast, subs, pork chops, giant pickles, coleslaw, macaroni salad, and steak fries. 

“Geez, Hector,” Dulgar said. “Our doomsday rations are going to really suck after listening to that grocery list of yours.”

The day did not warm at all. The sun shone feebly through the grey cloud cover and looked like a cold steel disc that failed to climb even close to the sky’s zenith. Today, Gai gave the kind of light that seemed to reinforce the bitter chill rather than provide any sort of relief from it. Dulgar looked to be the most miserable of the three, as he had lived for quite some time in a year-round temperature-controlled environment. His teeth chattered and he shivered constantly. 

“I’d give just about anything for a hot, steaming cup of coffee,” the tailor muttered miserably.

“Aye!,” Robart agreed. “Coffee’d be great. It’s too bad Able isn’t here.”

While Frank did not envy his friend as they traversed the central desert, at least they weren’t attacked -- at least not that day.

By the next morning, Frank's regeneration subroutine had successfully connected all of his body parts together so that he could emerge from the basement of the ruined cottage. Able, dutiful as ever, informed Frank that he had removed as much rubble as possible, but that the remaining debris exceeded the service drone's carrying capacity. Somehow, Frank surmised, he didn't think moving huge chunks of concrete and steel would be a big problem now that he was 27 feet tall.

With a structural integrity of 79%, Frank commenced a detailed system diagnostic in case his reconstituted operating system missed something crucial. Aside from expected warnings about the ample presence of foreign contaminants in his torso cavity, he was surprised that his diagnostic software automatically invoked the New Hardware Wizard. Frank didn't recall being fitted for anything new during the past few days. When he opened the hardware list, he would have groaned if such an action were possible for him.

[New Hardware Found:

- Cooking Range, gas powered, four-burner

- Water Heater, gas-powered, 30-gallon

- Safe Deposit Box, 1 cu. ft.

- Electrical Outlet, universal 3-prong, 135 volt capacity @ 3600 mA

- Furnace, gas powered, 1.2 Megajoule capacity

Select items to equip.]

His regeneration software obviously got confused during Frank's reconstruction and appended a handful of household appliances to his outer hull. The security drone certainly had no need for a built-in furnace, hot water heater, or stove, so he deselected those three items. The idea of having a small quantity of secure storage space did have some appeal. Likewise, Frank could foresee some possibility that he might need to generate electricity to power some device Dulgar or Robart might find.

[Discard Deselected Items? [Y/N] ]

Frank clicked the affirmative, and chose to integrate the remaining two components. The operating system informed him that the power outlet and the storage box would be ready for use three hours.

When Frank stood up, he succeeded in destroying the last remaining vertical load-bearing members of the cottage. Bricks, drywall, two-by-fours, and chunks of bridge debris flew in all directions as he assumed his new stature. Able backed away from the cluttered mess as quickly as his tank reads permitted and barely avoided being hit by the discarded stove.

Frank surveyed the vista of destruction he had caused. Indeed, much of the Cassandra's Crossing Bridge lay in big heaps at the base of the valley. Several abandoned homes now had twisted segments of industrial steel jutting from their walls and roofs at unlikely angles. A trickle of fetid water began pooling in the lowest part of the valley as the ruined bridge began its new career as an ersatz dam. Frank predicted that this valley would be a turgid, parasite-infested swamp by midsummer.

The dawn was like many in central North Point: chilly, overcast, and generally unpleasant. A sliver of orange sunlight peeked through a razor-thin gap in the eastern horizon. For one moment, Frank's visual sensors were flooded with the pure and sustaining light of Gai. But then the clouds sealed over the minuscule rift, banishing the sun’s rays for yet another day. He wondered if Dulgar, Hector, and Robart had seen the brief flare of sunlight. He hoped so.

With a full day of travel ahead, Frank picked up his companion Construct and instructed him to perch on the security drone’s shoulder. Unlike the previous day, a bitter wind as sharp as a razor blew across the dry plains. Particles of sand and tiny bits sleet rasped against Frank’s carapace as he mechanically trudged south to meet with his three humanoid companions. Thanks to his increased height, his speed was now three times that of his friends.

As Frank had no need to travel by way of Brighton’s Reach, he headed south directly. The river that lined the shallow valley had already deteriorated to a wan trickle as a result of the bridge collapse. The miserly flow quickly iced over and solidified. Here and there, the Construct noted fish and other creatures entombed in the shallow ice. By all reckoning, Frank estimated that he had done a fairly efficient job of ruining what remained of the local ecology.

Hours later, when the valley merged with the surrounding plains, the security drone spied a sight that was as familiar as it was unwelcome: A churning cube of animated bones, ten feet to a side, approached him from the south, easily detecting the seismic vibrations from the huge Constructs massive footfalls. Given that Frank was now almost three times taller than the bone cube, he estimated he could dispatch the monster with some measure of efficiency. 

As the Undead cube approached, it hungrily devoured a nine foot tall cactus and spat out the needles like man might expel watermelon seeds. A flight of finches crossed its path and was similarly churned into a flurry of bloody feathers. Frank realized that one of the more odious aspects of Undeadry was that the loathsome creatures consumed life, but didn’t actually need nutrition. While words like “hate” and “horror” did not fit into the Construct’s mindset, Frank was certainly programmed with the idea of justice. The continued existence of an Undead monster was, by default, unjust. Undead in general, and the bone cube in particular, contributed nothing to the world but sorrow, mayhem, and destruction. Moreover, such creatures seemed to do nothing but take and take and take.

The malevolently stupid bone cube echolocated Frank’s leg and commenced to rasp at the Construct’s boot with its array of grinding teeth and fangs. 

“Nailgun: Combat Nails,” Frank commanded.

The security drone was satisfied to discover that his weapon systems had increased in size with the rest of his body. He launched two iron missiles -- now the length and width of a man’s arm -- at the bone cube with devastating result. While his first shot aimed wide, his second spike impaled the monster through the top facet, vanishing entirely into the writhing mass of bones. The creature emitted an agonizing, grinding shriek like the voice of a hundred animals and children all choking on sand, and made a hasty retreat. 

While most Undead simply fought until either their they or their prey were destroyed, this specimen appeared to possess some semblance of low cunning. From twenty feet away, it shot a barrage of bone spikes that drilled into Frank’s visor and torso. As his shield was not yet operational, Frank simply had to accept the incoming damage. He retaliated with another volley of gargantuan nails. This time both hit, dead center, and split the malevolent creature into two large pieces and a handful of fragments.

In some ways like a Construct, the bone cube was injured but not destroyed by being broken in half. The confused collective shambled about, desperately trying to gather enough pieces of itself to become whole. Frank, however, ended that possibility by crushing the errant sections under his massive steel boots. A few rounds of this activity sealed the final doom for the bone cube.

It wasn’t until afterwards that Frank wondered about whether the bone cube he had just destroyed was the same one he fought two hundred years in the future. If it was, then Frank would be unable to fight it later on. If he didn’t fight it later on, he would not receive the blistering quantity of damage he received in that fight. The subsequent regeneration, however, allowed Frank to develop the remote probe that he currently employed to maintain contact with Dulgar, Robart, and Hector. The thought of it confounded the Construct’s logic capabilities. 

Frank opened a channel to the probe and found it to still be functioning, however.

“Courtesy greeting,” Frank said.

Dulgar’s face appeared in the flickering monochrome display, distorted as usual as the Dwarf held the probe an inch or so away from his eye. At some convenient time, Frank would have to inform his friend that the imaging system was really calibrated for a 3’ viewing distance in “talking head” mode.

“What’s up, Frank?” Dulgar asked.

Frank looked up and reported, “Cloud cover; light flurry precipitation; one avian: predator, hawk, black.”

“Thanks, Frank,” Dulgar said sardonically. “But what I meant: is how are you doing?”

“This unit is mobile,” the Construct replied. “Repairs are entering final stage. One repair anomaly noted: current size proportion has increased by a factor of 3.95.”

“Geez, Frank,’ his friend exclaimed, “how the hell did that happen?”

“The Master Schematic Database for this unit was corrupted when this unit last incurred structural damage,”

“Oh,” he said. “I guess I can see how that could happen. What are you going to do about it? After all, it’ll be hard bringing you to town if you’re almost 30 feet tall!”

“This unit is presently formulating a solution.”

“Well,” Dulgar offered, “if there’s anything I can do, let me know. Will you be able to meet us in Emptygulch?”

“Understood / Yes,” Frank replied, answering both questions serially.

At Frank’s present speed, he would, in fact, reach Emptygulch a few hours before them -- provided he did not encounter any other unforeseen delays, such as being hit by an asteroid or falling into a bottomless sinkhole. The Construct was beginning to agree with Dulgar’s assertion that he did, in fact, have a deficiency in some mystical property called “luck”. 

Frank was somehow reminded of the pirate legends as he trudged overland with Able perched on his shoulder in the same manner that buccaneer captains were reputed to keep colorful, back-talking parrots on their shoulders. The day actually grew colder as the a cold front from the polar cap blanketed the region in clouds the color of battleship steel, and somehow seemed equally hard and unyielding. The Construct could almost not believe that Gai still shone somewhere. Even the wan, chrome-colored disc was gone, in favor of a featureless slate slab of a sky. 

Ahead, the valley joined the land around it and the creek terminated in a fetid pond three miles in diameter. The Construct saw evidence that the body of water had once been much larger, for another mile on all sides, the land sloped up like the rim of a saucer. All along the dried-up shore, desiccated, splintering piers stood in abandonment. Here and there lay the remnants of dead fishing boats. Like the bones of dead animals, they listed with masts against the ground, hulls full of cracks and holes. A lone raven, the color of pitch, clung to the semicircular arch of a broken captain’s wheel on the largest of these nautical cadavers. While Frank knew a humanoid would find this tableau depressing, he could only note the magnitude of the loss.

Rather than walk the entire way around the shallow lake, Frank chose instead to march straight through. He cared nothing for the chill of the water, nor was he concerned about drowning, for neither condition could possibly be a threat. As he reached the water’s edge, the thin coating of ice crackled under his steel boots, giving way without much resistance. The lake’s water was black as night and appeared to be highly mineralized. A hundred feet in, the water was over Frank’s head.

“Floodlights,” Frank commanded. His voice sounded distorted underneath the water’s surface, but did not have the choppy sound that humanoids exhibited as he did not need to exhale air bubbles as he spoke.

He was still operating at reduced power as his regeneration was still in progress. His diminished floodlights illuminated only a sixty-foot swath in amber brilliance. 

What he immediately discovered was that the lake still had animate creatures, yet it possessed no life. Translucent fish skeletons of various size and species swam languidly and blindly by, apparently oblivious of the Construct’s presence. Along the muddy, trash-strewn lake bottom, Frank spied several corroded barrels of industrial waste that must have leaked their contents decades or centuries ago. On one of the more recent deposits, the label on the eighty-gallon container read, “Green Renewal Recyclers: A Better Tomorrow Today!”

So much for the “better tomorrow”, Frank thought. In all likelihood, the chemical detritus killed everything in the local ecosystem, including the fishermen townsfolk. 

At the deepest level of the poisoned lake, the security drone found the chained corpses of six individuals that had obviously been murdered many decades ago. In Undeath, the animate skeletons strained repeatedly against their restraints in a sad, mindless sort of way. He wondered what they would do if they somehow did get free. What kind of life would they have after dying in such a horrifying way, only to be plunged into decades-long half-life? Could such a creature have any memory of its former life? Was the deceased’s soul trapped in animate bone, or did a humanoid’s memory and experience somehow coalesce into an animate remnant presence after the soul had departed? These were all questions that Frank saved for later reference, as he had no means of answering them now.

He reached down and snapped the binding chains, creating a muddy cloud in the process. After a few rounds, the swirling black silt settled and the skeletons were gone from sight. Whether they walked away or disappeared into the ether, Frank would never know.

As he emerged from the other side of the lake, the dank water froze over his armor nearly instantaneously. The raven cawed once and launched into the winter sky as the enormous Construct approached. 

Like many abandoned towns in North Point, this nameless village consisted of a single main street with crumbling, boarded-up shops and a few rows of empty grey residential homes. Where the boards had fallen, the broken windows retained slivers of dirty glass that somewhat resembled jagged fangs. A single church stood sullenly next to the wreck of the Mayor’s mansion. The church steeple had collapsed and now lay diagonally across the hexstone street. A wintry blast of wind kicked a cloud of abrasive dust high into the air, making a snake-like rasping noise is it blew across the Construct’s carapace. With a mighty swing, Frank kicked the broken steeple out of the way, sending the carillon bells and clock face into the air only to smash to pieces further down the street when the tower segment impacted through the front of an empty hardware store. The bells made a mournful sound when they impacted and shattered at the same time. Silence then returned -- except for the frigid wind that sounded like a tired, lonely ghost.

After traversing a few empty streets, Frank came to the end of the village. Here, at the periphery, a concrete sign proudly boasted, “Strongrun’s Reach: Where Dreams Come True!”

Right.

The crumbling road continued south, where it eventually joined the Great Northern Highway. As the grey sky darkened into night, the Construct’s regeneration finally completed the most extensive set of repairs it had ever had to accomplish. Like a marathon runner suddenly freed of a backpack full of free weights, Frank’s energy level cycled up to its full potential. He invoked his floodlights and they obligingly pierced the darkness -- for nearly half a mile in front of him this time. With his full power back, everything seemed more colorful, more real -- even in a grey land in the grip of winter. With the recent regeneration having taken so long, he had almost forgotten what it was like to not be impaired.

Still, not everything was as he would like it to be. Most importantly, there was still the problem of his unusual size. He was formulating a plan to solve that, however. His thoughts were interrupted by an urgent system message.

[System Note: Repairs Complete. Display Report? [Y|N] ]

Frank clicked affirmative.

[Diagnostic Summary:

Structural Integrity: +5% Increase

Combat Processor: +5% Efficiency

Available Hardware Upgrades: 2 Units

Available Data Modules: 1 Unit]

A plausible scheme occurred to him, and it involved upgrading the remote probe.

[Level 2 Directive: Commit Upgrade Resources. Target: Remote Probe. Upgrade to Class II Probe. Level 2 Directive: Commit Upgrade Resources. Target: Self. Upgrade ID = Floating Point Math Coprocessor.]

As always, his operating system responded with:

[Directives Received. Warning: This Action Cannot Be Undone. Process Now? [Y|N] ]

Again, Frank clicked the affirmative. 

Unlike a humanoid, whom would have to spend months or even years to acquire a new talent or capability, the Construct found that he instantly understood how to process complex mathematical formulae -- particularly ones that involved long strings of digits to the right of the decimal point. He understood mathematical modeling, thus could create a mathematical approximation in his mind of any real-world situation. He could understand the relationship between three-dimensional objects and the ways said objects could fit together. This was the gateway skill to astronomy, engineering, physics, and economics. But Frank would use it for a more personal purpose.

The remote probe, in Class II configuration, now possessed binocular color vision and delivered 395.50 megapixels per segment with a 32-bit color depth -- which meant that the resolution was higher than before and delivered with 72 frames per segment. 

“Hey Frank!” Dulgar’s voice came over the open comm link. As usual, his friend had grabbed the probe out of the air and held it directly in front of his face. “Am I losing my mind, or did your probe just grow a second eye?”

“Those two possibilities are not mutually exclusive,” Frank replied truthfully.

“Never mind!” Dulgar responded.

The drone wished there was some way to convince his friend that it wasn’t necessary to grab the probe out of the air and hold it two inches away from his face. Yet, that’s exactly what the Dwarf did -- every time. Unfortunately, Robart and Hector seemed to be following the tailor’s example, obviously thinking that was the proper way. While such a thing might make a humanoid sigh, Frank just chalked it up to just one more inefficient behavior exhibited by his organic friends.

With the color upgrade, Frank could see just how cold his friend looked. The trio sat around a hastily constructed bonfire made from broken table legs and smashed chairs. The drone panned around and saw that the party squatted before a stone fireplace inside an abandoned cottage. Even though the hearth blazed brightly, even bravely, the trio’s exhalations still came through as thick trailers of vapor. To keep out the worst of the chill, they had tacked a horse blanket over the one window whose glass had shattered decades ago. As the wind whipped through the night, blowing against the flimsy barricade, Frank spied the alpaca stick its muzzle through the window’s corner, occasionally giving a mournful sounding “whoop”. 

“So, my liege,” Dulgar asked sarcastically, “Is it soul-freezing weather yet?”

Robart, shivering miserably and teeth chattering, said, “Aye, lad. It’s a chill ta freeze yer very soul!”

Twenty-One: Reunion

At midnight, the images of what could have been, yet never were, played across the Construct’s status window. 

It was some time in the future, when great mechanical earth movers came to wreck the dead grey remains of poisoned fishing village. Steel bulldozers, painted gaudy orange but caked with dirt, crushed the hardware store while a backhoe smashed the church to rubble. Incinerators at the edge of town burned the dry wood and other debris. Thick columns of hot black smoke streamed into the overcast sky from the exhaust manifolds of the twin burners.
Near the dead lake, a work crew busied themselves draining the last dregs of fetid water from the bottom, exposing the chained zombies.

"What the hell are these things?" One of the pump workers exclaimed as the animated dead suddenly found the strength to break free of the corroded chains that had bound them for the past several centuries.

The hungry dead answered with, "Uhhn... Urrrgh!"

"Domalon’s damn them!" The foreman exclaimed, hurriedly retrieving a rifle from the back seat of his utility truck. "I hate Undead!"

"Don’t worry, Alexi," the foreman’s assistant remarked, grabbing a two-by-four, "I’m sure they hate you too!"

The five zombies lurched forward, swinging their remnant chains like rusty whips. The lead monster swung at one of the pump jockeys and connected soundly with the man’s throat. The rusty chain wrapped as tightly as a noose. Before the laborer could even grab at the chain, the Undead assailant gave a mighty yank, snapping his neck like a dry twig.

"Damn you all!" Alexi shouted, unleashing two blasts from his rifle. The lead zombie’s head exploded like a putrid melon. Rotted, coagulated brains spattered in a ten foot radius.

The other pump operator fled in panic, leaving his tools behind.

"Union coward!" Alexi sneered at the retreating worker while at the same time unleashing another two missiles. "Give ’em a good whack, Borris!"

"Uroorgh! Mffurg!" One of the other zombies exclaimed as Boris clouted it alongside it’s head with the makeshift truncheon.

"Rest in pieces!" Boris shouted as he smashed another zombie’s face in. The rotted corpse had a final instant in which to scratch its assailant’s cheek with filthy, infected claws.

"Burn in hell!" Alexi yelled, dispatching the final monster with two well-aimed slugs from his rifle.

The other members of the work crew had fled when the shooting started, and now only Boris and Alexi remained.

"Why’s it getting so cold, boss?" Boris asked feebly, slumping to his knees. "The sun’s turning black!"

"Get up man!" Alexi commanded. "We need to get you to a healer -- double-quick!"

The foreman helped his coworker out of the fetid muck and into the utility truck. The engine hummed as the electromagnetic dynamo reached threshold field density. With a cloud of grey dust, the truck spun tires and propelled itself back onto the street.

The body of the slain pump operator sank into the lake bed muck and was seen no more. . .

The images stopped.

Again, Frank achieved some measure of satisfaction that his uninformed guess had averted some future disaster.

He made brisk headway across the central badlands. Wayfinder-1 informed him that he would soon be trespassing into the area of North Point poisoned by the Well of Dead Life. By the bright orange glow of his sodium floodlights, Frank could even now detect subtle changes in the health of the cacti and large nocturnal insects that had adapted to the cold, dry climate.

The Well of Dead Life, Frank read from Wayfinder’s database, was once the largest natural spring on the continent and fed a mighty river that spanned over a mile wide in places. Seated at the center of a ring of mountains, the pressure from the geological uplift combined with the seasonal runoff from melting snow made for a seemingly limitless geyser of clean, fresh water. Before the coming of Scaxathrom’s Avatar, the great bubbling lake was named Hope Springs Eternal. 

But like many things in North Point’s history, that which was good was temporary and was inevitably replaced by things that were bad that were permanent. And thus, the Hope Springs proved to be something quite shy of "Eternal". For it was during the reign of the Viper Lord, Scaxathrom’s Avatar on Gaianar, that the god of conquest installed a powerful henchman known only as the Well Guardian into the heart of Hope Springs Eternal. This entity proved to be the Incarnation of Poison, and had the power to summon caustic toxins from deep within the world’s crust and mantle. Within a fortnight, the clear water of the Danni Thune river turned black and slow. The stench and disease caused by the decaying fish killed nearly as many humanoids as the toxic water. 

As the Well Guardian’s power waxed, the Central Carboniferous Forest sickened and died. Over a period of several decades, the dead trees hardened into a material more like stone than wood. The forest became overrun with Undead animals that attacked nearby villages and hamlets. Even the mighty Northern capitol, Carthag, diminished into something scarcely more than a ghost town.

The source of water was renamed "The Well of Dead Life", and the Carboniferous Forest became simply "The Deadwoods", as well as being the origin of the supernatural weather phenomenon known as the "Death Wind". Carthag, Lord Robart Brightsky’s destination, lay at the upper reaches of the Deadwoods.

Frank found it ironic that, while the Viper Lord was overthrown more than 400 years ago and the Scaxathrom faith remains scattered against the rising power of the True One and Domalon, the Well Guardian remained as potent as ever. Allegedly many adventurers had tried to defeat the Well Guardian, but all who had tried had died.

So ended the historical record.

Frank could extrapolate that not only has the Well Guardian never met defeat, but that it has also increased in power. The Construct also suspected that the malevolent entity had some limited control over the Death Winds. But at present, the Security drone could not confirm his theories.

The night passed on without event. Still, the blowing flurries against a black and starless sky did make for a somber, introspective journey.

Night passed gradually into a slate grey dawn. In the central badlands, Frank could almost believe that his optical sensors were malfunctioning, for everything appeared as shades of grey. Winter’s wrath had leeched the color from the cacti, grasses, and scrub. A black raven picked at a collection of black insects. A charcoal pair of desert finches flew by the Construct’s visor. 

Ahead, the broken land split again. What began as a small fissure the width of a man’s hand quickly became a sheer cliff face several hundred feet high. He knew that an hour’s walk would bring him to the base of the wooden scaffold that Dulgar, Hector, and Robart crossed the night before. 

"This unit offers greeting for the morning," Frank said to his friend via the remote probe.

"There’s not too much good about it," his friend said bitterly. As always, he held the probe way too close to his face. 

"Elaborate," Frank prompted.

"Well," Dulgar explained, "it’s cold, dark, and miserable. I feel like I’m freezing to death. I’m sick of doomsday rations. Our water froze. And," Dulgar paused again, as if to imply the worst of the deficits, "we’re out of coffee and smokes!"

The horror, Frank thought.

"This unit should rendezvous with you in nine turns,"

"An hour and a half," Dulgar replied happily. "I’m sure we can wait that long."

"Hell," Hector said off-camera, "It’d be worth the wait just ta see whot a thirty foot Construct looks like!"

"Well," Robart chuckled from the other side of the cabin, "they say that size doesn’t matter. But I’ll wager it does, har har!"

When Dulgar and Hector both laughed at Lord Robart’s pronouncement, Frank got the distinct impression that he had just been made the butt of some joke. Frank did not feel motivated to make further inquiries, however.

"We’ll see you when you get here," Dulgar said happily.

"Hell’s Bells, lad," Robart countered, "if he’s as big as he says, we’ll see him long before he gets here!"

The wind kicked up into a hateful gale that blew as much gritty sand as it did flurries. The temperature rose an entire degree -- now only nineteen degrees below freezing. A single grey fox huddled miserably against a pile of rocks. It had built a small makeshift barrier against the wind using a collection of dry twigs. Even still, Frank marveled at the ability for any mammal to survive the punishing environment of the North Point winter.

The Construct passed what he guessed was a forgotten Clan burial ground. Unlike the depiction in Frank’s frequently inaccurate historical memory implant, the graveyard of Clan Aboleth had neither shambling Undead crawling upward from shallow tombs, nor was it packed with weeping, grief-stricken widows. Frank knew by now not to make assumptions based on what he thought he knew. Instead, it appeared as a simple set of stony tombs laid out in expanding concentric circles. 

Frank guessed that a plague had doomed Clan Aboleth, for the outer two rings of grave markers appeared rough-hewn and hastily constructed. Moreover, everyone buried in the outer rings all died within the same two-week period fifty-three years ago. Whether Aboleth was good or evil, just or ordinary, Frank would never know, for all that remained of the clan was a collection of names and dates carved into rectangular stone slabs. The graveyard was not haunted, and yet Frank could not dismiss the melancholia sense of loss and finality this place seemed to exude. The memories of Clan Aboleth died with its people.

Driven by an impulse he could not name, the Construct walked to the center of the cemetery and sequentially recorded an image of each so that even if this place somehow ceased to be, there would be at least one memory of the dead.

It occurred to Frank that he was becoming a sentient repository of the memories of the deceased. It was a burden with parameters he could not yet quantify.

He left the cemetery behind and continued on with Wayfinder-1 as his guide. 

It was nearing mid-day when an abandoned village came into view. A white plume of smoke billowed steadily from the chimney of one of the less decrepit cottages. From Frank’s 27 foot high visage, the collection of crumbling homes looked more like dog houses.

’’Is that you making all that pounding racket?" Lord Robart said through the remote probe. This time, the nobleman held the probe so close to his mouth that Frank could see that his liege was in need of some dental work to repair a broken incisor.

"Yes," Frank replied.

Robart closed the link, stepped outside, then shouted upwards at his metallic retainer, "Gods, lad! I’m glad I’m not paying you by the foot!"

Interlude: The Mobius Future

Mebok was no stranger to space travel, but from the moment he stepped through the Stillpoint Gate in Lord Robart’s ruined estate, he understood why his world’s leaders declared time travel to be a terrorist activity punishable by death. Fortunately, he wasn’t on his world.

"What the hell?" Talon exclaimed, looking at his father’s castle.

It became immediately apparent to the alien that he and his friend were somehow disjointed from the "normal" timeline; they could see the effects of changes in the past without themselves being altered. As Mebok observed with dispassionate interest, Castle Brightsky cycled through being a charred ruin, a pristine monastery to Domalon’s, a forgotten haunt, a museum, and finally a normal-looking castle. But no matter what the shape or condition, in less time than a few heartbeats, the tableau would change and present another image.

[With interest: Dulgar and machine-Frank have not stabilized time], Mebok conveyed telepathically.

Of course, it was not with words that the alien thought. He broadcasted concepts and ideas directly into the minds of his companions. He understood that, for the exception of the Changelings, the Gaianar humanoids possessed no active telepathy. Fortunately, most of the natives were at least passively psychic; otherwise Mebok would have no means of communication at all. Still, written or spoken words always were (and always would be) a poor approximation of actual thought. One used the tools that one found available, however.

"I’m guessing that it would be a lousy idea to go back in until the Castle settles down a bit," his friend noted.

[With understanding: Agreed. We should survey Brighton’s Reach and Myracannon. We may learn something useful].

"Like what?" Talon asked, with some measure of frustration. "We chose the wrong door! All we can see are the effects of what Dulgar and that stupid tin can are doing!"

[With calming overlay: You may be incorrect. The Stillpoint Gates may have created a recursive causality we could use].

"Pretend, for a moment, that I’m not a physicist," Talon said grumpily.

[With understanding: If changing the past can affect the future, it may be that changing the future can affect the past].

"That may be, but there’s no use doing anything until dawn," the nobleman observed.

[With agreement: Yes. But tomorrow we must find tools. There is a device to be built; this one could build it, with some help from a Mathematician.]

Mebok had an idea of what he needed. Moreover, if he were successful, he would be able to at least communicate with machine-Frank. He hoped that the machine was as "aware" as his compatriots kept declaring. On his own homeworld, sentient machines were anathema. But when on Gaianar, he knew, do as the Gaianarians do.

Twenty-Two: Lord Duskwalker

”Well, one thing’s for certain,” Dulgar noted, "you'll have to wait outside when we get to Emptygulch. You’ll scare the hell out of the locals!’’

”Understood,’’ Frank replied. 

According to the Construct’s sociological database, the locals would consider Frank to be a ’’monster”, despite the fact that the recent accident had increased the security drone’s size and mass, but not adversely affected his mind. Frank considered himself vertically inconvenienced but otherwise unchanged.

’’This unit has formulated a plan to accommodate this problem,” Frank said.

”I can’t wait to find out what it is!” Lord Robart shouted.

”Unit Robart will need to acquire a suit of full plate mail, preferably crafted from high quality steel,” Frank said mysteriously.

”Gods!” Robart objected. ’’Whatever for?’’

”It will assist this unit in regaining original size,’’ Frank countered.

’’You’re lucky I’ve got plenty of cash with me,” Robart replied. ”That’s suit’s a pretty expensive item.”

”Can we talk about this when we get to town?” Dulgar complained. ”I don’t feel like freezing to death in this wretched wasteland!”

As Frank led the party south, he found it satisfactory that Lord Robart’s group could use him as a windbreak. Currently it was a balmy five degrees, and an unceasing gale mercilessly whipped the badlands. What also amazed Frank was the silence of the ruined land. Apart from the wind and his own rumbling footsteps, the desert was devoid of sound.

The day wore on in its predictable grey fashion. Here and there, Frank spied evidence of the land’s healthier era. They passed a stand of dead, blackened trees that once encircled an oasis. The natural spring had long since dried up, leaving only an empty elliptical depression. The Great Northern Highway, having been in disuse for a longer time in this region, was little more than a hundred foot wide swath of gravel and was dotted with dead weeds. The sky and land were so close to being the same color that Frank wondered what it would be like if blindness was grey instead of black.

Darkness came, and the night became a kind of blindness until Frank activated his sodium lamps. With his exaggerated size, the peach-colored light shone over half a mile of sand and boulders. Close to Quarternight, the Construct spied a few dim lights on the black horizon and correctly assumed it to be Emptygulch. He bade Lord Robert and company forward, as Frank’s stature could only incite panic and violence.

”By the way, friend,” Dulgar said, shivering continuously under his winter coat and cloak. ”If you ever have the option for a space heater upgrade, do it. Myracannon was never like this!”

”At least yer soul hasn’t frozen yet,” Robart said.

Frank, of course, was not about to tell his friend that he could easily have had that exact upgrade following the catastrophic collapse of the Cassandra’s Crossing Bridge. Instead, he sent his remote probe ahead to scout out the village of Emptygulch. 

Like many small towns in the central region, Emptygulch had a single main street paved in hexstone and a few dirt and gravel roads diverging from it at orthogonal angles. The street lamps contained turquoise glowtubes that shed only a thin, ghostly light; their liquid catalysts were frozen solid by winter’s triumphant chill. Not a single humanoid roamed the central avenue, and all the shops save the Lexington Diner were closed.

A dry lake dominated the center of town and was encircled by hexstones. The basin of the lake bed had subsequently been converted into some kind of public park. The rock maze and sling-volley courts were vacant of course. 

A street sweeper drone slowly trundled down the deserted avenue. A medium-duty labor drone, it looked like a giant, six-wheeled, stainless steel watermelon that sported whirling metal brushes on four telescopic arms. Like Able, the sweeper Construct operated on a very simple set of parameters, had four primary skill modules installed, and no combat capabilities. 

[Request Ident/Function], Frank asked.

[Unit ID: 77C5A230, audible name “Clive”. Function: Grounds keeping], the labor drone answered.

[Request local synopsis: local sociological data], the Security Drone inquired. 

Of course, Frank wasn’t expecting a particularly detailed report from a simple street sweeper drone. One should never overlook potential data sources, however.

[Request received], Clive replied. [Town Ident: Emptygulch. Population: 3,547. Industries: Mining, Herding. Primary religion: Domalon’s. Undead Permitted: No. Constructs Permitted: Yes. Majority Race: Human].

The span between Carthag and Emptygulch was only a two day ride (for the humanoids) or a two day trudge (for Frank). Perhaps Robart would give his two henchmen a day’s respite in town. Dulgar, for one, looked on the verge of collapse. While Frank knew his friend’s capacity for hard labor, the biting cold of the Northern winter seemed to suck the vitality from his mind and body. 

“Ye’d better stay here, Frank,” Robart ordered. “The folk of Emptygulch aren’t superstitious, but bringin’ a 30-foot Construct to town in the middle o’ the night’d be pushin’ their hospitality a wee bit.”

Frank, of course, had already considered that possibility. While Frank was loathe to put too much trust in his sociological database, it did inform him that the humanoids had a centuries-old fear of sentient, free-willed machines. In fact, the fear of machines like Frank predated the required technology to create such a being by over five-hundred years! This implied to Frank that the humanoids purposefully developed a technology that allowed for the creation of a class of beings that were universally feared by their creators. 

And yet, despite the historical prejudices against Constructs, even in frontier hamlets like Emptygulch employed Constructs for mundane tasks that would otherwise be classified as menial and boring. And Frank had been unconditionally accepted as a trustworthy ally by everyone he had met, with the exception of Jervington -- whom Frank assumed didn’t care much for anyone, flesh or metal. 

It made Frank realize yet another difference between Constructs and humanoids. Constructs became ever more efficient and capable when working in groups. While the same could be said of humanoids, it was just as likely that a mob of organics could turn irrational, superstitious and violent. The difference between and organized group and a bloodthirsty mob sometimes teetered on a knife’s edge.

“Understood,” Frank said.

“You could wait by that big pile o’ rocks till tomorrow afternoon. By then I should be able ta get that armor ye be askin’ far,” Robart confirmed.

“Understood,” Frank said again.

The trio moved on into the night, towards Emptygulch, leaving Frank behind next to the big pile of rocks. With no local predator large enough to challenge him, he turned off his floodlamps. He recalled his remote probe from the town and commanded it to intercept Robart’s group.

It was a quarter past midnight when Robart, Dulgar, and Hector shambled into Emptygulch proper. Lexington’s Diner was open for business, but devoid of customers. The plate glass windows displayed intricate spiral patterns of frost due to condensation from the diner’s interior freezing against the clear surface.

Dulgar stumbled into the restaurant, lurched toward a counter stool and slumped against the counter. Hector and Robart followed, but with a great deal more self-control and decorum.

A male Changeling, dressed in a black, loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt and black trousers polished the marbleized formica counter top in a lazy, distracted manner. His name badge read “Onyx”.

“If’n yer not too busy lad,” Robart prompted curtly.

“Yeah,” the adolescent said. “Yeah, I can help ya!”

Onyx spoke in a voice that was only slightly quieter than a yell, and he seemed nervous and jumpy. 

“Lad,” Robart rebuked, “I’m sittin’ two feet before ya.”

“Right!” Onyx agreed obsequiously. “Whacha want?”

“Something hot,” Robart said dryly.

Apparently, the special was meatloaf and pumpkin soup. None of the three seemed up to asking about what kind of animal the meat could have come from. In a few short rounds, the humanoid trio were gobbling down the diner grub as if they had been starved for a week. Dulgar ate silently, but Frank noticed tears streaming down his face.

“What’s wrong, friend?” Robart asked, without his usual Caldeni brogue.

“I just never thought I was ever going to be warm again,” Dulgar explained. “The badlands nearly killed me.”

“It’s not as bad as all that,” Hector interjected. “You’ve still got all yer fingers an’ toes!”

“That may be,” Dulgar agreed, and wiped his face dry using a paper napkin. “But there’s something about the badlands that made me want to lay down and fall asleep. And I knew that if I gave into it, I’d freeze to death. Somehow, the badlands wanted me to freeze solid.”

“Aye,” Robart confirmed. “Ye do have the truth of it. The badlands are a-dying; the Well o’ Dead Life is seein’ ta that. And in the dyin’, the land wants company. How that can be, I haven’t the knowin’. But there it is in truth. And,” the nobleman added, “it’s always worse in the winter.”

“Er... You all gonna want rooms too,” the annoying server/cook asked by way of an interruption. 

“No, lad,” Robart replied sarcastically. “We’re plannin’ on sleepin’ in that cozy ol’ gutter out there -- right next to the big pile of frozen horse turds! Of carse we want rooms -- and the best ya got, ya sponge-head!”

Onyx flushed with embarrassment, but continued mumbling to himself. 

“Look, lad,” Robart said, “I didn’nae want ta chew yer head off. It’s just been a bad couple o’ days. So, how ‘bout some cherry pie all-around, for yerself too, and three room keys, eh?”

“Yeah. . . You got it!”

After the trio finished their meals, Robart signed the room registry, then affixed his personal sigil next to his name. Robart handed Onyx two silver coins and told him to keep the change.

“So. . .” Onyx asked, apparently trying to make some small talk. “If you don’t mind me asking... What’s that weird floating ball that keeps following you around?”

“This?” Robart said, grabbing the probe out of the air. “Ye can think of it like the eye of a friend who kennot be with us.”

“Uh huh,” Onyx said noncommittally. The Changeling obviously had no idea as to what a remote probe was.

The humanoids tiredly climbed to the top floor above the diner, located their rooms, and collapsed into unconsciousness in under five rounds. This left Frank essentially alone, except for Able, whose mind was too simple to ever initiate communication without some great pressing need.

The dark of night slowly passed into dawn. At 7:0:3, a paper-thin line once again opened on the eastern horizon, allowing a radiant sliver of sunlight to momentarily bathe the badlands in fiery glow that almost made the stricken land seem alive. The aperture closed three rounds later, returning the desert to slate grey. Frank set a reminder for himself to record the next time the sun became visible.

Of course, it wasn’t until quarternoon when Robart and company roused themselves. Frank could understand why; he had researched his medical database overnight and learned that the humanoid metabolism was mightily strained when faced with exposure to a hostile, sub-freezing environment. Indeed, a Human’s caloric requirements doubled, while a Changeling’s needs tripled. 

“Greetings of the morning,” Frank announced while the trio breakfasted. 

Dulgar looked about the same color as the oatmeal he was presently eating. Even Robart and Hector looked much more haggard than they had the previous day.

“Well, it’s a morning,” Dulgar said tiredly. “But a can’t call it a ‘good’ morning yet.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed.

“Any morning that ya don’t wake up dead makes it a good morning to me,” their server interjected while refilling the coffee cups of the patrons seated at the counter. 

Their waitress was also the owner, as evidenced by her name badge, which read “Bev”. She was a female Dwarf of indeterminate age. Like many of her kind, she was sturdily built, had iron-colored hair, grey eyes, and strong, rough hands. She had a kind smile and a pleasantly coarse voice. 

Most of the other patrons were dressed in soiled mining uniforms. The other server was a Fey with amber wings and white hair.

“Say,” Bev asked congenially, “aren’t you Lord Brightsky?”

“Are there others?” Robart asked grandly.

“Well, if ya are, there’s a creepy detective-type that’s been goin’ about town askin’ fer ya. Can’t miss ‘im, since he wears a big black flowing cape.”

“Oh,” Robart said glumly and the smile vanished from his face. “Did ye tell him anything?”

“How could I?” Bev replied. “I didn’t recognize you till just now. Besides, he gave me the creeps.”

“Did ye notice anything else about him?” Robart pressed. 

“Oh, he was carrying some heat on ‘im,” the server confirmed. “The big bulge in his pocket wasn’t because he was happy ta see me! B’sides, if he’s about as much ah detective as I am.”

“Well,” Robart said sagely, “at least Lord Cassandra’s hired killer is always a couple o’ days ahead of us. It’s hard ta stab a man in the back from the front!”

“Y’got that right,” Bev agreed.

The trio finished their meals and Robart led them to the local armorer. The dirty brick building had a grime-covered front window where shoppers could view several models of armor suits, shields, and other defensive paraphernalia. They entered Barakov’s Armor & Shields, causing a high-pitched bell to chime. 

Smoke and ash swirled about the shop. A calloused old Dwarf, presumably Proprietor Barakov, was already helping someone else -- someone who Lord Robart obviously knew already.

“Lord Duskwalker!” Robart greeted heartily. “What brings ye ta this frozen, one-horse town?”

Duskwalker turned around to face his acquaintance. He was younger than Robart, and his face was so thickly bearded in coarse brown hair that it looked more like wolves fur than human hair. The rest of his hair was neatly braided into a ponytail that spanned half his height. He appeared well-muscled and was probably no stranger to hard work; he was slimmer than Robart, however -- more efficient, it seemed. He dressed in winter leather and a fur longcoat that was fashioned from one or more wolves, as evidenced by the preserved wolf head that seemed to form a crown of sorts.

“I figured I’d get myself a set of new gloves on my way to Carthag for that peace conference your adjudicating,” Duskwalker replied smoothly. Despite his strange garb, the minor lord spoke eloquently as one with an advanced education might.

“Cut the crap,” Robart said. “Ye live south o’ Carthag. This dump’s an extra week out o’ yer way! Why’re ye really here?”

“Because my heart is filled with love -- love and sympathy,” Duskwalker answered. “Actually,” he said seriously, “I’m representing Clan McFierson in the negotiations, and I’ve also heard that Lord Cassandra’s hired yet another bounty killer to finish you.”

“Tis true, lad,” Robart confirmed. “That blackheart’s too much o’ coward ta do it himself. But there’s nae need o’ worry -- the assassin is at least a day ahead, Not behind.”

“That may be, friend, but I’m sure you won’t turn down and extra sword for the way.”

“Truer words could’nae be spoken,” Robart agreed, extending a hand in friendship.The two nobles exchanged gestures of friendship and agreement.

“Well,” the crabby old blacksmith announced, “if this little gathering of the Oathkeepers is complete, any o’ yew gonna actually buy anything?”

Robart ended up trading his suit of scale mail for a suit of full plate, while Duskwalker picked up a new set of bracers. 

“Haul yer arse back in five hours, and I should have the adjustments done fer the suit,” Barakov advised.

Robart laid two gold coins and a silver, which made the blacksmith positively goggle.

“Yew nobles,” Barakov snorted. “Ya’all think money’s the solution ta everything!”

Robart slapped another silver on the counter and sneered, “Is it the solution ta yer big mouth?”

“That could do the trick,” the merchant admitted. “And fer another silver, I’ll nae tell the man in black that I seens yew.”

Duskwalker leaned over the counter and grabbed the Dwarf by the throat, yanking him two feet off the floor. 

“Listen, you greedy old fraud!” Duskwalker hissed. “If you betray my friend, it will be the last action you complete in your current incarnation.”

“I kent breathe,” Barakov whined.

“Good,” the younger noble gloated before dropping him to the floor in a clattering heap.

Frank said nothing throughout the exchange, but it did make him realize that his current liege’s gravest threat came not from monsters or the restless spirits of the dead, but instead from ordinary humanoids who seemed all too willing to sell out their fellow man for a handful of coins.

The merchant got back on his feet and muttered, “The customer’s always right.”

“Yeah,” Hector added, “and don’t you forget it!”

Barakov muttered a terrible oath as the adventurers departed the shop. Duskwalker brushed the forge ash from his shoulders and said, “That artisan could certainly use an increase in his feudal respect!”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “But ah hear he’s good at his trade.”

The four travelers retired to the Crimson Hearth Pub to wait out the hours in comfort. Duskwalker, Dulgar and Hector had their fill of stout beer that was nearly as dark as coffee, while Robart gambled with some of the miners. The Crimson Hearth had a warm, intimate atmosphere. A wide, gas-powered fireplace provided heat and a good deal of light. The bar was crafted from knotty pine, and was tended by a female Changeling who wore a red blouse and black trousers. A half dozen circular tables surrounded a small stage where a trio of minstrels sung a ballad about an unfortunate maiden who won her drunkard husband in a poker game. 

Meanwhile, back at the big pile of rocks, the atmosphere was neither warm, intimate, or bright. Frank’s only entertainment of the day was watching a merchant caravan examine his motionless body in attempt to discern the Construct’s nature.

The merchant and his wife were of common North Point extraction: stocky, low cheekbones, black hair, and grey eyes. The man wore a furry goatskin overwrap atop a heavy winter coat. His black beard was thick but neatly groomed. His female companion was similarly garbed, and her hair was spun into a tall, conical shape commonly referred to as a “beehive”.

“I dent r’member th’s statue bein’ here las’ month,” the woman commented.

The man dismounted from the wagon and trotted over to where Frank stood.

“T’ain’t no inscription or nuthin’, Kell,” the merchant confirmed. “Some rich artist er somebuddy ain’t get nuthin’ better ‘en put these worfless hunks a wreckage ‘round th’ places.”

“Well, there ain’t na use gawkin’, Murk,” his wife chided. “We ken get ta Emptygulch b’fare dark if’n ya dent stand ‘round all day!”

Frank resisted the urge to suddenly address the couple. It would have satisfied his curiosity, however, as to whether they would have greeted him rationally or if they would have fled in terror, screaming about “killer robots” and the like. He resisted, as he knew his liege had enough on his mind without having to about quashing a peasant uprising. 

Later in the day, Robart picked up his suit of full platemail and tried it on in the shop. He obviously appreciated his own appearance in the full length mirror.

“Well, lad,” Robart said through the probe, “ah got this here fancy suit. While ah haff ta say it makes me look downright kingly, ah’m still not seein’ how it’s going ta shrink ye down ta size.”

“Who are yew talkin’ tew?” Barakov asked.

“Never ye mind that!” Lord Brightsky chided. “Nice armor, by the way.”

“One needs only that this one’s liege remain motionless for the next 11 rounds,” Frank said.

“Doin’ nothing’s about the easiest thing ye can do in platemail!” Robart joked.

Frank, however, had used most of his down time figuring out how to replace his damaged schematic registry. He actually had two reasons for wanting to do this. The first, and most obvious, reason was that he very much desired to regain his former stature. The second reason, however, was more subtle. It occurred to the drone that if he was injured again without a functioning schematic, his regeneration subroutine would probably be unable to repair him.

[Directive 1 Command: Create memory buffer for new Primary Schematic Registry Database], Frank ordered.

[Informational: Current Structural Integrity 100%. This procedure is not recommended], his operating system responded.

[Understood. Scan new external configuration data from remote probe optical sensors. Target ID: Bio-Unit Robart Brightsky. Surface data only. Exclude: Organics. Scan Passes: 360. Interpolate structural parameters from optical gestalt. Replace existing schematic registry. Commence.] 

Frank noted that this was the longest command he had ever issued.

[OK. Pre-Execution Checklist.

Floating Point Math Co-Processor: OK

Scan Engine: OK

Data Transmission Rate: Within Tolerance 

Note: This procedure will use one (1) data module. Available data modules: 1

Warning: This procedure cannot be undone. Proceed Unconditionally [Y|N] ]

Frank clicked affirmative, and his remote probe began scanning the suit of armor in a slow, methodical series of circular sweeps. The Construct’s status window opened and began displaying a detailed wireframe representation of the scan. While the platemail armor was similar in appearance to Frank’s original body, there were differences. The head was a little taller and narrower. Because Lord Robart was seven inches shorter than Frank, the Construct was going to lose that much more in height. It was not all bad, however. As Robart’s armor did not display the Duprie branding, Frank would be free of that indignity once the reconfiguration completed.

“So, can I move yet?” Robart asked.

“Yes,” Frank answered in his usual terse fashion.

“And to think,” Lord Duskwalker said aloud, “I was starting to think you would make for a bonny statue!”

“If’n yewr done with the witchcraft,” Barakov jabbed, “yew both can hit the road.”

“Cut the crap, old fool,” Robart rebutted. “How in the blazes ye get any repeat customers is ah mystery ta me!”

“Come again,” Barakov said in a voice like poisoned honey.

“Uh-huh,” Robart said noncommittally.

Frank’s operating system finished compiling the three-dimensional schematic for the updated registry file.

[Ready for registry update. This procedure cannot be interrupted once started. This procedure cannot be undone. Proceed? [Y|N] ]

Frank clicked the affirmative, and suddenly felt the most stunning drain of energy he had ever experienced. His vision dimmed until his surroundings appeared only as collection of murky wireframe outlines. His sensors managed to update his view at the sluggish rate of six frames per segment. Moreover, his operating system informed him (slowly) that it was burning off the excess mass by converting unneeded matter into light and heat. The conversion process was to take 22 hours.

The net effect was that in addition to being 27 feet tall, Frank now glowed like a blacksmith’s forge and he radiated a surface temperature of 600 degrees. The security drone remembered Dulgar’s words on “luck” and Frank’s lack thereof. The Construct agreed with his friend’s pronouncement. 

Frank stumbled forward at the best speed he could manage, which was slightly less than a quarter of normal, in order to rendezvous with Robart’s troupe a mile south of Emptygulch. It was going to be a long 22 hours.

Twenty-three: Showdown in Greco’s Gulch

Frank had shrunk down to 25 feet by the time he rendezvoused with the main party. 

“I take it that the flaming, house-sized Construct headed our way is your fearless and luckless retainer,” Duskwalker said dryly. 

“Aye,” Robart confirmed. “He looks like a demon cavalier from the hottest depths o’ hell, so it’s Bonnie luck he’s on our side!”

As Frank slowly approached the travelers, their demeanor changed as they felt the tremendous heat his outer carapace emanated. He looked behind him, using the probe’s sensors, and saw thin trailers of sooty smoke in his wake where his burning footsteps had singed the thin pockets of desiccated flora.

“Hot damn!” Hector exclaimed. “Let’s go visit a dynamite factory with Frank.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed with a mischievous grin, “It’d be a real blast!”

“At least we’re not going to freeze tonight,” Dulgar noted.

As a medium-duty Security Drone, he felt a satisfying degree of completeness from finally being able to resume his primary function. 

“Ever been ta Carthag?” Robart asked Dulgar and Frank.

“Nope,” Dulgar answered. “I’m originally from Cape North, although I’ve spent more years in Myracannon than I’d like to admit.”

“What about you?” Lord Brightsky prompted Frank.

“This unit was commissioned and activated 41 days ago, subjective time,” the drone answered.

“Cripes, lad,” Robart exclaimed. “That town’s near the arctic circle -- and ya don’t like winter?”

“Oh, it’s up there,” the Dwarf admitted, “but you have to remember that the founders built Cape North around an exposed geothermal vent. The air smells like sulfur, but the coldest it ever gets is upper 40’s.”

“Well, that’s a spell-binding fact, f’sure,” Robart mused. “The Thin Place is like that -- but ah doon’t think geo-anything has ta do with it.”

Frank queried Wayfinder-1 about what the “Thin Place” was. The ancient satellite sent him an image of a roughly 30-mile diameter patch of land three days southeast of Carthag. Unlike other graphical renderings the satellite produced, the look-down view of the Thin Place appeared hazy and indistinct. In fact, Wayfinder-1 could only report positional and topographical data through interpolation, not through direct observation. In some ways, it was as if the Thin Place didn’t really exist. And yet, the land surrounding it had to connect to something, hence the satellite’s attempt to fill in the blanks.

Frank found that he suddenly had a desire to see the Thin Place first-hand. The need to do so was not derived from any of his directives. And yet, the topographical puzzle beckoned him. Humanoids calling the feeling “curiosity”, but as the Security Drone had no feelings, he likened the sensational to that of wanting to solve an unbalanced equation.

“It is indeed not much to behold,” Lord Duskwalker proclaimed. “But it makes for a fine tie saver when the need for hasty travel presents itself.”

“How’s that work?” Dulgar asked.

“Ten steps in the Thin Place amounts to a hundred steps anywhere else. And the land is as flat as a writing slate,” Duskwalker answered.

“That’s really weird,” Dulgar replied.

“And yet, it is so,” the minor noble concluded.

The five travelers rode on until quarternight. Frank was down to twenty feet tall, but his still-huge frame provided more than enough light and warmth to keep the humanoids comfortable throughout the winter night.

As Frank stood watch over his unconscious friends, he noticed a cluster of shadows at the periphery of the camp. There were no visible people or creatures to cast the shadows. And yet, he detected five human-shaped silhouettes radiating away from the zone of light and heat generated by Frank’s exoskeleton. The mysterious shapes seemed unable to come closer than thirty feet, so Directive 4 did not trigger. He remained at heightened alert until, 91 rounds later, the shadows retreated back into the gloom of night. 

This retreat coincided with Frank’s internal chronometer clicking to 3:0:0. According to his sociological database, this was now the Hour of the Wolf; a time each night when the powers of the unnatural waned. It was a quiet time and one that the humanoids rarely noted due to their sleep cycle. When the hour had passed and the mysterious shades did not return, Frank stood down from high alert.

By dawn, Frank had shrunk another two feet. His outer carapace still burned bright amber from the on-going mass-to-energy conversion. He issued a directive to his operating system to reclaim some of the generated thermal energy for his upgrade buffer.

The humanoids awakened from their regeneration cycle and Able prepared breakfast. 

“Egads,” Dulgar said after a yawn and a stretch. “I had the most horrifying dream last night -- that I was still assigned to sewing machine #31, and I was behind quota!”

“Understood,” Frank said, using Predefined Response #1.

“Uh-huh,” Dulgar replied. 

Frank found it interesting that humanoids had no ability to control the hallucinations they experienced during their regeneration cycles. He was fairly sure that the Myracannon experience contained a multitude of memories that the Dwarf would rather not recall. And yet, the re-experienced horrors of the Slave City made for a recurring theme in his companion’s dreams, judging by the frequent complaints thereof.

Of course, Frank could not delete his memory either. He could not be tormented by dreams however.

Or could he?

The Construct had never been able to deduce the source of the strange and disturbing visions of the altered present. Perhaps these manifestations were like dreams, even though Frank did not and could not sleep.

“Well,” Lord Robart said, chugging down his second cup of coffee, “there’s Greco’s Gulch, an’ then Carthag -- the city of political enchantment!”

“One must always remember the Undead Truce, of course,” Lord Duskwalker reminded his friend.

“Of course,” Robart agreed.

“What the heck is an Undead Truce?” Dulgar exclaimed.

“Did ah ferget ta tell ya lad?” Robart said mischievously. 

“Maybe I was busy killing Mist Walkers when you were explaining,” the tailor said sourly.

“Mayhap,” the noble replied. “But it’s ah story well worth repeating.” 

He poured himself another cup of coffee then continued:

“Back when the old ways were comin’ ta an end, Carthag’s streets were a-filled with gangs, robbers, an’ starvin’ masses. It came ta be a man’s life weren’t worth naught, ‘cept as trade fer a coupla gallons ah gasoline or a crate o’ food rations.

“Then the Viper Lord aroved an’ called upon the dead ta follow him. And they did! And let me tell ye in truth: in a city where life had nae value, death still had a price! And I s’pose that’s why the Skeleton King rose out o’ the Undead masses. Even w’ Scaxathrom banished, the Skeleton King remains ta this day.

“Well, the North Point council didn’t exactly jump fer joy over the new royalty. But after ah decade er so o’ fightin’ block by block, the Council realized that the skeletons were there ta stay. An’ so Magda Warkovitov, Council Principal, made a truce with the Skeleton King. It came ta pass that the living had a free hand in Carthag by day, while the Undead ruled by night.”

“So I take it we’re arriving by day,” Dulgar asked dryly.

“Aye,” Robart confirmed. “That’d be the truth.”

“I see,” Dulgar said doubtfully.

“But doon’t ye worry,” the liege assured. “Me an’ Duskwalker -- we already boned up on our diplomacy, har har!”

Dulgar groaned and Hector rolled his eyes.

The adventurers broke camp two rounds later. Frank’s ambient temperature sensor was malfunctioning, thanks to his superheated exoskeleton. The fact was, however, that none of the four humanoids stayed more than fifteen feet away from the eighteen-foot-high molten giant. 

While the morning was windy, grey, and generally unpleasant, an amazing thing happened a few rounds after noon: a pocket opened in the featureless cloud cover that allowed the bright amber light of Gai to stream down upon the frozen desert wastes. The sunlight was pure, undiluted, and somehow clean unto itself. 

“My God,” Dulgar whispered. “The sky and sun -- it’s so real. If only we could bottle it somehow!”

Frank took a clue and recorded the sunlit panorama at the highest resolution his sensors permitted, and archived the file. As yet, he had no means of redisplaying the saved imagery; but that did not imply that the situation would always be so.

The four humanoids squinted at the sun so long that Frank feared they would accidentally blind themselves. While they lacked Frank’s absolute recall, he surmised that they too were remembering this scene for a later, darker time.

“I have heard that the Changelings and Fey can look upon the sun without limit without fear of burning their eyes,” Duskwalker noted, then turned his gaze back to the Great Northern Highway.

“Lucky them,” Robart remarked bitterly.

A few rounds later, the sky closed over once more. It was almost as if there could never be a sun to shine down upon the broken land.

“That’s what I miss the most from my homeland,” Robart whispered to no one particular.

The humanoids said little during the next several hours. Frank continued to shrink and the frigid winter wind continued flogging the land -- and the travelers -- like an icy whip. Frank was a mere twelve feet tall by the time they reached Greco’s Gulch.

According to Frank’s sociological database, tiny rural towns with limited economic productivity were referred to as “One Horse Towns”. If that fact were true, then there wasn’t a village much more “one horse” than this one. 

By the failing light of charcoal dusk, Frank’s probe surveyed what appeared to be a collection of poorly maintained two-story row homes that lined a single earthen street. The town employed not a single Construct, and, as a result, the narrow thoroughfare was littered with beer bottles and assorted kitchen trash. Two street lights functioned albeit dimly, while the other glowtubes were either empty or broken. The laziness of the natives seemed apparent.

Frank remained three miles outside the rundown village and instead recalled his remote probe to reconnoiter with his companions. As the foursome crossed into Greco’s Gulch proper, Dulgar sniffed the air and exclaimed, “What a dump!”

“Quite so, friend,” Duskwalker said expansively. “A wise philosopher once expounded upon the sad devolution of mankind: Those who fail to strive also fail to thrive, and those who fail to read will do naught but breed.”

“I see,” Dulgar said noncommittally.

“Of course,” Duskwalker added, “he also said that the denizens of Greco’s Gulch are two or three generations away from devolving into feces-hurling chimpanzees!” 

“What philosopher said that?” Dulgar asked incredulously.

“That would be Matthias, the Lord of Handguns,” Duskwalker said in a way that implied that Dulgar was supposed to be impressed that the minor noble had met such an apparently luminous philosophical marvel.

“Never heard of him,” Dulgar replied flatly, shivering in his winter wraps.

“Hmmm,” Duskwalker muttered.

The adventurers arrived at the only hotel in town: a dubious establishment called “The Topiary Inn”. Considering that the town was located in the central badlands, and that Frank doubted anyone in the village had a clue about sculpting shrubs, the name of the hotel was probably picked from a dictionary or a book title. 

Before the party could enter, a hulking bouncer that rivaled Buster’s INCONSISTENCY: I think “Jimbo” was the bouncer – see about page 43.  physique opened the creaky double doors and hurled a shabbily dressed drunkard out into the street.

“Ya lousy drunk!” The bouncer cursed. “Git the hell home, an’ dent ya come back na marre!”

The ejected vagrant rose unsteadily to his feet and staggered down the street. At the next block, the drunkard stopped, leaned over an overflowing municipal trash receptacle, and vomited the steaming contents of his alcohol-soured stomach.

“Ya,” the bouncer muttered. “An’ we’ll seeya t’marra too.”

“Nice,” Dulgar said insincerely.

“Welcame ta th’ Top’airey,” the bouncer said sarcastically upon noticing the nobles and their retainers. “Tis ar finest hotel en town, soh come outta th’ cold and sign yarselves in!”

Of course it was also the only hotel in town, but none of the adventurers seemed compelled to point out that little factoid. 

The interior of the Topiary was just as filthy and poorly maintained as Frank had anticipated. The pale grey smoke from myriad lit cigarettes made for such a thick and dirty fog that Frank had no doubt that a Mist Walker would feel perfectly at home while seated at the bar. A black, greasy rat the size of an obese house cat waddled across the floor and into a hole in the baseboards. An oily-haired waitress casually dug a thumb-sized cockroach out of a patron’s beer mug and flung the insect against the kitchen door where it splattered into a twitching blob of greenish goo. She then nonchalantly served the drinks as if nothing was amiss.

“A meal here’d be as dangerous as any assassins bullet,” Robart muttered as he strode over to the registration desk.

“Yes, friend,” the other noble agreed. “However, a piercing blow to one’s heart or head would bring a mercifully swift release into one’s next incarnation, compared to the unnatural agony partaking of such squalid fare might bring.”

“That’s what I like about ye, Duskwalker,” Robart replied. “Ye ken always find the bright side o’ things.”

Robart signed the guest registry and acquired a table for his companions. The oily waitress made some surly attempt at small talk while the foursome looked at the offerings. Her name was apparently “Grendle”, and she was missing three teeth; those she still possessed appeared in shades of grey, yellow, and black. One eye drifted focus on its own accord, and her skin showed several open sores as a result of poor hygiene.

“So’s wha’cha havin’?” Grendle asked, giving Robart a ghastly one-eyed leer. “An’ ya git meh far desert far only an extra copper!”

Robart cleared his throat, and said, “Lass, I’m ah married man, so’s I think orders o’ cube steak all around’ll do just fine.”

“Always the same,” the waitress waxed philosophically. “All the good-lookin’ men ar Undead er married!”

“Cripes!” Hector exclaimed. “Now I see why the Order never sent me here before: This town’s not worth saving!”

“Aye,” Robart said. “An’ that cow who’s servin’ us could make a man consider celibacy!”

By the time the steaks and potato cubes arrived, the drunkard who was hurled from the Topiary three turns prior suddenly shambled back in. Before the bouncer could eject him, he uttered a floor-rumbling belch and yelled, “’ere’s a giant glowin’ demon jus’ outside o’ town!”

“Gah’on home, Androv -- ya worfless drunk!” The bouncer cursed, and grabbed the shabby man by his coat collar.

“Ah seen it, true!” Androv howled. “It were ten feet tall, it had fire in its eyes and it had horns!”

“Since when does Frank have horns?” Dulgar whispered.

“He doesn’t,” Hector replied. “That fool’s just had five or six too many.”

“We gudda killit!” Declared another one of the bar flies.

“Death ta th’ demon!” Screamed another.

“Oh brother,” Dulgar muttered.

“Grendle, lass!” Robart summoned. “Four whiskeys, all around.”

“Ah gut me a sarred-off shockgun!” 

“An’ a holy symbol!”

“Yup,” Hector said to Dulgar. “It’s about ta get ugly and stupid!”

“Let’s get’im!” Androv beckoned. “Kill’et befare it gits us all!”

“Yeah, kill!” The crazy mob agreed, and shambled out of the Topiary carrying chair legs and cheap firearms.

“It wasn’t nice knowin’ ‘em,” Hector said.

“Uh-huh,” Dulgar agreed.

“Madame Barmaid,” Duskwalker asked elegantly, “does this town, perchance, have a coffin maker?”

“Eh? Ya. Berk Yaegonov,” Grendel offered as she set down the four drinks. Other than the wait staff, the adventurers were suddenly alone in the rummy hotel.

Robart grabbed the probe and held it up to his mouth. Frank was acutely aware of a bit of steak stuck in-between his liege’s teeth.

“Ye need us fer backup? Or can ye handle the mobbies yerself?” Robart asked.

“In order,” Frank answered, “No, yes.”

It took exactly twelve rounds for the crazy, drunken mob to stampede Frank’s location. He utilised the intervening time to raise his shields and ready his nailgun. Stealth was certainly not an option, as his exoskeleton glowed like a blacksmith’s forge.

“See!” Androv bellowed to the other five humanoids, “it’s ah big demon thing!”

“Kill it!” Cried the mob.

“Return to your designated housing units and you will not be harmed,” Frank commanded, using Predefined Script #11. It didn’t work any better here than it ever had in Myracannon.

“Bron, Sark! Get it!” Androv demanded.

Frank rebutted with Predefined Response #4, and got the reaction he had anticipated.

The two drunks in question were identical twins. They lurched at him in tandem, wielding clubs set alight with lamp oil. Frank mowed them down with his nailgun like so much wheat. The superheated nails not only ran Bron and Sark clean through, their garments also burst into flame. The Security Drone took some satisfaction in the fact that both combat nails struck true, just above the nasal ridge, thus ensuring an instantaneous and painless death.

The so-called preacher took a deep pull from his hip flask for courage, then pointed his holy symbol at Frank and chanted the Rite of Banishment. While the intoxicated clergyman slurred out the words of the ancient prayer, Androv pulled out a cheap-looking small caliber revolver and shot twice while his shotgun-toting rummy friend loaded a pair of cartridges into his scattergun. Frank was relieved to observe that the cretin’s so-called “shockgun” was not, in fact, an electrical weapon.

Androv’s missiles ricocheted off Frank’s shields, and his status window informed him that his defenses could withstand two more blows of that kind. Frank didn’t bother waiting, however. He summoned his sword and, with a blow as swift and exact as a guillotine, struck the combatant’s head from his shoulders. The body burst into flames and spasmodically twitched for the next few rounds. 

Androv’s friend pumped the slider on his shotgun and pulled the trigger. At such a close proximity, most of the 240 steel pellets did actually hit Frank’s shield. The gunman obviously didn’t factor the rebound from the shot, however, as half of the pellets reflected back, hitting him squarely in the face. He had time to utter a single, soul-wrenching scream before the brain hemorrhage claimed him.

“And thus let it be!” The preacher screamed, concluding the Rite of Banishment.

Nothing happened.

“Please dent kill meh!” The clergyman suddenly groveled, bowing down to the ten-foot tall fiery apparition. “A’ll dew anythin’ ya want!”

Frank considered the offer. The cleric was unarmed and far too intoxicated to focus a spiritual attack.

“This unit accepts the terms. Instructions follow: Permanently cease consumption of alcohol; leave Greco’s Gulch and never return. Confirm agreement/understanding.”

“Yes, Dark Master,” he whimpered. “A’hm a-goin’!”

As the cleric retreated into the winter darkness, it occurred to Frank that he had just witnessed the self-fulfilling prophesy of the humanoids’ seemingly innate fear of “Killer Constructs”. But it seemed to him that the lethal encounter was brought about solely by the townspeople’s irrational fear of that which was not understood. 

According to his sociological database, this was the part where he was supposed to sigh. Unfortunately, since he had no lungs or a mouth, all he could do was slump his shoulders and click his visor open and shut once.

“Is everything okay?” Dulgar asked through the probe.

“Yes,” Frank replied.

Frank regrouped with his companions a few miles south of Greco’s Gulch the next morning. By the time the Sheriff managed to organize a lynch mob, Frank had shrunk down to his liege’s height and had assumed ambient temperature. From a distance, he would look like Robart.

Over the next few months, rumors of a soul-devouring, forty-foot, metal fire demon spread about the region as fast as the whirligigs could carry them. In each retelling, Frank’s alleged crimes grew in scale, while the five drunken scoundrels were practically elevated to the status of holy martyrs. 

That all became irrelevant a year later when the Angel Mendez cult came to town and murdered every man, woman, and child in Greco’s Gulch. But that tale would have to be told later.

Twenty-Four: Assassin’s Gambit

“Well, Frank,” Dulgar said wistfully as they awaited the dawn, “you made a good furnace for a while. But I guess it’s better that you’re back to normal size.”

“Agreed,” the Construct replied.

He was, in fact, five inches shorter than how he was originally designed. But that was a deviation he could accept.

The walled perimeter of Carthag was once a ring of shining steel fifty feet high and twenty feet thick. Once, mighty guns and lasers defended the capitol from marauder terrorists, and anarchists. Flags representing the twelve Major Cities flew from gleaming poles hundreds of feet high. And inside, the tallest man-made edifices stood as proud testimony to the creativity and ingenuity of man.

That was the past, however.

Now, the city walls were crumbling mounds of rust and debris. Gloomy, emotionless armored skeletons marched along the uneven parapets in a fashion so mechanical that Frank could have almost mistaken them for Constructs were it not for their lack of data beacons. The high flagpoles were gone now, as were eight of the twelve Great Cities they once represented.

But the highscrapers remained. They stood as dark, hollow monoliths against the blackness of the freezing winter night -- but stand they did. While in its heyday, Carthag was reputed to be home to over ten million living beings. Now it housed ten thousand. The remnant all lived in just one building: the tallest and most heavily defended highscraper in the city. While it was once called Sovereign Station, in Carthag’s declining years it somehow came to be renamed Requiem Tower. 

It was the only building still lit at night. Surrounded by dark, centuries-abandoned highscrapers, Requiem Tower seemed lonely and vulnerable, like the last lit candle in a nearly-forgotten graveyard.

Fortunately, Frank reminded himself, he knew he could not find the scene depressing, as a humanoid so easily could.

The dome of the sky brightened with charcoal dawn. The skeleton guards made a final perimeter sweep along the rusty parapets and then retired to whatever existence remained for them. What the nature of that half-life could be, Frank could not speculate. A few rounds later, however, the glowtubes of Requiem Tower extinguished, signaling the transfer of power between night and day, the dead and the living.

“Aye,” Robart commanded, “Let’s move.”

Carthag had but one functioning entry portal. Six living sentries lowered a huge drawbridge in order to admit the waiting travelers.

“Who ye be?” The guard leader asked tiredly. 

“Lord Robart Brightsky is who greets ye,” the noble said. “I bring three bonded retainers. Lord Duskwalker also accompanies me.”

“Here that, Stof?” The captain sneered. “We have two nobles in one day! We low’uns have nothing ta warry ‘bout now!”

“That’s right,” Robart replied, turning the insult back at him. “Ye need nae fear now. Ye see any trouble, ye just need point it ar way!”

A single hexstone street led to Requiem Tower. Chain link fence and razor wire made for a token barrier between the living and Undead zones of the city. The undying denizens of the capitol city had their own gate on the south end of town. 

“It seems to me, friend,” Duskwalker said, “that there used to be a time when being a noble commanded some portion of respect.”

“Aye,” Robart replied. “’Tis truth there. But ye must remember: the workers have had their fill o’ lazy moneybags with fancy titles. You an’ me -- we can nae command their respect, but mayhap we can earn it.”

Frank sent his probe ahead to Requiem Tower. While he had usually kept the device at eye level, it now occurred to him that he could propel the device skyward for aerial view of his surroundings. As the probe soared upward along the vertical face of the central highscraper, it passed a broken window through which a man in a black hooded cloak kneeled over a powerful sniper rifle, which, in turn, was pointed in Frank’s direction.

“Halt! Terminate current unlawful activity!” Frank commanded through the probe. According to his sociological database, the criminal would feel compelled to submit to the Construct’s authority and throw down his weapon.

“Fornicate thyself!” The man in black shouted just before shooting the probe. The remote image vanished as the rifle’s slug blasted the probe to bits. 

[Informational: Remote probe destroyed], Frank’s operating system unnecessarily reported. [Replace unit now [Y|N]. ETR: 2 Hours.]

Frank clicked “Yes” and then warned his liege, “Hostile force detected. Recommend unit Robart seek shelter immediately.”

“Damn it ta hell!” Robart shouted, and broke into as fast a run as possible given the weight of his platemail armor. 

Another shot rang down from the midpoint of Requiem Tower. The bullet ricocheted off the paving stone and impacted Dulgar’s shield with such might that it lifted the Dwarf a full foot off the ground. He landed firmly on his backside. and his shield and axe clattered across the hexstone boulevard, shedding sparks all the way from the friction.

“Move!” Duskwalker commanded to Dulgar PROBLEM: I think this is supposed to be addressed to Frank, not Dulgar. “Your master needs you!”

Frank set off after his humanoid companions, but was regrettably left behind again. 

But then an unexpected thing happened: the next shot didn’t ring out at Robart; it instead shattered the tile next to Frank’s left leg. Undaunted, he made best speed for the tower entrance. 

The guards from the main gate started shooting back at the unknown assassin and within a few segments the gunman focused his aim at the sentries. The guards fired a dozen volleys, but their service pistols weren’t up to the task of distance shooting. The sniper fired one final round, aimed at Frank, and the high velocity slug grazed his shoulder without penetrating his outer carapace. He simply added the cosmetic damage to the repair queue. Frank hoped that the assassin would continue to believe he had nearly murdered the lord of Robert’s Reach. 

An Undead falcon soared above the main courtyard and stared down eyelessly. It made Frank wonder how it could be that a bird of prey, reduced to bones and a few clumps of dirty feathers, could possibly fly. And yet it did, in blatant rebellion against the rules of aerodynamics. He wondered if the Skeleton King used Undead birds in the same way Frank user his probe. 

With the civilians having fled at the sound of small arms fire, Frank approached the main portal into Requiem Tower alone. 

“You sure take chances with your life,” a heavily armed sentry sneered. “Can yae have walked any mare slowly with an assassin gunnin’ for ya?” 

Frank was in no mood to deal with idiots. He simply opener his visor to reveal an open space where a human face should have been. He focused his single green eye at the guard, who gulped once but otherwise shut up. 

“Ye earned yer pay, lad,” Robart exclaimed proudly, once Frank had progressed past the various dull-eyed security screeners.

“Understood,” Frank replied dutifully.

Requiem Tower stood three-quarters of a mile high, and was the tallest highscraper ever built. What was generally unknown was the structure also penetrated a half mile into the earth as well. Of course, the wealthy and powerful lived in the upper reaches of the Tower, while the poor were forced to live underground in tiny cubicle-sized flats. The military and other guards occupied the ground levels, and were apparently also charged with keeping the poor from interacting with the privileged elite. This convenient arrangement reminded Frank of the way Lord Duprie ran his town.

“Still makin’ the commoners climb a rope ladder ta get an audience with the Council?” Robart asked the guard charged with defending the turbolift.

“Nae,” the guard corrected. “No rope ladder -- just a rope now. But you nobles can ascend in style.”

If Frank were less cynical, he would have been shocked or surprised that the ruling elite would have so obvious of a double standard in how the two classes of citizens accessed the city’s leadership. However, even Frank had to admit that requiring commoners to climb a 200-foot knotted rope in order to access the legislative tier was a bit over the top. 

Contrary to the name, the turbolift was quite lacking in “turbo” and barely had enough “lift” to launch the elevator shuttle off the ground floor. As the shuttle crept towards the eleventh floor, Frank noted the groaning sounds of metal fatigue in the main suspension cables; a sound that was painfully reminiscent of the latter hours of the Cassandra’s Crossing Bridge. Halfway up, the glowtubes flickered then extinguished.

“Chop-chah!” The elevator operator cursed as he pounded the interior wall. The glowtubes obediently revived as if responding to a magical invocation. Frank shrugged but did not comment.

The creaky conveyance discharged their occupants on the administration tier. While Robart’s party simply stepped off the elevator, he noted several poorly dressed, sweat-drenched civilians struggle with the final ten feet of the array of climbing ropes.

“Ya know,” the elevator guard commented to no one in particular, “I miss the days when we could shoot the ropes. These poor’ens make me sick!”

“Well,” Robart rebuked, “if the workers were paid at least the Standard Daily Wage, they would’nae be so poor, now, eh?”

“Activist,” the guard cursed as he closed the elevator doors.

Unlike the exterior of Carthag, which looked for the most part like an abandoned ruin, the administrative tier of Requiem Tower appeared neat, sparkling clean, and brightly lit. The floor was made from highly polished tiles of black basalt. Lead crystal chandeliers powered by amber glowtubes cast a warm glow over the work areas. The deskbound petty functionaries sat at huge workstations made of mahogany and leather. Of the twenty administrators on this tier, two were reserved for “commoners”, while the rest appeared dedicated to serving “elite” citizens such as nobles, professors, and wealthy merchants. The waiting line for the lesser citizens snaked all the way across the 300’ wide service area.

“Goddam rats et meh fav’ret cat,” one shabbily dressed peasant said to another in the queue.

“Yeh?” The other said, scratching the beard stubble on his face. “Tha’ t’ain’t nothin’. Ah been tryin’ ta get th’ Eng’neer ta fix the cookin’ gas far three months now!”

“Keep it movin’!” Shouted a nearby guard.

Frank followed his liege over to one of “noble” functionaries, where Robart tiredly slapped down an envelope containing his authorization to speak at the McGruder/McFierson peace talks. The portly, clean-shaven official skimmed the legalese, then muttered, “A’herjawer’dead”.

“Come again?” Robart asked incredulously.

“I heard you were dead,” the overpaid teller clarified.

“Well, lad,” Robart corrected, “ye never mind the rumors when ye have plenty o’ work ta be doin’”.

“Yeh,” the overweight functionary grumbled. “Sa’why’re ya’here?”

“The peace conference,” Lord Robart said, gritting his teeth with obvious impatience. “Same as Lord Duskwalker and my three retainers.”

The teller produced five visitor badges and told the party to move on.

“Ye be right, Duskwalker,” Robart said to his companion as they headed back to the bank of elevators. “Bein’ a lord doesn’t seem ta have the glamour an’ prestige like in the old days.”

“Well, friend,” Duskwalker opined, “back when the nobles had prestige, the bad ones wielded it like a crude cudgel. It’s up to the likes of us to win back the hearts and minds of the common man.”

The tired elevator noisily cranked upward to the Visiting Nobility tier. When the doors opened, Frank thought they had inadvertently stepped into a museum. The nobility tier was wide, high, and open. Granite tiles in alternating colors made the floor look like a chess board of the titans. Rare portraits and landscapes in a variety of media hung proudly from the walls, illuminated by pearlescent glowtubes. A cluster of leather armchairs and sofas lay neatly arranged at the center of the gallery so that visitors could be comfortable while surveying the artwork. This arrangement once again strongly reminded him of the social dichotomy of Myracannon.

“Well, lads,” Robart said, “there’s nothing I need ye for ‘till tomorrah. So why don’t ye all hit the pubs on Level 10. Get yerselves a real breakfast. Then we can do some mighty drinkin’ tonight. They serve a mean Coin Rattlin’ Wraith.”

The noble paid his retainers from his cash purse, and then sent them on their way.

In the elevator down, Hector rubbed his throat and exclaimed, “I can’t decide whether ta get whiskey, beer, or mead first.”

“It depends on why you want to drink,” Dulgar said philosophically. “Some drink to remember; some drink to forget.”

“Ya know friend,” Hector replied. “Ye’r just about the strangest Dwarf I’ve ever met!”

Dulgar just shrugged and turned to Frank and asked. “I know you don’t need food, but you’re welcome to come with us.”

“One will leave the probe with you,” Frank replied. “This unit must investigate a sociological theory.”

His repair procedure had completed ahead of schedule, so he released the whirling ball that served him so well.

“Ok,” Dulgar said. “Have fun storming the castle.”

Frank left his two friends to enjoy some well-deserved reveling on Tier 10, one of the restaurant levels. The Construct took the lift down to the ground level. 

Like earlier in the morning, commoners, merchants, tourists, and nobles alike pressed against each other like a herd of sheep as they waited to be processed at the array of manned security stations. Since Frank still bore a visitor’s badge identifying him as a noble’s retainer, the Construct could dispense with a second security check. Instead, he approached the “down” lift and addressed the door guard.

“This unit requires access to the common levels,” Frank stated succinctly.

“What,” the guard asked snidely, eying the Construct’s ID badge , “are you on official business, or just slumming?”

“Those two options are not mutually exclusive,” Frank replied truthfully.

“Activist,” the guard muttered, summoning the lift with the press of a button. Frank made a mental note to investigate the local meaning of the word “activist” and why it seemed to have a significant negative connotation.

Like the “up” elevators, the downward lift was in poor mechanical condition. Frank took the lift all the way to the lowest tier, nearly a half-mile into the earth.

“You sure you want to get off here?” The elevator operator asked, apparently fearing for the Construct’s safety.

“Yes,” Frank answered.

Frank stepped out into Common Tier 50 and the lift doors squeaked shut behind him. 

The first thing Frank noticed was how dark and narrow the corridors of CT-50 were. Perhaps one glowtube in five functioned, and the others flickered in a dim, disinterested fashion. Accompanying the gloom, fetid steam wafted lazily from broken metal conduits that spanned from floor to ceiling. Large, fat blowflies slowly buzzed about - hundreds of them in just one section of the corridor alone. Maggot-infested rat excrement lay scattered about the floor, which was made from metal traction tiles.

A filthy, pock-marked tin-plated sign dangled diagonally from the wall by a single fastener. It read, “FOUNDRY”.

As Frank approached the main door to the subterranean factory. A single gaunt security guard stood outside the wide iron doors. Her uniform was wrinkled, vaguely grungy, and somewhat ill-fitting. From a distance, she probably could have passed as an adolescent boy, as she was lean, athletic, and kept her hair in a short, military style. It seemed incongruous that she took such scrupulous care of her body, yet was so ambiguous about outward appearance.

“Oy!” She announced. “What do you want here?”

Frank stepped closer and replied, “One wishes to survey the working conditions.”

“Slumming for your lord, eh?” She asked sarcastically. “Seeing the sights?”

“The latter,” Frank answered.

“Well,” she sighed, “it’d be nice if the nobles would do something about the mess down here instead of just sending their lackeys down once in a while just to “survey” the problems.”

Frank surmised that a humanoid retainer might take such a statement as either an insult or a challenge. The Construct, however, took the guard’s comments at face value.

When the security drone said nothing else, the guard cracked her knuckles in an absent-minded way, then muttered, “Very well. Just don’t make a nuisance of yourself.”

“Understood,” Frank agreed.

She opened the double doors to the foundry, and as she did, a black tongue of smoke curled outward as if from a demon’s mouth. She coughed and held a grey handkerchief to her face to shield herself from the poisonous factory exhaust.

Frank stepped into the gloom of the foundry and was nearly blinded by the foul, toxic smoke that belched out of the roiling pots of molten metal. This area of the factory was arranged in a semicircular array of large ceramic urns that were kept heated by the flames from a huge coal-fired furnace. Scrawny, underfed humanoids from assorted races stirred and poured the superheated liquids into pre-prepared molds, apparently for making crude axe heads. His sensors informed him that the ambient temperature was 112°, with 3% humidity. He approached one of the workers who was currently adding coal to the central burner that heated the melting pots.

“Greetings and courtesy,” Frank announced.

The laborer was a painfully thin male Elf in leather coveralls. He wore no shirt, and his chest and arms were peppered with burn scars. Open sores dotted his skin, the result of continuous exposure to metallic fly-ash. His ribs pressed against his skin, like a death camp victim’s.

“Greetings, my arse!” The Elf mocked as he shoveled more coal into the burner.

“Is one held against one’s will?” Frank asked directly.

“I ain’t a goddamned slave, if that’s what you’re askin’,” came the surly reply.

“Does one find fulfillment in one’s labors?” The Construct followed up.

“Hell no!” The humanoid cursed as he slammed the access portal on the central burner. “Who the hell would enjoy this?!”

“Why does one continue?” Frank asked.

“Capitalism, friend, capitalism,” he responded broadly and with cynical bitterness.

“This unit does not understand,” the Construct said truthfully.

“Well, machine, lemme tell ya, Carthag is just the embodiment of the Great Northern Dream: Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. At least that’s what the job postings read.

“Capitalism may have been great a few hundred years ago, but all the money got sucked up to the Noble Tier ages ago. The working stiffs like us get to labor night and day, and the nobles get to take all the profits because they own the factories.

“One noble owns this factory, another owns my flat, another owns the food store, and another still owns the clothier. Our money never leaves Requiem Tower! We have to hand back almost every goddamned glass piece we make. 

“I keep working because the nobles keep me too poor to quit! Do ya get that?” He asked angrily. “If so, get the hell out of my face!”

“Yes,” Frank said and turned away.

He superimposed a view of Dulgar’s location on top of the image of the contaminated foundry using the newly regenerated remote probe. The two Dwarves sat at a wide wooden table laden with fruit, toast, bacon, ham, eggs, coffee, and juice. The pub had spotless wooden floors, immaculate table cloths, floral displays in the center of each table, and primly dressed waitrons. It was a view of comfort, excess, and consumption -- and it was financed through the sweat and labor of the commoners. It was no longer a mystery to Frank as to why the workers hated the nobles.

What Carthag had was not precisely slavery, however, so it did not trigger Directive Zero. The nobles did not murder the workers, nor did they employ Constructs as terror troops. The workers could indeed leave the capitol city. 

And yet a pervasive sense of imbalance gnawed at Frank’s understanding of justice. He thought: What right did the wealthy nobles have to take an overwhelmingly large share of the industries’ profits while giving mere crusts to those who provided the work-energy for those very industries? Surely no amount of hard work or ingenuity could allow a commoner of the lower levels to ascend to the elite tiers. 

It was an unsustainable system of legal extortion that Frank guessed could only end in two ways: civil revolt, or the Myracannon-like imprisonment of the workers.

Chapter Twenty-Five: Trading Places

Frank took the rest of the afternoon to tour several other levels of the Commoner Tiers. In level after level, Frank found variations on a common theme. Nobles, whose quantity numbered under a hundred, controlled a full third of the wealth, while powerful merchants controlled 90% of what wealth remained. This handy arrangement ensured that the status quo could be maintained indefinitely, while also keeping the workers impoverished. This “capitalism”, as it was called, seemed to be little more than a tool that kept the rich wealthy and the poor in poverty.

Frank had also learned that the smelter laborer had been absolutely correct when he declared that no money ever left Carthag. While the workers were apparently paid the Standard Daily Wage, as set by the Council of Four Points, the nobles and merchants slid around this restriction by overcharging (greatly) on rent, food, medical care, and tools. Most workers, rather than actually earning a positive income were, in fact, deeply in debt to their employers. This bit of trivia explained why the legions of dissatisfied laborers did not just leave en masse.

Lord Robart obviously disapproved of this system. With the outspoken noble’s growing popularity in Brighton’s Reach and surrounding areas, it caused the security drone to re-evaluate just whom the assassin’s contractor might be. While Lord Orloc was still the chief suspect, Frank wondered if perhaps one or more merchant-nobles would seek to have the Lord of Robart’s Reach silenced in a permanent fashion.

By this time, Robart was finished putting the final touches on the speech he would deliver tomorrow morning and had joined his two henchmen in the Pub Zone. Karlosi’s Bar & Grill was a dim, smoky pub that was trying hard to look like a small town alehouse, but didn’t quite pull off the illusion. The pub, while dark and fuming with cigar smoke, was far too clean. The waitrons were dressed too well, and the choice of alcoholic beverages reflected the rarefied tastes of the nobles and wealthy elite. Perhaps Lord Robart chose this place, however, because it at least bore a passing resemblance to the humble inn at Brighton’s Reach where the noble had spent many an evening drinking and gambling with the locals. 

Frank took the so-called “turbo” lift to the ground floor, displayed his identity badge to the elevator guard, then boarded the nobles’ lift headed to the Entertainment Tier where the Pub Zone was located. The bar was packed with rich merchants and nobles, and the ambient noise was so loud from idle chatter that the folk music band was barely audible above the drone.

Robart and his two cohorts appeared flushed and glowingly drunk. Two bottles, labeled “Death Handle Vodka” and “Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whisky” respectively, stood nearly drained of their nerve-numbing contents. All three humanoids slouched in their chairs as if their bones had turned to gelatin and were thus in danger of pouring out onto the tavern floor.

“Franky!” Hector waived and made a rubbery salute in the security drone’s direction. “In yerr loernad opin’un,” he continued with a pronounced slur, “would you say a man’s marr likely ta drink ta rem’ber ohr drink ta fergit.”

“Forget,” Frank replied logically. His medical database informed him that memory enhancement was certainly not one of the effects of an alcoholic binge.

“Thasz whut ah said,” Hector drawled, “but Dulgar sayd somethin’ ‘bout drinkin’ ta remember!”

“Itz jess ah line frum a dumb ol’ song,” Dulgar slurred in his own defense. “Cancha figger itsa joke!” 

The ex-tailor poured out the last few drops of Death Handle Vodka into his shot glass and downed the contents in a single swallow. He picked up the empty bottle, pointed the neck at his liege, burped, then exclaimed, “Ah toll ya vodka ent na sissy drink!”

“Bah!” Robart roared, chugging down the remains of the whiskey. “Y’ll never co’vince me oh thot!”

“Querey: Loc-ID Lord Duskwalker,” Frank asked.

“Urch!” Robart belched. “’e’s doin’ some kinda Domalon’s ritual. Itsa full moon, doncha know!”

“Understood,” the Construct replied.

“Barmaid!” Hector bellowed. “Wherza dessert menu, eh?”

“On the table, under the whiskey bottle, ya lush!” The waitress replied with a wink.

The rest of the evening went downhill from there. While his companions could be quite thought provoking while sober, the same could hardly be said in their current dissipated condition. Hector and Robart droned on with speculation about the waitress’s sexual prowess, and whether or not she would give out her whirligig address if asked.

At some point, the object of the trio’s speculation must have overheard, for she came over to the table and gave Robart a harmless slap, and said, “I’m flattered, love. But I only tumble with dames.”

“Tis all right,” Robart replied. “Ah’m a married man anyway.”

“I know, hon. Your ring says it all.”

“You know what they say,” Hector said philosophically, “all the good lookin’ girls are either inverted or Undead.”

“Who the devil said that?” Dulgar slurred.

“Dunno,” the Paladin replied, emptying his glass once more. “Guess it’s the same ‘they’ who say everything else! An’ I don’t think vodka is a ‘sissy’ drink!”

Frank believed he was witnessing the least intellectually rewarding conversation he had ever observed. He concluded that alcohol somehow made the drinker think one’s ideas were formidable, while at the same time causing truly idiotic things to spew from one’s mouth.

“Has one adequately prepared one’s presentation for tomorrow?” Frank asked, deliberately moving the topic away from the implied sexual preferences of the serving wench.

“Lad,” Robart bragged. “Ah could rattle this speech off blindfolded an’ upside down. But I’ll only haff ta do it with a wee hangover.”

The Construct wondered how appreciative the leader of Clan McFierson would be if he could see his appointed Noble representative at this exact moment.

“Did the constables capture the assassin?” Frank asked.

Robart made a broad, dismissive gesture that somehow turned into a cigar-lighting motion. 

“Nae! They haven’t,” the drunken noble admitted. “But never ye warry! They’ve tried ta kill me ‘boutta dozen times. Amatures!” 

“One has a plan for tomorrow, if one’s liege allows,” Frank offered.

“Ah’ll drink ta that!” Hector hollered incoherently.

“What wouldn’t you drink to?” Dulgar asked. He slumped over the table in a precursor to alcohol-induced coma.

An hour, two more bottles, and three cigars later, Robart paid the rather steep liquor tab as well as a fairly liberal tip. The noble staggered across the pub floor as if he was crossing the deck of a sailing ship during a hurricane. 

“Bring the kids!” Robart roared with intoxication.

The two Dwarves, having only two-thirds the body mass of their liege, had succumbed to alcohol toxicity two turns ago. The Construct grabbed a Dwarf in each fist and dragged them out of the bar and into the lift.

After hauling his two diminutive charges back up to Robart’s suite, Frank stood by the panoramic window and peered into the cold winter night. While Frank could not feel discomfort from being over stimulated with light and noise, he nonetheless felt some measure of relief from standing in the dark in silence. It was easier to think when his mind was not overtaxed with processing aural and visual data streams. 

Time moved at a constant rate. Frank launched his remote probe to survey the Undead areas of Carthag. He had expected most of the streets and buildings to be dilapidated, crumbling wrecks. But that was not the case. On almost every block his probe surveyed, the crews of skeletons and zombies toiled in their labors to restore the disintegrating areas of the city. The Skeleton Lord obviously had plans for the capitol.

Frank’s probe floated unobtrusively to the window of a corner pub. Through the grimy window, Frank saw a dozen or so skeleton patrons going through the motions of an entertaining evening. The waitrons shambled dutifully from table to table, bringing empty plates and dry mugs to the guests. Unlike the stereotype, these beings dressed appropriately for their setting. The men wore sturdy trousers and turtleneck sweaters. The females were garbed in floor-length dresses and puffy blouses. Their clothes were neither filthy nor tattered. Perhaps a sprinkling of dust was all that marred their apparel. It seemed odd that members of the Undead could so thoroughly despise Life, and yet show such an all-consuming obsession with imitating the very thing they despised. 

He moved his probe further down the street. A crew of construction workers busied themselves replacing the crumbling asphalt pavement with sturdy hexstone pavers. The masters of the old civilization did not build things to last. The Skeleton Lord obviously thought long-term. 

The curious thing was the streetlights. The skeleton crews had restored natural gas service to several of the broader avenues, and the thirty-foot high lamps were operational, and yet they produced only a faint hint of illumination. Frank surmised that perhaps they were rekeyed to non-visible spectra such as infrared. 

The charcoal-color of the impending dawn lit the fringes of the horizon, and the Undead laborers retreated into the darkness of their secret places.

Frank recalled his probe just as his liege and the Dwarves awakened to agony. According to his medical database, the main cause of their distress was dehydration of the brain. Given the over indulgence Frank had witnessed last evening, he would not have been surprised if his companions’ brain tissue had been reduced to a fine powder. 

After the trio had bathed, dressed and eaten, Frank explained his plan to his weary liege.

“So ye want to confuse th’ bastard by givin ‘im an extra target?” The bleary-eyed master of Robart’s Reach asked.

“Yes,” Frank explained. “Due to this unit’s recent reconfiguration, this unit and one’s liege appear identical from a distance.”

“Aye, so long as I’m wearin’ my platemail suit,” Robart corrected.

“Given the recent assassination attempt, it should pose no breach of social protocol that liege Robart should testify in the presence of a hired guardian and wearing suitable protection,” Frank concluded.

Robart scratched his ruddy beard and said, “You’ve got to be the oddest, most useful Construct I’ve ever met.”

“One endeavors,” Frank replied truthfully.

“Now only if he could learn ta use personal pronouns,” Robart said to Dulgar.

“What can you do?” The tailor remarked.

Like the day before, the so-called “turbo” lift grudgingly carried the party to the highest level of Requiem Tower. Of course, Frank rationalized, the only tragedy of the “nobility” elevator coming loose from its suspension cables might be that a commoner in the subterranean levels could be injured when the steel carriage crashed through the ground-level floor.

Lord Duskwalker was already waiting for them in the incredibly grand lobby of the “Great House for the Discourse Amongst Great Cities, and of Debate and Legislation”, otherwise more simply known as the Council of Cities. The lobby was as large as three “visiting noble” suites put together. The floor was laid out as a mosaic depicting the epic battle between the “evil” shamanic warlocks of South Point and the noble “holy” warriors of the North. Frank’s cultural database indicated, however, that the Council of Cities amended their official history records to reflect the fact that the Slave War had been perpetrated by the North against the South, and the “holy” warriors were in fact little more than greedy merchants who saw the technologically inferior Southern people as easy pickings. 

And yet, Frank observed, the depiction of a patently false battle remained in mosaic form unchallenged and unchanged.

“Greetings, friend Robart,” Duskwalker beckoned warmly. “One hears of your late evening and legendary capacity to imbibe strong spirits!”

“’Strong’, my arse!” Robart countered. “Twas only whiskey and vodka -- might as well been drinkin’ tea!”

“You might choose your drinking companions more carefully,” Duskwalker cautioned. “One remembers shambling zombies looking more lively than your two liegemen.”

“That’s because we’re not alcoholics,” Dulgar muttered under his breath.

“Ditto,” Hector added.

[Launch Probe], Frank commanded silently. He willed the bauble to roll along the floor where it entered the Main Hall unnoticed. 

The hall of audiences was a spectacle of conspicuous consumption. The chamber was laid out in a horse shoe shape, with the huge desks for the representatives of the Twelve Major Cities (even though nine of those cities had been defunct since the Great Cataclysm.) The desks and chairs were crafted from pearlwood and inlaid with gold runes. The outer ring had smaller desks for council from the various Minor Cities. Even these stations wasted valuable ironwood and silver for the sake of the lesser functionaries’ aggrandizement. 

Above all this, grey light filtered in from the dozen skylights carved into the high ceiling above the settings for the Major Cities’ council. This wan illumination was augmented by at least four hundred glowtubes. Indeed, it was nearly as bright as natural sunlight. An array of propane-fired hearths along the perimeter walls bravely kept out winter’s chill.

Duskwalker took his desk at the other end of the horseshoe, as the official representative of the village of Twilight Hold. He must have previously sent his administrative assistant ahead of him, as a well-dressed, efficient-looking male Elf occupied a chair to the left of Duskwalker’s. From a strict design stand point, Frank could appreciate the spare, streamlined features so many of the Elves possessed. But then this was natural, as that was genetically engineered; designed from the start for long life and sculptural beauty.

Robart apparently preferred to work without a secretary. He, at Frank’s urging, came to the Hall wearing his plate mail. While this move was unusual, it was not unprecedented; the prior day’s assassination attempt certainly underscored the need for added security precautions. 

To keep the assassin guessing, Frank sat in the large center chair normally reserved for the official representative of Robart’s Reach, while the real noble sat to Frank’s left. From a suitable distance, the lord and liegeman looked identical. 

Before the main debate concerning the McGruder / McFierson peace talks began, the Council disposed of a few legislative items of trivial importance. It boggled the mind that petty bureaucrats could argue so passionately about a 3% increase in some small town’s allotment of hexstone tiles, or whether the goat herding subsidy should be amended to include wool products. 

By this time, Frank had casually rolled his probe up to the ceiling, using a wall tapestry as cover. Peripherally, the Construct heard Lord Robart snoring from inside his metal armor. And yet, his liege’s posture remained perfect and upright. It must be a practiced political survival skill, Frank theorized. 

But that wasn’t the only thing Frank noticed. The observation gallery was sparsely populated with a handful of reporters, observers, and other official interested parties -- about two dozen in all, loosely assorted in a balcony large enough to seat five times that many. Apparently, the impending peace talks did not exactly attract national attention. 

As Frank rolled the remote probe closer to the gallery, he noticed an odd disturbance in the bauble’s sensory feed. It appeared in Frank’s status display as an odd collection of random pixels that disappeared when Frank stopped moving the probe. The disturbance was, however, confined to a column of space approximately seven feet high and three feet in diameter.

Curious.

He moved the probe another foot closer to the balcony and noted that pixilation effect appeared for another instant. 

The main event began with Lord Duskwalker stating his case for the Domalon’s worshippers retaining control of the now-disputed land. Apparently, the real estate in question had a seven-hundred-year-old sacred grove that was the destination for thousands of pilgrims each year. Lord Duskwalker spoke for thirty rounds, and sounded like a true diplomat and statesman. Unlike the miscellaneous proceedings, Lord Robart was wide awake and coherent for his friendly adversary’s presentation.

Of course, this was merely the opening salvo of a dialogue that was slated to take a full week. With Duskwalker’s turn at an end, the council president rang a jeweled gavel that had to be worth a lifetime’s wages to the average Carthag factory worker.

“Will Lord Robart Brightsky, of Clan Bryn, Ruler of Robart’s Reach, please stand and state the case for Clan McFierson,” the president said ceremonially.

Frank stood up, still posing as Robart. It was at this point that the assassin would have to strike, lest the Construct’s deception be revealed. 

Fortunately, humanoids weren’t always unpredictable. And, as the unseen assassin’s first shot rang out and pierced the center of Frank’s upper torso, the security drone realized that a less powerful rifle could have actually done more damage to his carapace. As it was, Frank simply had a one-inch wide hole in his chest and back. The dignitary who sat at the Wren’s Forge desk was not so lucky. His head exploded like a rancid watermelon. The bullet ricocheted off the floor, where it impaled Lord Duskwalker’s assistant. 

As an aside, Frank considered momentarily if the hired killer spent his off-duty time as a billiards shark.

A second shot lanced out and struck Frank only two inches to the left of the first impact. Now the bureaucrats panicked and stormed the entryway like cattle in a burning barn. The doors opened inward, and so the statesmen and ladies alike crushed those at the front of the queue and made it impossible for anyone to leave. Of the official representatives, only Robart, Duskwalker, and two others -- a Human and a blue Fey -- from Minor Cities retained enough composure to do anything tactical. They upended some of the ironwood desks to create a makeshift bunker.

[Engage Shield], Frank commanded silently, followed by a summons of his combat nailgun.

“Who the hell’s shooting at us?” Robart exclaimed.

“Unknown,” Frank replied, scanning the upper balcony. 

The reporters and observers fled when they heard the first two gunshots. But Frank still could not see his assailant. 

A third shot struck down from the observation gallery. It hit Franks shield and instantly shattered it.

[Warning: shield generator overloaded], Frank’s operating system reported unnecessarily.

This time, Frank saw what could only be the muzzle flash from the sniper’s rifle. It was from the same area that his probe had reported what had appeared to be a sensor malfunction. 

“There is someone up there!” The Fey shouted. The winged being produced a single-shot pistol and aimed at the invisible assassin. Frank detected a faint rhythmic vibration on his carapace, indicating that the Fey was targeting via echolocation.

Frank slid his probe rapidly across the ceiling and tried locking in on the probe’s graphical disturbance.

[Informational: Insufficient data for Autolock. Proceed with manual targeting? [Y|N]]

Frank clicked affirmative and fired two combat nails at where he suspected the assassin stood. The first shot missed, but managed to shatter a skylight. Broken glass rained down like icicle-shaped razors. The second missile must have at least struck a glancing blow, for the invisible gunman uttered a mighty curse, and a trickle of blood spattered the back wall of the gallery. The Security Drone found that his aim was much less accurate without software support.

The Fey, however, had no such limitations. He actually fired his gun with his eyes closed. The small caliber bullet hit true, making another oval-shaped spatter along the back wall. The assassin made something of a gurgle before firing a retaliatory shot at the blue Fey. The ironwood desk cracked in half, sending wood splinters in a 30’ radial spray. The Fey looked like a winged pincushion, but Frank estimated the damage as not being life-threatening. 

Dulgar quickly scribbled a formula onto his glass tablet, summoning a mathematical ward to shield the wounded Representative from further attack. 

“You can kill the cowardly ass anytime you like,” Dulgar hissed.

Frank launched two more combat nails. While he couldn’t be certain, he thought they both missed. The assassin, however, struck the Construct squarely in the center of his helmet. His operating system reported that his structural integrity was still at 91%. The three small holes thus far didn’t amount to much real damage.

The Fey reloaded his compact pistol, echolocated, and fired again. This time the assassin’s invisibility field collapsed, revealing a tall, gaunt Human male with a neatly trimmed black moustache and beard. He also had a bloody bullet hole in his forehead.

Frank launched his grappling hook and pulled the corpse over railing. The dead killer’s body slammed to the floor with a wet thump and a clatter of body armor. Apparently, his last two nails did hit, but simply failed to penetrate the assassin’s ceramic chest protector. The head wound and the thirty-foot drop had certainly finished him off, however.

The Fey fluttered across the chamber, landed next to Frank and stated, “I’m Blue Martavin, Mayor of Islet’s Reach, and you’re obviously not Lord Robart Brightsky.”

“That’d be me, lad,” Robart said, standing up from the cover of the overturned desk and opening his helmet’s visor. “This is my bodyguard, Construct Frank.”

“Oh,” Blue Martavin said, and seemed to instantly dismiss Frank’s presence as if he were a piece of furniture.

“Roll that bastard’s sleeves up,” Robart asked of Hector.

The Paladin complied. The gunman’s left forearm bore a burn-scar in the shape of a poker card -- the so-called “suicide king”.

“Assassins’ Guildsman,” Robart hissed. “Damn Orloc, too cowardly to fight his own battles.”

At this point, three dozen armed guards in scale mail burst through the throng of cowering politicians.

“Almost in the nick of time, Gregory,” Robart said dryly, obviously familiar with the chief guard.

“I’d like to see you get through all those fat, panicked rabbits over by the door,” Gregory replied with a wry smile. “Besides, dead-eye Martavin and your Construct had things pretty well in hand.”

The council president ordered a six-hour recess while the security detail recorded the relevant evidence surrounding the assassination attempt. In that time, the guards removed the three dead bodies and the broken desk.

Later, when the council resumed, it was as if the unforeseen violence had never occurred. Only the empty desk of Wren’s Forge testified to some sort of loss. Robart, less hung-over now, made an impassioned thirty-round account of why Clan McFierson should have ownership of the disputed land. Given the eloquence and emotional intensity of both Brightsky’s and Duskwalker’s oration, contrasted against the apparent apathy and boredom of the other council representatives, Frank could guess why precious little of genuine merit ever got accomplished by the North Point government.

The rest of the week passed by without further crisis. Other officials asked pointless and obtuse questions of Robart and Duskwalker. When Frank engaged his math coprocessor and assigned numerical values to the phrases most representatives said, he found that the ones who spoke the longest frequently said the least. A few actually managed to say absolutely nothing of meaning while talking for several hours to accomplish that unlikely feat.

“That’s called a ‘filibuster’, lad,” Robart explained. “Ye jest have to get used to it. Politicians make a livin’ by talking without actually saying anything.”

It made no logical sense to Frank, and yet he could not deny it was so. In the end, the council took a route suggested by none other than Hector Grizzletooth that the governing authority evenly divide the disputed land, but allow the Domalites to retain control of the sacred grove in perpetuity.

“And to think,” Robart gloated, “Moira predicted that I’d be killed by the end of the peace conference!”

Indeed, Frank thought, and nodded to his liege.

Interlude

Still out of phase with what passed for “normal” time, Lord Talon Brightsky found he could easily manipulate physical objects, but could not interact with people. It was an odd effect, this “temporal displacement”. Citizens in normal time kept glancing in his direction, as if seeing him on their visual periphery, but would see only an empty space head-on. It made Talon feel like a ghost.

“So,” Robart’s son asked his telepathic companion, “was that guy trying to kill my father or that drone?”

Mebok looked up from the jury-rigged time-viewing machine he had hastily constructed, and communicated, [With ironic overlay: Those two choices are not mutually exclusive.]

“Yeah, yeah,” Talon said dismissively. “You sound like Frank when you talk like that.”

[No overlay: One cannot corroborate. The machine’s thoughts are opaque to me.]

“It’s nice to know that at least someone out there can keep secrets from you,” Talon said with mild humor. “But seriously, what happened in Carthag? Mom said that dad never returned. Does he still not come back?”

Of course, the whole concept of secrecy was unknown to the mute and highly telepathic alien prior to his being marooned in the slave city of Myracannon, on what he deemed to be quite a backwater and culturally bankrupt world. On his world, by comparison, there was almost no distinction between individuals; when everyone could read each other’s thoughts, the culture became homogenized. 

[With calming overlay: Your father lives, but Castle Brightsky still falls.]

Mebok failed to mention that, thanks to Frank and Dulgar’s tampering with history, it was now impossible to determine who the assassin’s target was. Two conflicting events seemed to have happened at the same time: Lord Orloc had indeed hired a professional murderer to eliminate Robart Brightsky. At the same time, that same killer was hired by an unnamed cloaked figure to destroy Construct Frank. As it happened, neither attempt succeeded. 

Still, the brewing temporal “knot” was a phenomenon that filled the alien with an odd mixture of fear, fascination, and exhilaration. He was pleased, however, that the unfolding scenario wasn’t taking place on his world.

Chapter 26: An Untimely Detour

The peace conference wound down over the next six days. Frank’s injuries regenerated quickly, as was common for Constructs. After the two Clan leaders from McFierson and McGruder signed the Grizzletooth Peace Plan, both sides insisted on quibbling for the remainder of the allotted time over minutia such as border tolls, highway rights, and the like. It seemed to Frank that both Lord Robart and Lord Duskwalker enjoyed debating each other chiefly for the sake of having clever things to say in public. His historical database informed him that this type of political discourse was called a “sound bite”. Still, by the end of the week, both sides had enough of what they wanted to avoid war for at least a few more years. 

It was the party’s last night in the capitol city. The next morning they would once again have to face winter’s wrath and a ten day trek back to Robart’s Reach. Tonight, however, Lord Brightsky decided to teach his mechanical servant the time honored art of poker. From what Frank could glean from his sociological database, the game was more than a method of gambling; it had far-reaching religious and mythological implications. For such a portentous game, it had surprisingly simple set of rules that involved five or seven card combinations drawn from a deck of 52. 

Frank engaged his math coprocessor so as to even his odds somewhat. Lord Robart, after all, gained his title and his lands through his ascendancy in poker (while at the same time acquiring a few choice enemies.) Lord Duskwalker was now newcomer to the game either. His companion, Dulgar, had at least a passing acquaintance with the game, although he scarcely had time to practice while serving in General Histra DuPrie’s textile sweatshop. Hector Grizzletooth, the Paladin, was an unknown; he suspected his talent would be vestigial at best as the True One clergy took a dim view on gambling; not that they liked excessive drinking any better, and it hadn’t stopped the Paladin from drinking nearly to the point of respiratory arrest earlier in the week.

“Well,” Lord Robart said grandly, “I remember when I was just a lad. I ran into some homeless beggar who claimed to once have been the ‘master of all gambling’, and that he would tell me his secrets if’n only I’d give him a cigar and a spot o’ whisky. Well, bein’ just 17 at the time, that seemed like a pretty good trade!

“So this grubby bum sucks down half a bottle of Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whisky like it’s fruit punch, and practically smokes my last Umber Blunt in one gigantic inhale. It was then that I figured I got suckered.

“I waited a couple o’ rounds and then demanded he spill the beans. This is what he said: ‘I’m a man who’s held four aces, and I made a livin’s readin’ faces. So here’s whacha gotta do: You’ve gotta know when to hold’em; know when to fold’em; know when to walk away and know when to run. Never count your silvers when you’re sittin’ at the table; there’ll be time enough for countin’ when the dealings’ done.’”

Robart paused a moment to let the pronouncement sink in, then he continued: “Of course, that advice was just a bunch of drunken hooey!” Robart said dismissively. “It took me a few rounds ta figure out that if this tramp was such a great gambler, then how come he was a homeless wreck who hung out in the garbage alley of the ‘One Way Inn No Way Out’?! A year later, however, I met gambler in Ex-Libris who was known only as the Dealer – some kind of immortal he said he was. Now that guy knows his cards! After a couple years under his expert tutelage, I could beat just about anyone who didn’t cheat.”

“Verity, thou speak!” Lord Duskwalker agreed. 

“That’s a fine tale indeed!” Hector Grizzletooth enthusiastically and lit a fat cigar.

“Oh brother,” Dulgar sighed, obviously not buying into the mystery and thrill of Robart’s narrative.

“So,” Hector interjected, taking a puff off a six-inch Fuentes Primo,” are we going to talk about it, or are we going to play it?”

“Play it,” the nobleman confirmed. “And I think you’re about to learn a few things,” Robart declared with an aura of superiority. 

Lord Brightsky unwrapped a brand new deck of playing cards, struck a match, lit the paper wrapper on fire, and then used the burning wad to light one of his own large cigars. He then spread the cards across the table in a wide arc, flapped the cards over from one end to the other, and then reversed the arc. He then shuffled the cards three times, cut the deck twice, and tapped the cards back into a neat, rectangular stack. He then dealt out five cards to each player and declared, “Suicide Kings are wild.”

According to Frank’s sociological database, the “Suicide Kings” referred to the two kings in the deck that were pictured with swords behind their heads. He was pretty sure that it would be fairly difficult to commit suicide by impaling one’s own head from the back of the skull through the front. Nonetheless, that was the informal name for those two cards.

Because Frank still had not installed a dexterity upgrade for his hands, he was unable to hold the cards directly. This obstacle was overcome by borrowing a dictionary from the barmaster and sticking the cards in-between its pages. It didn’t matter that much, since Frank’s status window showed a diagram of his cards as well as an extrapolation of the possible hands held by his four opponents, thanks to the aid of his math coprocessor.

An hour later -- and fourteen hands later -- Frank’s prediction concerning the efficacy of his math coprocessor was fully realized. Lord Robart, as expected, had accumulated the largest pile of glass and copper coins. That was to be expected, of course, as he had studied under the tutelage of the immortal being known as The Dealer. Frank and Lord Duskwalker were in a virtual tie, while Hector and Dulgar were within a few hands away from being bankrupted.

Frank’s current hand consisted of two aces, a one-eyed jack, and two eights. There were no wild cards declared for this hand. His math coprocessor recommended jettisoning the jack so as possibly get another ace or eight and thus get a full house.

“The dealer takes one,” Robart announced and exchanged a card in his hand.

“Fold,” Dulgar said. “These cards are junk.”

“Three for me,” Hector requested. “Baby needs a new sword of wounding!”

“My cards are more than sufficient,” Lord Duskwalker said eloquently.

“One card,” Frank said simply.

“You know,” Robart said aside to Dulgar, “your mechanical friend has one heck of a poker face.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” the tailor confirmed.

Frank updated his display to reflect his new card. Random chance seemed to finally favor the Construct, since he had acquired another ace, and thus had a full house consisting of aces and eights. His math coprocessor estimated he had a 91% chance of victory based on the strength of this hand.

“Three tens,” Hector said happily.

“Alas for thee,” Lord Duskwalker said as he laid down his hand. “A full house of twos and threes.”

“Ack,” Robart exclaimed in disgust. His hand included a five, six, seven, eight, and a jack. “Nothing but a busted straight.” 

“This unit declares victory with aces and eights,” Frank said, trying to get into the spirit of things. “Examine, and produce tears.”

“Umm . . . I think that’s ‘read them and weep,’” Dulgar corrected.

“Yeah,” Hector said. “And that’s a dead man’s hand, by the way.”

“Explain,” Frank asked. 

But he didn’t hear the answer, for his internal chronometer clicked to midnight at that very moment. His awareness changed, and the smoky pub vanished.

His vision filled with a handful of broken images . . .

Robart Brightsky did not die by an assassin’s bullet. The war between Clan McFierson and Clan McGruder did not continue. But a week from now, a portal opens in front of the great House of Robart’s Reach. Two men step through. One is dressed as a nobleman elite, while the other appeared to be a scholar. The nobleman wore platemail and a tabard of red and gold. He had short black hair, a thin moustache that curled on the ends, and sideburns that came to dagger points. His grey eyes were cold and sharp. He reminded Frank of the one-eyed Jack from the poker deck. The scholar wore a shabby black cloak and had three glass tablets sticking out of his shirt pocket. He carried a valise that barely remained closed, so stuffed it was with research notes and papers. He had wild blue eyes that darted this way and that. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in three or four days.

“So, Madman,” the nobleman sneered. “You’re sure you can do this?”

“Sure?” The so-called madman replied in a hysterical voice. “How can anyone be sure of anything? Chaos theory itself states that . . .”

“Shut up, you,” the nobleman said dismissively. “Just do it.”

“Aye, my lord, I can do it. But remember that every cause has effects. And . . . sometimes effects have causes.”

“I’m in no mood for transcendental philosophy. Just get on with it!” The nobleman roared.

The scholar, obviously a Mathematician of no small power, laid two of his three tablets on the ground and held the third in his hands as he began scribbling a complicated formula. The two tablets on the ground changed color; one turned white and the other black. He then started his second formulae, and two opposing beams of light emanated from the two tablets on the ground. The beams intertwined to create a swirling, diffuse sphere of black and white smudges that encircled the Great House.

“Here is where we trespass upon the Signature of God,” the Mathematician said, as sweat poured in rivulets down his face. Frank thought there were perhaps a few traces of blood mixed in with the sweat as well. 

The third phase of the formula caused the swirling colors around the Great House to solidify, like a solid piece of polymer. The two tablets shattered into tiny fragments mixed in with ground powder.

“It is done,” the Mathematician said solemnly. “I have created a Stillpoint, and have thus earned the enmity of the Universe as well as its Creator. Now hand me the cash.”

“Of course I have your reward,” the nobleman said easily. Instead of reaching for his money purse, he drew his sword and impaled the scholar through his heart. Blood erupted from the Mathematician’s mouth and spattered the nobleman’s face with blood.

“Causes have effects,” the Mathematician gasped, and collapsed to the front lawn. “And I know that Time is your enemy.”

“Yeah,” the noble said to the corpse, “but at least I have the time, fool!”

Another image.

It is years later. Lord Robart Brightsky did not remarry, but he did rebuild the Great House on the other end of his land. To that day, he still held the hope that the Stillpoint could somehow be reversed and Lady Moira could be freed from her polymer tomb. The Professor had labored for years, but had been unable to unravel the mad Mathematician’s formulae. The notes were long gone, stolen by the mysterious noble. 

But with Robart’s Reach still functioning, it added to the local economy of Brighton’s Reach. He employed over a hundred men and women.
Another image.

A century and a half later and Robart is long dead. But Robart’s adopted son Lance Brightsky has a family, and his offspring are fruitful. Generations later, Bretton Brightsky, Maggie, and their six children are happy in the second ancestral home. Robart’s Reach has prospered, and has over five hundred hirelings. Bretton Brightsky signs an exclusive (and profitable) contract with a certain cobbler for his workers’ shoes and boots. That merchant has a newborn child named Elonna

Bretton and Maggie leave flowers at the walkway to the original Great House, and they do so every week . . .
The scene faded to black, and the only thing Frank perceived was his status window that showed the time as being 0:0:4:7, which means that his reverie lasted about half a turn. But what Frank saw in the vision did not match with what he experienced in the year 681. Robart’s Reach was ruined in the future, to be sure, but it had not been encased in strange polymer shell. Lady Moira was Undead in the future; in the vision, she was trapped within a sphere of indestructible plastic.

Frank pondered several unanswered questions: Was the mysterious nobleman Lord Orloc, or possibly some other foe of Robart’s? And who was the crazed Mathematician whose spells foiled even the legendary Professor of Brighton’s Reach? 

Frank wondered if the vision contained elements of an artificially revised future, or if they were instead mere possibilities of what could be. 

It was at that moment that Frank’s environmental sensors came back online. The ambient temperature was 72 degrees, and his atmospheric sensor detected a higher than normal concentration of carbon dioxide and particulate ash, presumably from his companions’ cigars. This information implied that he was still in the pub. His body was also still oriented in a seated position.

“. . . didn’t mean to break him. God damnit, I didn’t mean it!” Hector’s frantic voice came through Frank’s acoustic sensors as his hearing came back online.

“For the last time, you didn’t break him!” Dulgar said with exasperation. “These high-functioning Constructs just kind of ‘freeze up’ sometimes. And there’s no Construct I’ve ever met that’s as high-functioning as Frank.”

“Does this happen often?” Robart asked. “Like, in battle, for instance?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Dulgar reassured. “If fact, I think this is only the second time this has ever happened. Besides, I think he’s coming around now.”

Frank’s vision came online. He opened his faceplate and looked at the curious face of his friend Dulgar, who was finishing a few calculations with his glass tablet.

“One functions,” Frank said simply.

“Well, that’s good ta know,” Robart said as he pushed a fat coin purse in Frank’s direction. “We bagged up your gambling winnings for ye. Tis as fine a display of beginner’s luck as I’ve ever seen!”

“Fatigue claims me, my friends,” Lord Duskwalker said with a yawn. “Now that our mechanical friend is back with the living – such as he qualifies, of course – I shall retire for the evening.”

“What he said,” Hector agreed, downing the remaining contents of a flagon of sweet tea.

“Come on, Frank,” Dulgar said. “Let’s get out of here.”

As they walked back to the turbolift, Frank asked his friend why a full house with aces and eights was called a “dead man’s hand”.

“Well, I’m no historian,” Dulgar began. “But I do seem to recall a story about some Sheriff in West Point several centuries ago who was shot in the back by a drunken thug in some rundown seedy bar. He was supposedly holding a full house containing aces and eights when he was murdered. Yes, poker is a pretty superstitious game. It’s only a little less superstitious than Tarot.”

“Understood,” Frank said.

“But one thing I’m dying to know: How’d you get so good at poker without ever playing it before?”

“One implemented a math coprocessor,” Frank said truthfully.

“Frank!” Dulgar exclaimed. “That’s cheating!”

“Really?” Frank asked.

“Oh yeah, really,” Dulgar confirmed. “You didn’t see me using my glass tablet while we were playing, did you?”

“No,” Frank confirmed.

“Okay then,” Dulgar said. “There’s no use me telling Robart or Duskwalker, since they’d both be honor bound to challenge you to a duel. You’d probably beat them both, and killing your boss doesn’t exactly look good on a résumé . So here’s what you’re going to do instead: give the money to a worthwhile charity.”

“Understood,” Frank agreed. It wasn’t as if he really needed the money for anything. But he had certainly met quite a few people lately who did need the money.

Robart Brightsky and his two retainers went to bed, while Lord Duskwalker retired to his quarters on a different tier. Soon, Frank was once again alone and standing at the huge bay window. As on other nights of the week, the Construct sent his remote probe into the Undead section of the city.

Tonight, he watched as a shipment of humanoid bones came through the north gate. Each bone was carefully wrapped in soft cloth and tagged. Frank made a note to himself to add an infrared sensor to his probe when next possible. As it was now, he could not read the lettering used by the Undead denizens of the city. By Frank’s best estimate, the five wagons full of bones could possibly make a hundred complete humanoid skeletons. Was it the Skeleton King’s desire to create new citizens from the bones of the dead, or was he building a new army to challenge the Council of Cities?

Elsewhere in the city, Undead laborers drilled dark panes of glass into the windows of a few Highscrapers to replace the broken or missing panels. Though some kinds of Undead could abide the sun, many could not, and the new windows would allow the skeleton citizens to live aboveground during the day. This progression did not bode well for the living population of Carthag. Indeed, Frank wondered if the Undead Truce was even going to be renewed after it was due to expire in A.S. 521. 

Frank was also concerned about the strange lapses of time he had been experiencing. Before tonight, these visions of altered time had been limited to his status window. But this time it had claimed his full awareness. He wondered how much more he could change the future before the visions of the changes he made incapacitated him.

His thoughts turned once more to Elonna. He found it satisfactory that he had destroyed her murderer – a nonsentient medium-grade security drone of the same series as himself. But the doom of that Construct could not balance the equation of justice by itself. He replayed the image from his memory: a wall full of drawings that displayed all of her dead friends, and an image of the terrifying heavy-duty drone that had killed them all. But then she had drawn a picture of him, which read “Frank: My last friend, the only one who lived.”

He hoped that his actions could somehow make it so that Elonna would not someday be sold into slavery and die of chemical sickness and brutalization at the hands of a soulless machine.

That thought gave him pause. Technically, Frank knew he, too, was nothing more than a soulless machine. And yet he was fundamentally different than every other Construct he had thus encountered. But he was clearly not human or humanoid either, mentally or physically. Construct Manny had been close in intellect to Frank, but that ascension into sentience had only occurred after the heavily damaged Security Drone had somehow united with the Dwarven shop foreman. The two together were clearly much greater than the sum of their individual parts. 

Frank considered that he might simply be one-of-a-kind. He was created by a traitor in order to unmake a slaver-tyrant. He was given Directive Zero, and yet that command seemed to almost never govern his actions. What he did, he did by choice – his choice. And that was unusual for Constructs. In fact, as Frank was learning more each day, it was almost unknown for a Construct to be completely self-governed.

Time passed as a constant, and Frank thought again of Elonna – his first friend. He also thought of the Changeling who died in the twine factory, and of the ritual he performed before he had the corpse cremated. He remembered Talon’s friend, an Elf who died from the poisoned bite of an Undead sentry hound. How many were now alive as a result of his tampering with the past. Or, for that matter, how many were the people who died who had once survived? Frank could not know.

Dawn came in waves of grey. His probe reported that the winds blew from the north at 31 miles per hour and had an ambient temperature of 7°. Thin sheets of flurries blew nearly horizontally. They sky looked like a slab of flat, monochromatic grey marble. Frank predicted that Dulgar would be especially unhappy with the weather, given that they would be travelling overland. He, of the group of four, tolerated extreme cold the least. 

Robart, Dulgar, and Hector awakened, sans hangover thanks to their restraint the previous evening. The nobleman packed up his belongings quickly and efficiently, just as one would expect from an experienced road warrior. The trio breakfasted in the pub tier and then met Frank at ground level to reclaim their riding animals. 

When Frank next saw his companions, it was obvious that they had not needed a weather report in order to face the day. Lord Robart wore two layers of thick wool and a heavy cloak of bearskin over his plate mail armor. His padded boots were lined with felt along the heels so as to prevent the chill from the frozen ground from creeping into his feet. He also wore a cloth mask underneath his helmet, so as to protect his nose, lips, and ears.

Hector Grizzletooth was more conservative in his garb. A native to the Northern Mountains, he was undoubtedly inured to the Northern climate. He was dressed as he was when Frank first encountered him: in a plate mail suit of armor with woolen underclothes, a cloth face mask, and a heavy tabard draped over his chest and back.

When Dulgar Gemfinder emerged from the rickety turbolift, Hector and Robart took one look at the tailor and burst out in uproarious laughter. Dulgar was wearing three layers of wool atop his ring mail armor, and two more layers of bear pelt on top of that. His helmet was covered with the furry head of a bear (which made him look sort of like an entry-level version of Lord Duskwalker). His boots were lined with felt and fur, both within and without. His gloves were so padded that Frank marveled that his friend could even move his fingers. The tailor had obviously spent the lion’s share of his earnings thus far on the winter garb he now wore.

“So ye think it might be a wee bit chilly, eh?” Robart laughed.

“You look like a stuffed teddy bear I had when I was still impudent youth – only bigger and furrier!” Hector added.

“Laugh all you want,” Dulgar said, obviously not taking offence. “I’m tired of freezing my ass off in this deity-forsaken land! And I’m too young to get my soul frozen too!”

“Well, ye need not worry about that now, lad!” Lord Robart confirmed. 

Robart surrendered his party’s visitor’s badges and arranged to collect his horse, Hector’s pony, and Dulgar’s alpaca. When they stepped into the freezing cold, it was like being slapped in the face by the spirit of despair. Frank could not feel the despair personally, he knew, but it was evident in his friends’ faces and body language nonetheless. The warmth of Requiem Tower seemed like an illusion compared to the harsh reality of the outer environment.

“I stand justified,” Dulgar said from underneath all his furry wrappings.

“Ack!” Robart cursed, while pulling his outer cloak in closer. “I’ll say nary a word now, lad!”

The animals gave occasional complaint, but there was little they could do. After a few turns of the punishing wind, they animals became silent and simply trudged on like automatons. Robart did not push them, however, and they were still hampered by Frank’s slower speed since now mount on the planet could carry his weight.

This time, as they left Carthag down the single safe boulevard, no assassin’s bullet rained down from the height of Requiem Tower. Only the strange dry screams of the Undead buzzards that circled overhead noted their departure. While Frank was concerned that the birds may be the Skeleton King’s eyes from afar, there was precious little that the Construct could do about it at the moment.

Robart’s group slowly headed north, back towards Brighton’s Reach, and then on to Robart’s ancestral castle. With the looming advent of the Illuthielite holiday of Slaughtermas, Frank took the point in case they were waylaid by murder-minded religious fundamentalists who attempted to appease the god of the Undead on a quarterly basis. 

As they marched under a marbleized grey sky, Frank considered how different the perceptions of holiness people had depending on their religion. Robart, Hector, and Dulgar worshiped the True One, the God of Good. For those three, “holy” acts included good deeds, selfless behavior, and kindness to others. Lord Duskwalker worshiped Domalon’s, the God of the Hunt. He considered “holy” deeds to be those that benefited nature, created balance in the ecology, and furthered a more egalitarian relationship between humanoids and animals. Both religions seemed to have constructive and life-affirming ideals, and yet their goals were often different. But Frank did not understand why anyone would want to worship an evil deity like Illuthiel. How could one believe premeditated murder of innocent travelers to be a “holy” act? And he was confused as to how one could come to believe that becoming a sentient, free-willed Undead monster after death was a laudable goal.

Frank remembered that Directive Zero had referenced a text titled Code of the Saintly Warrior. But now that he was located in both another place and time, and was an outlaw in Myracannon, the Construct did not see an easy way to access and download the tome from the Control Spire. Hector, however, was a saintly warrior by virtue of being a Paladin. The security drone set a memo for himself to consult with the warrior Dwarf after their current mission was complete.

Towards evening, Robart found an irregular stand of large boulders that served to keep out most of the howling wind. Construct Able, having been set to standby for the past week, was reactivated and sent to collect dry grass and twigs. At this time of year, the dead flora, while scarce, was also so desiccated that one could almost set fire to it simply by wishing it so. While Frank appreciated Able’s efficiency and dedication to duty, the fact that Able would submit to being deactivated and stuffed into a backpack like so much luggage underscored again how different the security drone was from other Constructs he had encountered thus far. Nonetheless, Able carried out his tasks without complaint. Twenty rounds later, he had a warm, amber fire lit within the interior perimeter of the circle of stones. The diminutive machine set about cooking a meal for the three humanoid travelers.

After a meal of sausages and sauerkraut, Robart brought the animals closer to the camp so that they would not freeze overnight. He sent Able to gather more twigs and logs for the night’s fire. While the nobleman busied himself feeding and grooming his mighty war horse, a whirligig arrived, addressed to Robart. He snatched the hovering aluminum sphere out of the air and unscrewed the two hemispheres in order to retrieve the message contained therein.

“Well, there’s no rest for the wicked,” Robart said cryptically after reading the tightly coiled paper scroll. “The Professor needs us in a hurry, but he didn’t say what for.”

“When he says ‘hurry’, he really means, ‘yesterday’”, Hector added. “I don’t know what kind of pull he has with the Church, but when he asks for a favor, he always gets it. I guess you just got conscripted too. How’s it read?” 

“He writes: ‘My Dear Lord of Robart’s Reach: Under Article 47 of the North Point Constitution, I hereby call upon the Grant of Support and Succor. While a noble man of your reputation would undoubtedly aid me regardless, the assistance I require is such that dire events would transpire if such aid was refused. Please make best speed to Brighton’s Reach so that I might discuss the crisis in detail. By Word, Action, and Sigil; The Professor.”

“Article 47,” Hector murmured. “That’s an order you can’t refuse.”

“Aye, that is so,” the nobleman agreed. “And one that sounded pretty desperate too, so we’re going ta take the Shortcut.”

That the word “shortcut” was spoken as a capitalized/italicized word was so obvious that even Frank noticed.

“Geez!” Hector moaned. “I hate taking that route. I’d rather chant a hundred ‘Hail Moira’ than go through the Thin Space!”

“Well,” Robart said mischievously and with a wink, “as our mechanical friend is fond o’ sayin’, ‘those two choices are not mutually exclusive’”.

“Get bent,” Hector retorted.

Frank consulted Wayfinder-1 and discovered that the so-called Thin Space appeared on the satellite scan as a sort-of “smudged” region roughly thirty miles in diameter, half a day east of their location. The drone did not understand how travelling six hours in the wrong direction was going to help them tomorrow, but he also knew that Lord Robart had quite a bit of experience with the complexities of the North Point terrain. INCONSISTENCY: Frank looked up The Thin Space earlier on the way to the conference, so he’d know what it is, though he’s probably still wondering what use traveling there would be.
“Query: Thin Space,” Frank asked.

“It’s a big nothing,” Hector grumbled.

“Aye,” Robart agreed.” It is that, more and less.”

Frank decided that his friends were posturing again. He waited a few segments for the nobleman to get to the point.

“Well, there is more to it than thot,” Robart continued, his thick Caldeni accent in full force. “I dinna ken how the Thin Space came ta be, but it’s a handy bit o’ nowhere. Walkin’ a few paces there is like a hundred anywhere else. But ye must be aware o’ not getting lost. There’s nae landmarks, an’ everything’s misty an’ flat.” INCONSISTENCY: Robart gave an explaination of The Thin Space earlier using similar language. Maybe tweak this to make it clear that he’s just reminding people of what the place is since it does seem so unbelievable.
“Understood,” Frank replied, and saved the information for future reference.

“I’m glad someone here does.” Dulgar added.

Frank wasn’t sure he completely understood, but he had learned that the humanoids valued politeness over honesty in certain circumstances. He refrained, however, from conveying this sentiment to his companions.

While the wind was just as blustery as in previous nights, the temperature remained in the low teens, which made for a marked improvement over what the party had previously experienced. The Watcher had waned to a thin crescent and thus provided little illumination to the night sky. It was a rarity on North Point, however, that the sky was not completely overcast. Tonight, the sky was full of stars – cold points of white light that flickered in atmospheric distortion. Still, there was completeness to the sight that Frank intellectually appreciated. The Construct saved an image in his archive for later contemplation.

It was ten rounds before Quarternight (2:5:0) when Lord Robart awoke from what was apparently a fitful and restless slumber. In the waning light of the campfire, the nobleman looked older than his years and haggard. Given the events of the past two weeks, Robart’s dissipated condition was understandable, even expected. But the Security Drone also understood that the humanoids needed psychic rest just as much as they needed to rest their bodies. And the Lord of Robart’s Reach had precious little of either recently.

“Greetings,” Frank said simply.

“Aye,” the nobleman replied in kind. 

Lord Brightsky silently sat on a boulder for a few rounds in wordless contemplation of something that obviously troubled him. He then looked at the clear night sky for a while, just as Frank had just done.

“Pretty,” he remarked offhand. “Cold, but pretty.”

“Agreed,” Frank replied.

“It’s a shame ye canna dream,” Robart said unexpectedly. “Moira could see the future in dreams . . . sometimes. Ye remember?”

“Yes,” Frank confirmed. He also wondered why Robart had just now referenced his wife in the past tense.

“She said she saw my doom,” he continued. “But I always believed that the future is written in pencil, not in ink, so I took her vision simply as a warning ta be careful.”

“Wise,” Frank said noncommittally.

“My dreams of late . . . Sometimes it feels like I’m holding two pieces of paper up to the sun, one in front of the other,” Robart elaborated. “It’s as if I can almost read one through the other, but not quite. But I can sense the shape of it – there’s violence and death in ways I canna understand. It’s there in some maddening way that lies just beyond my ken. I’m starting ta understand why Moira’s so strange, and why she says what she can do a half measure of blessing and curse.”
“One understands,” Frank agreed. He actually knew all too well what his liege was talking about. Frank couldn’t dream in the traditional sense, but he had been intimately aware of the changes he and Dulgar had made to the future thus far. And the changes were accumulating each day that Robart and Hector lived, since in the original undisturbed timeline, Hector Grizzletooth died of blood poisoning and Lord Robart met his end with a bullet through his heart.

“Well if you do, you’re doing a damn sight better than me,” the liege said tiredly. 

“One endeavors,” Frank said in a way that he tried to make sound self-satisfied, but it just came out flat as usual. Then he wondered why he even wanted the information to sound as anything else than purely factual.

“Quantify threat-level posed by the Thin Space,” Frank inquired, attempting to change the subject. He calculated that it could only undermine his efforts to change the future if the subjects of that change somehow became aware that their destinies were in a state of flux as a result of interference by an outside power.

“Nae, lad,” Robart replied with his occasional thick West Point clannish accent. “Unless ye somehow get yerself lost. Then ye may starve ta death befare one ever sees normal land again.”

“Does that frequently happen?” Frank asked.

“Well now,” Robart said expansively, “for the ones that can’t navigate, it only happens once – and then they’re dead!”

Clever, Frank thought.

“But seriously,” the liege lord amended, “there’s nary a thing ta warry about. Besides, you Constructs are supposed ta be good at backtracking if we need ta.”

“Agreed,” Frank said.

What Robart Brightsky said was likely to be true. In the worst case scenario, Frank surmised that he should simply be able to retrace their route back to the beginning so long as he remembered to store vectored information on their trek. Of course, Frank’s worst case scenario was limited by his imagination about just how horribly wrong things could go. 

Morning came, and the sky was clear for the first time in a month. The air was still as cold and life-draining as a banshee’s wail, but Gai’s light somehow made the whipping gusts a shade more tolerable. Like the last time it was sunny, the humanoids stared as long as they could at the swollen red orb as it rose upward from the horizon. The light quickly transcended from red to orange to yellow, and soon the sunlight was blinding to mortal eyes. Still, Frank noted the profound effect that true daylight had upon his companions. It was as if the fatigue of the past four weeks rolled off their shoulders. The light gave them hope and resolve. It seemed to awaken a strength of spirit that had apparently lay dormant for quite some time.

“Nice weather,” Frank said to Dulgar, attempting to make small talk.

“It is indeed,” his friend agreed. “We never had sunlight at Myracannon. Sometimes I wish I could store Gai’s light within, like the Fey can.”

Frank did not comment. Of course, Frank knew the Fey paid a price for that capacity. They were much more dependent on the sun than the other humanoid races. Certainly the Fey who labored in the Lord Histra DuPrie’s titanium dioxide refinery could attest to the truth of it.

The troupe headed east toward the Thin Space. Like many days in the heart of winter, the environment was nearly silent except for the cold wind that passed over the rocks. Frank counted exactly one bird and two desert mice over a five hour period. 

At 15:5:2, Frank’s sensor probe detected a very strong magnetic interference half a mile ahead. It was actually so strong that he was unable to propel his remote sensor forward without losing contact with the device entirely. As it was, the AV signal was choppy and heavily laden with artifact. Frank shared his findings with his three companions.

“Well.” Robart said, “that would explain why birds avoid this place like the plague.”

Frank thought the answer was a bit of a non-sequitur, but gave the nobleman the benefit of the doubt.

As the party approached the outer edge of the Thin Space, the land leveled out into a sort of gritty flat plane that was utterly devoid of any kind of life. Ahead, the air was not precisely foggy, but instead caused some sort of blurring effect that limited the Construct’s visual range to less than two hundred feet. Frank recalled the probe, which had hovered at the edge of the shimmering event horizon.

“Now the fun starts,” Robart said.

“And by ‘fun’, he means, ‘not fun at all,’” Hector added sagely.

And the first thing Frank noticed upon stepping into the Thin Space proper was his operating system reporting a massive, cascading list of system failures. . .

Twenty-Seven: Keeping the Home Fires Burning

Of course, Frank should have considered the possibility that there was more to the Thin Space than met the eye. As his automated systems shut down one by one, his diagnostic software reported a litany of woe:

[Structural Integrity: 100%

Data Beacon: Offline

Math Coprocessor: Offline

AV Recorders: 10%

HUD: 15%

Target Autolock: Offline

Cartography Service Module: 10%

Virtual Memory Swap file: offline

Active Directive Compliance Module: offline]

Of course, Frank realized, it could have been worse. The magnetic torus generated by the Thin Space seemed to disable the drone’s peripheral systems but had not yet interfered with his core AI. The keyword here being “yet”. He also contemplated the idea that his mapping program, now working at only 10% reliability, was actually worse than useless.

He took a step forward and fell flat on his face.

[Run Diagnostic: Background / Automated Services], he commanded.

No response. In fact, his diagnostic window did not even launch. 

“Are ye well?” Robart asked, helping the drone back to his feet.

Frank tried speaking, but found that he couldn’t do so until he was standing fully upright. Then he had the mental capacity to respond.

“Some systems are compromised by the local environmental effects,” Frank admitted.

“Nay ye warry,” Robart replied. “Tis nothin’ here ta fight. Just don’t ye fall behind now!”

Frank realized that his current disability was that he could no longer multitask. He could walk, but not talk at the same time. Likewise, he theorized that he could indeed use his nailgun so long as he was standing still when firing. As it was now, he had to focus his entire attention on tasks that were usually automated. His status window was gone, as were any visual aids he used on a regular basis, such as his Heads Up Display, environmental display, and energy utilization gauge. 

And yet, despite all these limitations, his core self remained unaffected. His behavior was currently not regulated by the complicated set of Directives that allegedly controlled his activities, yet he did not feel compelled to do anything he would not ordinarily do. He did not have access to his historical database, by he remembered from skimming it before that “robots” and “androids”, which Frank assumed to be some sort of primitive Construct, were supposed to go into a berserker rage if their Directives ever failed. But that made little sense. Rage required emotion and self-awareness. Frank had encountered precious few Constructs with any sort of self-awareness, and none at all with even the faintest spark of emotion. 

Frank did not descend into a berserker rage. 

What he did do, however, was observe the odd flattening of the terrain and the equally strange effect the Thin Space had on the atmosphere. While he could not numerically quantify it, the air seemed completely devoid of humidity. And while he could not get an exact temperature scan, the sensors in his hands reported that the temperature had risen at least forty degrees after they passed through the Thin Space event horizon. He also observed that his humanoid companions no longer exhaled long trailers of steam from their mouths when they spoke or breathed.

Dulgar removed and stowed some of his heavier outer wrappings and said, “I thought you said the Thin Place was a drag. The weather seems fine to me!”

“Aye, the weather’s just fine,” the nobleman confirmed. “She ain’t much ta look at, though.”

A hundred paces later, the dry “mist” cut the Construct’s vision to fifty feet. The ground was no longer even gritty, but plain white and somehow spongy. The “mist”, too, was white and faintly luminescent. Frank doubted the cycle of day and night held much sway here. The Security Drone could only place his blind trust in his liege whom somehow had an innate sense of navigating this strange place. Whether they walked for rounds, turns, or hours, Frank could not say, for his internal chronometer blinked random times in no particular order or pattern. The rest of his instrumentation was just plain inactive and disabled. It felt like hours, but not days, though he could not be sure.

“Was this place always here?” Dulgar asked of his liege. In the Thin Space, the tailor’s voice sounded muffled and flat, as if the sound had difficulty propagating across even the meager distance between master and henchman.

“That I canna say, lad,” Robart admitted. “It’s a bit o’ speculation that ‘here’ is a place at all. Rather, it’s a bit o’ nothin’ that disguises itself as bein’ a ‘here’. But it isn’t. Right now, we’re nowhere at all, I think.”

“How comforting,” Dulgar murmured.

“Look on the bright side,” Robart said sarcastically. “If you were ta get lost and die o’ starvation, at least there’s nary a buzzard or worm ta eat yer corpse. Ye’d be mummified fer sure. Maybe even end up in a museum someday!”

“You must be a real blast at parties,” Dulgar said. “You’ve got such a way with words.”

“Yeah,” Hector agreed. “Talking with you is like a ray of sunshine – right up the arse!”

“Everyone’s a critic,” Robart retorted. “But only I know where the hell we’re going.”

Some indeterminate time later, the white “fog” suddenly cleared, and the deep of night closed in on the party like the corporeal, grasping fist of a vengeful spirit of the damned. 

According to folklore, the outermost Circle of the Furnace of Eternal Punishment was not hot at all, but a place of exceeding coldness where it was forever winter, but never a holiday. Such seemed momentarily the case until Frank’s sensors and other affected systems rebooted. 

Frank resynchronized his chronometer with Wayfinder-1 and did a GPS inquiry. The Thin Space was over a hundred miles south, and, indeed, the city of Brighton’s Reach lay merely a mile to the north.

“Wow,” Dulgar said simply. “That was fast!”

“You shoulda seen the time he was really on the ball,” Hector boasted. “He got us right to the front door of the pub!”

“Well,” Robart said modestly, “Ah t’wasn’t guidin’ three animals, an extra person, and a big Construct that time either.”

Frank looked behind him and all he saw was the road behind him, dimply illuminated by the sliver of crescent moon on what was still an apparently clear night. A cloud front was moving towards the party from the north and with it more snow and colder air. By daybreak, the sky would return to appearing as a shapeless leaden dome. 

“Floodlights,” Frank said, activating his array of compressed sodium lamps. A pleasant salmon-colored radiance washed out for several hundred feet ahead of them.

When his systems finished reinitializing, his operating system informed him that it had once again filled the energy buffer required for an upgrade. His targeting systems and structural integrity increased by another five percent. Apparently some of the strange energy of the Thin Space leeched into the Construct’s upgrade buffer during the three hour tour of nowhere. He decided to save the use of the upgrade for later.

As the tired party slowly travelled up the road leading to Brighton’s Reach, the few stragglers coming out of the town to their rural homes nodded respectfully, or tipped their hats to the local lord and the holy warrior that accompanied him. Dulgar got an occasional courteous nod, while Frank was uniformly ignored as if he were a piece of animate furniture. The vague affront did not surprise the Security Drone at all. In fact, Frank observed, most organic humanoids did think of Constructs as animate pieces of furniture – or tools. 

When the party reached Robart’s favorite local pub, a quaint establishment known as the Olde Dun Cow, Frank heard the sounds of vehement strife even from a few blocks distant. 

“You swine are going to have to tow the line now that Robart Brightsky – phony ‘lord’ that he was – has finally met the fate that was his due for climbing above his station! A petty gambler, a drunkard and a thief is all he ever was!” A voice uttered contemptuously, and carried with it the haughty tone of old-wealth “nobility”.

“Yer never gonna tell me he’s dead,” a voice belonging to the bartender boomed. “Get yerself outta me bar a’fore I throw ya out on yer arse – and none too gently neither!”

“Say,” Hector said, drawing his finely honed avenger-blade, “it sounds like a fight’s about to start. I could use some action!”

“Aye, so it seems,” Robart agreed, quickening his pace and drawing the angel sword Symmetrika’s Hope and commanding it to glow with silver radiance. “And that high-talkin’ fool acts like being a drunkard, gambler, and a thief is bad somehow. It’s always worked for me!”

Robart picked up speed, making his armor jingle like sleigh bells. With a swift kick, he flung the door to the pub open with a whoosh and a bang. Everyone in the bar stopped what they were doing and stared at the intruder.

At the center of the pub stood an extremely well dressed and well groomed young man armed with a wire basket rapier. He wore highly polished ring mail shirt atop a deerskin vest. Frank also observed the holdout pistol strapped to one pant leg and a dagger to the other. He had a pencil thin moustache that again reminded Frank of a Jack’s face from the poker deck. The ends even twirled in a tight spiral. He was accompanied by two dim-witted brutes that looked like they would take the title “goon” as a complement.

“Who the hell are you?” Jack-face asked imperiously.

Before Robart could respond with some backhanded witticism, the barman said, “That would be Lord Robert – you know, the thieving gambler and drunkard.” He poured himself a cold one from the tap; then added, “Of course, he might not have heard ya talkin’ just now, son, so ya might have the say it again -- to his face this time!” 

The petty nobleman turned to face the taller and husker Lord Robart Brightsky. At first, confusion clouded his size, then anger, then fear.

“What the hell do you want?” Jack-face asked, with a bit of forced smugness.

“Just a hot meal, a bottle of lager, and a peaceful hour,” Robert said coldly. “But if it’s a fight ye seek, I can put off supper for a round, maybe two.”

“There’s plenty of time for peace once you’re lowered into the grave’s earthen embrace, fool,” Jack-face said menacingly. “It’s time someone taught you the Final Lesson, which is this: the way of the Northern Aristocrat is the way of privilege, wealth, and conspicuous consumption. It has no room for mercy, charity, and pity – traits you false nobles express like puss from a sore. What say you, Pretender?”

Hector yawned grandiosely, then asked Robart, “Is he done talking yet so we can fight?”

“Oh, he’s done talking,” Robart confirmed. His checks flushed with unconcealed rage. “And if such a powerful noble should stoop ta teach a ‘pretender’ such as I the Final Lesson, then mayhap I could know the name of my Teacher?”

“Ur-lord Turnoch Lochrael Cassandra, nephew to Lord Orloc Cassandra of Cassandra’s Reach!”

“It’s not called that anymore; unless your uncle’s built himself a new stronghold of late,” Robart said mockingly.

“So much talk, so little fighting,” Hector said as an aside to Dulgar.

“Shut your speaking!” Ur-lord Cassandra screamed. When he did, a sudden gust of wind rolled through the pub, knocking over mugs and plates, as well as sending more than a few hats flying.

“Parlor tricks,” Robart dismissed. “If yer ready ta fight, then let’s fight. I’ll even give ye knight’s odds!” To Frank, the liege commanded, “Stand down.”

That left Robart, Hector, and Dulgar to fight Turnoch and his two henchmen. Lord Robart unsheathed the angel-blade Symmetrika’s Hope, which issued a sound not unlike that of a scythe cutting through a patch of wheat. The pub patrons ran for the back door, obviously wanting no part of what was assuredly to be a blood bath. The barman, stoic as ever, simply took another pull of beer from his frosted mug.

Robart whispered a command to his sword in some ancient, dead language; the blade then brightened until it glowed like the sun, except with a silver radiance instead of gold. The intensity of the weapon’s light nearly overwhelmed Frank’s visual sensors until the light-balancing software equalized the glare. Robart, however, was unaffected and seemed to see through the radiance as if by normal torchlight. 

“Ken’q’Thwen, serve me!” Tunoch ordered. 

The ur-Lord’s weapon, a finely crafted steel rapier made by a blacksmith of obvious pride in his work, suddenly ceased being metallic. Instead, the narrow blade somehow converted into a substance that looked like red glass. And like Symmetrika’s Hope, this weapon glowed brightly from within.

The henchmen of the two nobles drew their more ordinary weapons and entered melee range. Hector swung an axe at one of Tunoch’s dim-witted disciples. The blow cracked the hireling’s buckler shield in half, sending two semicircular fragments clattering to the hexstone floor. The henchman reciprocated with a rapier jab at the Paladin’s midsection. Hector doubled over as if punched in the gut, but the sword obviously failed to penetrate the Dwarf’s armor.

Dulgar loathed engaging in combat any longer than necessary, so he simply drew a formula on his glass tablet as he dodged rapier blows. The skinny Dwarf was fleet of foot, and Frank marveled that he could write a coherent formula while being chased around the bar by a sword-wielding hired thug. 

“Coward!” The henchman of Tunoch Cassandra shouted. His low intelligence and lazy tongue made it sound more like “Caar’rd”.

Dulgar tapped out the last term of the formula, and the bellowing buffoon suddenly found himself trapped in a glass rectangular box three feet square and six feet high.

“Apologize, and I’ll poke some air holes into it,” Dulgar said acidly.

“Sorry?” The obviously frightened hoodlum offered.

“I’ll think about it,” Dulgar replied and stepped up to the bar for a ringside seat.

Robart and Turnoch kicked tables and chairs out of the way with a vehemence almost unbelievable for two men who had previously never met. Their swords clashed with a sound like a thunderclap. The younger man, while his mouth and ego could fill the pub by themselves, did at least know a thing or two about fighting. He deftly parried blow after blow from Symmetrika’s Hope. Each time the blades met, white-hot sparks flew at orthogonal angles, landing on tables, napkins, drapes, and the coats left behind by the fleeing patrons. Robart’s face was nearly purple with rage.

“I’ll kill ye and all the kin that claim ye!” He shouted.

Turnoch said nothing, but instead stuck out at a momentary opening, stabbing Robart in the fleshy part of his left shoulder. 

The pain made Robart focus. His cheeks dimmed to merely red, and he took care where to aim his next several blows.

Hector, meanwhile, swung his whole body around like some kind of martial-arts windmill, arching his axe in his right hand while defending with his buckler in his left. His larger foe parried three blows with his rapier, and the weapon bent by ten degrees with each deflection. On the third blow, the top half of the rapier sheared off, accompanied by a shower of sparks. 

“I yield!” The beaten henchmen shouted.

“Then there’s the door,” Hector replied, pointing to the front of the pub with his axe. “Don’t let the knob hit ya in the arse!”

“Coward!” Turnoch exclaimed as his retainer made a hasty retreat like a dog that has just been kicked in the rear end.

“Ye like that word, don’t ye?” Robart asked rhetorically as he swung Symmetrika’s Hope at his foe’s midsection. “But it takes real leadership ta get people ta die for ye!”

The two supernatural weapons clashed again with bone-jarring impact. It was simple physics that two objects hitting head-on will fully exchange kinetic energy, but this lesson was accompanied by showers of sparks. The third blow, this time by Turnoch, elicited an arching bolt of silver lightning from the angel-sword that looked like it had come from a Jacob’s Ladder. The electrical discharge hit the liquor cabinet behind the bar, igniting one corner of the pub in a blue-white conflagration of burning alcohol spirits.

“I will kill you!” Turnoch taunted, and scored a burning swipe at Robart’s armor. It didn’t penetrate, but did ruin the noble’s breastplate. “For my Uncle’s sake, you shall die!”

“You keep saying that,” Robart shot back, clanging the sword against his enemy’s helmet which then flew across the pub to skid along the floor into the rapidly growing maelstrom of flame. “But I’m still here”

Robart swung again and his sword grazed the entire length of his foe’s blade Ken’q’Thwen, eliciting a tongue of crimson flame that shot out towards Robart. The nobleman dodged, and the jet of fire instead rolled against the front plate glass window and set the drapes alight. The barman, obviously having had enough, exclaimed, “You two are madmen!” He then dove for the front door which was rapidly becoming wreathed in flames.

“Frank,” Dulgar spoke up. “Can you push our captive outside while there’s still time?”

“Yes,” Frank replied. He spooled out his grappling hook, and the tailor wrapped the cable around the mathematically-generated holding cell that contained the distraught henchman of Turnoch. It took no great feat of endurance to pull the captive out of the bar.

From outside, Frank could hear the clanging of the noblemen’s swords and the terrible oaths and curses they flung at one another. Over the next several rounds, the smoke pouring out of the broken windows intensified and turned from grey to black. The fire spread outside the building and began consuming the second floor of the pub, which served as an inn for travelers. Fortunately, most of the suites were unoccupied, and Frank only spied three individuals diving out of the second-floor windows in advance of the all-consuming flame and ran down the darkened boulevard. Frank polled his math coprocessor and calculated that the pub would reach flashpoint in another four rounds.

The barman approached Dulgar (again ignoring the Construct) and exclaimed, “You master, and that whelp of Lord Cassandra’s, are paying the rebuildin’ of my pub, or so help me I’ll hire Hand & Book to clean you all out for good!” 

Frank had no idea who Hand & Book were, but he theorized that they were probably Law Twisters. As Frank’s creator saw fit to imbue him with legal knowledge, the drone knew that Lords Brightsky and Cassandra would most likely lose in the face of civil (or even criminal) action against them. 

“I’ll tell him,” Dulgar replied simply. 

“Well, I ain’t worried too much about Robart,” the barman replied. “He’s a man who pays his debts – with interest. But Orloc Cassandra is cheaper than a widow peasant on Market Clearance Day.”

“I can imagine,” the tailor agreed, having seen evidence of Lord Cassandra’s cheapness in the form of the laughable Cassandra’s Crossing Bridge.

The front windows blew out at the atmosphere inside the doomed eatery reached flashpoint. The marquis, a huge sign depicting a contented brown bovine and the words “The Olde Dun Cow”, came clattering to the hexstones. For a moment, Frank considered the possibility that his employer had been consumed in the fiery maelstrom. But then Robart Brightsky emerged from the flaming wreckage, wounded but obviously alive.

“My liege?” Dulgar asked tentatively.

Robart staggered towards his hirelings, and Frank was unsure if he was doing so by sight or sound. The nobleman’s face was black with ash and soot, and his flesh already swelled with the effects of a second degree burn. Symmetrika’s Hope was sheathed, but he carried Ken’q’Thwen like a cripple would carry a walking stick. The weapon’s crimson light had faded back to grey.

“Yer gonna pay, ye madman!” The barman shouted as Robart made his swerving approach.

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “And fer the price o’ yer pub, Lek, I humbly present Ken’q’Thwen as payment.”

“Sell it I shall, and bill ya the difference,” Lek, the barman postured.

“Aye,” Robart said wearily and then collapsed into unconsciousness.

“He really does have a lot of enemies, doesn’t he?” Dulgar asked of no one in particular.

“Yes,” Frank said, answering the rhetorical question.

“The Professor’ll know what to do,” Hector Grizzletooth said matter-of-factly, as if his friend getting barbecued was a common occurrence. 

It would be later on that the Construct found out first-hand just how common an occurrence it could and would be. For now, Frank picked his liege off of the chilly hexstones of the main boulevard and followed the Paladin over the man who had summoned Robart using a noble Writ. 

The Fire Waggoner’s arrived with a water truck just as the flaming skeleton of the Olde Dunn Cow collapsed in to a pile of embers. Frank left Lek to explain the details of the catastrophe to the Fire Chief.

The Professor lived in a considerably better neighborhood. Even at Quarternight, Frank could see streets were far better maintained than in the more common districts that his liege favored. The hexstone tiles were smaller and alternated in color between black and slate grey. Decorative shrubs and well-pruned trees lined the boulevard. Even the lamp posts, ordinarily stark and utilitarian, were designed sculpturally to look like slender metallic trees into which the glow tubes and glow spheres were cradled. The houses, while technically still row homes, were a good sight taller and wider than in Robart’s haunt. Most of the houses were four or five stories high and composed of white or grey stone. Like many wealthy enclaves, the homes were protected by austere metal gates that prevented the causal passer-by from approaching the house in question. Frank wondered why it was with humanoids that rich invariably believed the poor to be lesser, inhuman creatures to be either ignored or contained. 

At last the party reached the Professor’s home. It was five stories high, made of red brick (unlike the other houses on the street), and had a strange vaguely humanoid stone statue sitting ominously in the front yard. And it wasn’t a statue.

[Request Ident/Function], the “statue” asked in Machine Language. It had actually been quite a while since Frank had conversed in his native tongue. He found it to be satisfyingly efficient. It was also a refreshing change to be using Standard Transfer Protocol, instead of the much slower VTTP.

[Unit Ident = FC8D442B. Function = Security, Medium Duty. Request Reciprocation], Frank replied.

[Unit Ident = BB7B55CD. Function = Sentry, Light Duty. Request Intention.]

[Physical presence of humanoid Robart Brightsky requested by humanoid Professor. Priority = High], Frank explained.

[Verifying. Verification complete. Entry granted], Unit BB7B55CD answered.

At that moment, the steel gate that had blocked the party’s access swung open, seemingly on their own accord, although Frank knew that the Sentry Drone had simply issued a command in Machine Language to open the portal.

“Well, that was fast,” Hector said. “Usually I have to bang on the gate for five or ten rounds before the Professor opens up. And by that time, the neighbors are hollerin’ all kinds o’ curses at me. He must know we’re already coming.”

Another Construct answered the door. This one, too, looked like an escapee from a museum exhibit. It had a tiny head with a handful of multicolored marbles for eyes, four slender arms that ended in six-fingered hands. It held a rectangular piece of slate that had the remarkable ability to convert the Construct’s thoughts into written words.

“Enter. The Professor has been awakened,” the sign displayed. The words remained for two segments and then faded. “Please go to the Drawing Room to wait,” the sign displayed again.

The slender drone shuffled away on its four tiny feet. Frank had to wonder what utility such a Construct would have. It had no visible weapons, and seemed too fragile for hard work. Perhaps the Professor created the door sentry simply for decorative value.

Unlike most drawing rooms, the richly appointed waiting area actually had a large, halfway finished oil landscape on display on a wide easel. It did not look like a place Frank had ever visited, and showed a skyline with a smattering of stubby trees and rolling hills of tall grasses. In the foreground, still at the pencil draft stage, a family of six sat near a caravan wagon. There was also a small camp fire with some sort of quadruped animal roasting on a spit. According to Frank’s cultural database, this type of artwork fell into the category of “Western” and tended to romanticize the lifestyle of the West Point frontiersman. 

The drawing room had a wooden liquor cabinet with many bottles of various spirits and an array of crystal stemware. The cabinet door was slightly ajar, so Hector used a step stool to pull down a brandy snifter and poured himself an ounce of Korian Amber, which was apparently some kind of high-quality brandy. Hector took a small sip and pronounced it to be the “Nectar of the Gods”. 

Frank laid Robart out on the couch. He had begun to regain consciousness and moaned with incoherent pain. He coughed a few times and opened his eyes by a few millimeters then closed them again. His breathing was more labored now, and it was obvious that he was feeling the pain of his wounds while in a semi-comatose state.

“Oh, have yourself a drink,” the Professor said archly as he entered the drawing room.

“Thanks,” Hector replied, apparently not realizing that the invitation was, in fact, a rebuke.

The Professor did not match Frank’s anticipation of him. The Construct had expected the man to be a doddering elderly gentleman, reed thin, and glasses as thick as hexstone tiles. In fact, the legendary Mathematician looked to be only in late middle-age, had strong shoulders and a straight spine. His hands looked to be acquainted with hard work, and his sharp visage spoke of incredible focus and intelligence. His hair was pure white, but was as thick as a floor mop – and about as tidy. But there was something else about the man, too, but Frank could not categories it; but there was something, he was sure. Perhaps it was how his eyes looked incredibly experienced somehow; not old as like the infirm, but ancient like the dragons of legend for whom age made one stronger and not weaker. 

“You might as well have a smoke, while you’re at it,” the Professor added, pointing to the humidor. 

“Excelsior Fuentes,” Hector exclaimed, obviously impressed. “They haven’t made these in five years! How’d you get them?”

“Easy,” the Professor said. “I just sent a message to the Teacher – with capital ‘T’ there -- and he sent a message to some version of himself in the past, who bought a hundred boxes. The Teacher from ten years ago sold it to my former self from a decade ago, with a note to remind myself to send a message to the Teacher on Day 52 of A.S. 471, which was a couple of months ago. Well, when I got the crate of cigars ten years ago, I put them into a compressed stasis vault in my basement. I’ve been pulling a box out every once in a while. And there you have it! Fresh Excelsior Fuentes smokes from a farm wiped out by the Grey Blight five years ago.”

“Glad it was so easy!” Hector replied.

“I’ve done harder things,” he noted. It was not a boast, merely a statement of fact.

Power, Frank thought suddenly. The sensation he had of the Professor that he could not identify earlier – it was the sense of power coming from the man. The Professor was a wellspring of vast potency that he did not overtly display. The ability to control the physical forces through mathematics was something that his companion Dulgar had to a small degree, and General Histra Duprie had to a much greater degree. But what Frank now sensed was immense; he was surprised that the mere mortal form could hold in so much energy. A humanoid would not sense this energy. But a Construct could, for it is through the wielding of obscure scientific forces that a Mathematician creates the Theoretical Engines that draw energy from the universe and give life to the machines they build.

But then, Frank remembered, the Professor was no longer a mere mortal. He was no god either, but instead something in-between. He was an Immortal.

“What happened to Robart?” The Professor asked.

“Some pipsqueak from House Cassandra – and two of his toy soldiers – tried to ambush Lord Brightsky,” the Paladin explained. “They fought, sparks flew, caught things on fire. People yelled and screamed and dove out the windows. The place burned to the ground. Robart lived and the Idiot Nephew of House Cassandra didn’t.”

“Well…” the Professor said, rubbing his stubbly chin thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s good that I’ve got an out-of-town assignment for him. Lord Orloc Cassandra is probably going to incite a Blood Venge when he finds out about his nephew’s death in a barroom duel.”

“I think he needs some rest first,” Dulgar advised.

“Well, yes,” the Professor agreed. “He can rest here safely. I will send a whirligig to Lady Moira letting her know the current situation.”

“So,” Hector asked. “If’n it’s not to impudent, what do ya need him for anyway?”

“Actually, it’s not impudent, since I need more than just him,” the Professor explained. “I need all of you four. And it is an emergency.”

“Go on…” Dulgar prompted.

“Well, first things first: It’s always shaming to have to face one’s failures,” he began. “But a hundred years ago I commissioned an experimental artificial township called Fractaltopia. It was designed from the ground up to be made solely from pure Geometry: no wood to rot, nor steel to rust. There is a sentient construct named Shaddock whose mind is so powerful that he can maintain the operation of the whole city by thought alone.

“For the first century, all was well. But then some minor flaw in his programming manifested. At first, it caused only small anomalies in the shape and color of the buildings. But then over the past five decades, Shaddock has slowly but inevitably descended into madness. He is my greatest creation and my greatest failure.

“Recently, he’s learned a terrible knowledge. He’s discovered the means to create a Stillpoint. In his madness, he believes that turning Fractaltopia into a vast Stillpoint will somehow ‘perfect’ the city’s design and keep out ‘impure’ organic beings like you and me. He must not be allowed to do this.”

“So you want us to kill him?” Hector asked.

“By the gods, no!” The Professor exclaimed in horror. “I’d sooner kill my son – if I had one. Shaddock is like family to me. You all are going Fractaltopia in order to help restore his sanity.”

He took a glass rod out of his desk and then continued, “This device has all the programming codes and Mathematical formulae to cure his madness and erase the knowledge of Stillpoints from his mind.”

“So you’re doing a root canal,” Dulgar said.

“Yes. That’s exactly the term. I had a feeling you were of the Mathematically minded sort when we first met,” the Professor confirmed, handing the rod to the tailor. “You can do the honors when the time comes.”

“Er… thanks?” Dulgar replied, obviously not caring for the idea of being so casually volunteered.

“Then it’s settled!” The mysterious Immortal said. “And as soon as Robart’s fit for travel, it’ll be ‘off ye go!’”

Frank’s math coprocessor estimated a 74% chance that the Professor wasn’t telling the party everything about the new project. Frank’s own limited intuition, however, surmised a much higher percentage than that.

Twenty-Eight: Slaughtermas

As it turned out, Robart had the constitution of a bull. While he coughed like a dying man for two days, he finally expelled the soot from his lungs sufficiently so that by the third day he actually asked for a cigar. That a man who nearly died of smoke inhalation could so quickly resume the questionable habit of smoking was a fact that confounded Frank’s understanding of logic.

“Well, I’ll say one thing for the young ur-Lord,” Robart said as he, the Professor, Dulgar, and Hector sat in the breakfast nook of the Immortal’s kitchen. “He was brave lad, and he fought with honor even though it killed him in the end. But it’s better ta die a man than live as a fraud. He used no cowardly assassin like his uncle always does.”

“Say true,” Hector agreed.

Frank did not comment. He did, however, remember that Turnoch Cassandra picked a fight in a bar with a man who had caused him no harm, and then tried to kill him. That did not strike Frank as being the hallmark of “honor”, in his estimation.

“It’s good that you are leaving today,” the Professor said. “It’s not like your companionship is unpleasant, but I fear that Lord Cassandra’s minions are already asking around town for you. There’s a 10 gold piece reward for your head.”

“Since when can a noble advertise for an assassination of another noble?” Robart asked with sudden ire.

“Well, the exact verbiage,” the Professor explained, “is ‘Ten Gold Coins for the head of a Very Specific wild animal last sighted at the Olde Dunn Cow at the time of its burning’. I think the Assassins’ Guild and the other assorted riff-raff can read between the lines; the ones that can read, at least.”

“Well isn’t that just legally-compliant of th’ old bastard,” Robart replied without humor. “If he doesn’t knock it off soon, I’m going to have ta kill him in self-defense one of these days.”

“Nay, friend,” Hector offered, “Make him commit suicide – you know, by him stabbing himself in the back a dozen times or so.”

“Great advice – from a Paladin,” Lord Robart rebuked.

“Twas a joke, Robart, just a joke,” Hector replied.

“When I think it’s funny, you’ll hear me laughing,” Lord Brightsky said.

There was silence for a few rounds as the four organic beings ate the rest of their breakfast. The strange, slender drone entered the nook and cleared away the dishes.

“I’ve got a parting gift for you all,” the Professor said to his hirelings in an attempt to lighten the sullen mood of his guests. 

He hopped up from his seat and went into his study. After rummaging around for a few rounds, he came back with four clear cylinders that contained a dark black steaming fluid. It looked like the top of tube had a twist-off cap.

“That’s a mystery,” Robart said. “What is it?”

“It’s a portable coffee carafe,” the Professor said triumphantly. “There’s a tinker on West Point named Deros Chan who’s working on some sort of matter-transport system. He asked me to test out these carafes, since they’re spatially connected to a coffee machine in his shop in Ex-Libris. In theory, it should automatically refill once every four hours –at least so long as he remembers to refill the coffee machine it’s linked to.”

“Nice!” Dulgar said. “We could have used something hot to drink on the last mission.”

“That’s not the best part,” the Professor teased and then picked up a single cylinder. “Coffee: Cream and Sugar,” he commanded. The black fluid turned a medium tan color. 

“Lemme try one,” Hector said, grabbing a different tube. “Coffee: Extra Half-and-Half”

The carafe’s contents obediently turned an almost beige color. 

“Enjoy them,” the Professor said. “And don’t worry about breaking them. They’re made out of pure Geometry, not glass.” 

It was true that objects made from Geometry looked a lot like ordinary glass. However, upon closer look, Mathematically-created items did not display the “waviness” and other imperfections inherent with glass. There was perfection in its transparency. Geometric items also made more of a thudding noise rather than a tinkling sound when tapped with another solid object. 

“I thank ya,” Robart said honestly.

“Well,” the Professor said, apparently wrapping up the morning’s discussion, “You’ve got the map and you’ve got the programme control rod. My personal Construct will show you to the larder stores where you can re-supply.”

“If I didn’t know any better,” Hector said sagely, “I’d say he wanted us to get out!”

“Perish the thought,” the Professor said sarcastically. 

“It won’t hurt us one bit ta not be here when the assassins and other hooligans start nosing around, though” Robart observed.

After the party re-supplied, they once again braved winter’s chilly wrath. Unlike other recent days, the wind was calm and the temperature was almost as high as the freezing point. Frank surmised that the weather condition was unpleasant for the humanoids, but bearable. Dulgar, garbed in his multiple layers of coat-furs, still looked like an oversized version of a child’s plush-fuzzy. His alpaca was woollier than ever, too, thanks to its natural adaptation to the harsh climate. 

Although Frank could not see the programme control rod, he could sense the item that hung from a lanyard around his friend’s neck. It radiated a fair amount of Mathematical energy. While the device was not exactly a Theoretical Engine, it had enough code imbued in it to be such. 

As they party travelled south, Frank’s thoughts kept focusing on the programme rod that his friend carried. He did not understand why it bothered him that members of his kind could be so easily manipulated by their organic creators. While Frank was sure that the Professor was a benign entity, and would never willingly harm one of his own creations, the Construct was all too aware of the fact that despotic slavers like Histra Duprie were all too willing to use artificial beings to carry out their dirty work. It did indeed bother Frank that another Mathematician could theoretically create a programme that could turn him into a psychopathic, malevolent killer. Perhaps this low-level resentment is where the mythos of “rogue robots” originated from. His vague unease of his own vulnerability hardy rose to the level of homicidal rage, however. 

Fractaltopia was situated in the southeast quadrant of the continent, ninety miles down the coast from Wren’s City. According to Frank’s sociological database, which was “current” for two hundred years in the future, Wren’s City would be razed to the ground by an army of shambling mummies led by an Outsider god named Sarcophka. Fortunately, the doom of Wren’s City would not occur for another thirty-one years. For now, it remained a hale and vibrant coastal city whose primary industries included fishing, canning, and ship building. The party would be passing through this metropolis in ten days to re-supply.

For now, they travelled south. According to Wayfinder-1, they would intersect the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks by nightfall the next day. The oddly named superhighway ran from the ruined city of Scaradom down to the port city of Touchstone. Frank kept his probe one mile ahead as a precaution against highwaymen.

While the first day was uneventful, the following day brought them to both the beginning of the superhighway and to the day of Slaughtermas. 

“So,” Hector Grizzletooth said conversationally, “any of you all ready for Slaughtermas?”

“Nay,” Robart retorted, “I didn’t have time to hone my sword. It might take two hacks to dispatch the Illuthielite cultists.”

“You all think we’ll have a run-in with them?” Dulgar asked.

Before Robart could answer with what would undoubtedly be a witty quip, Frank interrupted instead: “Yes. The probability approaches 1.0.”

Frank’s probe transmitted a video feed of five cloaked figures huddled inside the ruins of a stone cottage. An oily fire burned reluctantly, and they appeared to be roasting a blackened carcass on a greasy spit. Frank’s math coprocessor, with the aid of his medical database, estimated that there was an 86% chance that the thing cooking was a sizable chunk of a humanoid torso. 

The Construct panned the imager to the left in order to look at the apparent group leader. He was a Caucasian human of Northern extraction. A ruddy scar marred his nose and another bisected his left ear. He carried a staff that appeared to be made from a wooden core and inlaid with bone – human bone most likely. Glued to top of the staff lay a crown-ring made from human teeth. The followers were armed with daggers and single-shot derringers. His combat software estimated the danger as “low” to the Construct and “moderate” to his humanoid companions. What his software could not estimate was whether the leader or, indeed, the entire cell was capable of spellcasting. 

“What do ya mean by that, lad?” Robart asked.

“He means that there’s trouble ahead,” Dulgar clarified.

Frank explained the details of his remote imagery. Robart made the executive decision to be rid of the cultists.

“Anyone who eats human flesh by the side of th’ road canna be redeemed. T’will be the sword in the belly farr them!” Lord Brightsky announced enthusiastically. Robart was laying the Western accent on a bit thick, but Frank knew by now this was a sign that his current master did not fear the impending confrontation. 

It was not much later when the party approached the ruined cottage. Thick, oily smoke still billowed upwards from the cultists’ cooking fire. Hearing the clattering approach of Frank and Robart’s bulk, the five black robed Illuthielites stood up and reached for their weapons. It did not surprise the Construct that the cultists had heard his approach; medium duty Security Drones weren’t exactly built for stealth.

“We’ve already finished the main course,” the scar-nosed leader gloated. “But we can skin the lot of you and bind books with your hides!”

Frank wasn’t aware that literature appreciation was high on the Illuthielite priority list, but then anything was possible.

“Nay, ye jackals,” Robart gloated back. “Yer main course is going ta be followed by this here sword going inta yer gullet!”

“Fool!” Scar-Nose retorted. “Thou dost not knowest how dark the powers granted unto me by mine own dark master, Illuthiel. I shall turn thy skull into a beer stein!”

Frank wasn’t sure if the sentence uttered in Old Abalesque was grammatically correct, but he doubted it.

Hector flung a finely honed dagger at the cult leader’s throat. The blade skewered the man’s windpipe and a jet of steaming blood erupted from his mouth. Scar-Nose clawed at the dagger’s hilt and yanked it out. He had time to upper a single gurgling grunt as his lungs filled with blood before collapsing to the sandy earth. 

“If you’re going to fight, then fight; don’t just stand around talking about it!” Hector instructed the dying Illuthielite.

“You have desecrated our holy gathering,” one of the other cultists bellowed. “I’ll make you pray for forgiveness!”

Apparently, being shot at was a powerful repentance motivator in the Illuthielite religion, since the cultist aimed his single-shot pistol at the Dwarf and fired. The fiery projectile slammed into Hector’s chest plate and blew him ten feet backward into the highway. Frank decided it was time for the Paladin’s assailant to do some penitence of his own.

“Nailgun: Combat Nails,” Frank commanded, and fired two steel missiles at the cultist with the smoking gun. One nail pierced his abdomen, while the other impaled his left lung. He fell over and proceeded to utter the most blood-chilling screams as he kicked and writhed in agony. Frank ended the cultist’s suffering with a third nail to his skull.
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Frank clicked “Yes” and targeted the next zealot.

“You will die for that,” another Illuthielite promised. He was missing an eye and had neatly trimmed goatee beard that seemed to be favored by the local villains in this region. He drew a Sigil in the air, which caused a searing, fist-sized ball of superheated plasma to appear in the air in front of him. He pointed his index finger at Frank and the fireball slammed into Frank’s chest with the same speed as a shotgun blast. The fire spread out over a 12” radius and began melting his chest plate.

[Structural integrity: 97% (continuing decrease). Thermal variation beyond structural tolerance.]

Indeed, Frank’s operating system once again stated the obvious. He supposed that lesser Constructs would actually have to be told that they were under attack. 

Robart unsheathed his angel-sword and hacked the hand off the fourth gunman. The severed hand still managed to pull the trigger when the hand and gun hit the floor. The shot missed Robart entirely, but instead caught Dulgar in the shoulder. The kinetic energy spun him around and knocked him into the cottage half-wall.

“Watch it!” Dulgar complained.

The gunman with the missing hand stared at the amputated stump which currently jetted blood in time with his own heartbeat. He uttered a single scream and then fled down the highway, spraying steaming blood as he went.

Hector, apparently not dead, slowly picked himself off the pavement and staggered back to the melee. 

“Nay,” Robart cautioned, “Ye’ve done yer part.”

Hector didn’t put up an argument.

The goatee-cultist signed another spell at Frank. This time, a jagged stalactite of steel formed in the air, with the sharp-end pointed at the Construct.

“Is this a dagger I see before me, with the back-end pointed at me?” Goatee-Beard gloated before commanding the summoned missile to launch at Frank. The jagged shaft easily penetrated the Construct’s chest plate, which was already compromised by the searing heat of the previous spell. 
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“Why aren’t you dead?!” Goatee-Beard demanded.

Frank simply opened his faceplate to reveal the black void his helmet contained. What else needed to be said?

Dulgar recovered his footing and flung a hastily conjured mathematical dagger at the fifth cultist, who appeared on the verge of completing a fairly intricate summoning. The missile erred, and instead cut through the crumbling cottage wall as if it was warm wax and not cold stone. Frank’s combat monitor again detected the dagger as a “critical” level threat.

The fifth cultist, a portly individual of bad grooming, a greasy matted beard, and yellowing ragged teeth, completed his spell. To Frank’s sensors, all that happened was a puff of grey smoke momentarily wafted through the melee zone. To the humanoids, however, a spell had quite a different effect.

“You blasphemous fool!” Robart bellowed. “What have ye summoned?”

Frank was wondering the same thing, but said nothing.

“This peri-demon will finish you,” Bad-Teeth gloated. “I shall take my leave while my ‘friend’ finishes you!”

“You won’t get far!” Robart shouted as Bad-Teeth fled across the tundra. 

The cultist turned for just a moment in order to give Lord Robart an obscene gesture. Frank took that instant to capture a high resolution image of his face.

Then, to Frank’s astonishment, Robart began swinging his angel-sword at the empty air. Dulgar aimed another mathematical dagger at the “summoned” creature that Frank could not detect. 

“How the hell do you kill this thing?” Dulgar exclaimed. “My blade just ricocheted off its skin!”

In fact, the dagger didn’t ricochet at all. It passed through the cottage wall in a straight line, just like the last one had. But Frank could not spare any more processing power on that situation. Goatee-Beard aimed his single shot pistol at the Construct’s head and pulled the trigger.

“Die for your sins!” Goatee-Beard exclaimed.

It was true that the small caliber round would have caused a fatal hydrostatic shock in an organic humanoid. But Frank’s “brain” wasn’t located in his helmet; it was integrated into his Theoretical Engine. And yet the petty villains that would seek his death always tried to shoot his head off. It was tiresome in a way.

Frank didn’t waste a taunting gloat at the cultist. He unloaded a pair of combat nails into the Goatee-Beard’s chest and a third one in his mouth. The Illuthielite was dead by the time his twitching body hit the floor.

With all of the visible opponents “dead or fled”, Frank was left to watch as the bizarre fight continued between the humanoids and the seemingly visible foe. Frank tried using the remote probe to detect sensor artifacts as he had during the fight with the invisible assassin at Carthag. But this time, his probe reported the same lack of sensor data that Frank’s internal visual array recorded.

“Frank!” Robart shouted. “Don’t just stand there like a statue! Shoot it!”

“This unit cannot comply,” Frank said truthfully. “Insufficient sensor data for targeting.”

“Ye’ve got ta be kiddin’ me!” Lord Brightsky shot back as he swung again at the empty air. The curious thing is that his blows stopped in a jarring fashion, as if he had indeed hit something hard and unyielding. And yet Frank also did not hear any sounds of metal-on-metal or metal-on-flesh.

Hector threw an axe at the unseen “demon”, where it whirled through the air and out the empty window frame. A few segments later, a second puff of grey smoke momentarily billowed through the cottage. Frank, Hector, and Dulgar stared for a moment at the empty space they had just been attacking but said nothing immediately.

“Uh huh,” Dulgar said noncommittally. “What the heck just happened?”

“I din’nae think there was a demon here after all,” Robart commented. 

“One agrees,” Frank agreed. “This unit detected no hostile forces,”

“Damned illusions,” Hector said briskly. “That’s the cowards’ way. At least he coulda summoned up something real for us to fight!”

Dulgar just stared at the Paladin.

“If’n ye see us fightin’ nothin’ again, Frank,” Robart admonished, “don’t let us stand around like fools. Tell us it’s a godforsaken phony spell!”

“Understood,” the Construct replied.

With the fighting over, the four travelers had a chance to survey the ghastly sights offered by the ruined stone house. Aside from the three dead bodies of the Illuthielites (which were hardening with rigor mortis and exposure to freezing air), it looked like the cultists had murdered one full-grown man and one adolescent, judging by the size of the skeletal remains scattered about the cooking fire. 

“Disgusting,” Dulgar said with distaste.

“We’ve got to bury and bless these remains,” Hector said coolly. “They died in violence and at the hands of evil men. These body parts will reanimate for sure.”

“I agree,” Dulgar said, and then asked Frank, “Can you help dig two graves?”

“Yes,” Frank agreed.

There were no useful tools to be found, but Frank still had his retractable sword at his disposal. He ignored his operating system’s warning that his sword was designed for combat and not excavation. Robart secured the perimeter and found a covered wagon that had presumably used by the cult’s two victims. Frank had his probe shadow his current master as an added security measure. The Illuthielites had already slain the pair of grey draft horses. They had obviously planned on reanimating the horses as Undead steeds, since the hides were painted over, in blood, with a variety of occult Sigils. 

“Bastards,” Lord Robart said to Frank through the probe. He just couldn’t be broken of the annoying habit of picking the probe out of the air and holding it nearly up to his eye when he addressed the Construct in this way. 

Robart wisely took some water out of his canteen and washed the evil runes off the horse carcasses. The wagon was intact, however, and contained several kegs of wine and a barrel filled with cheese wheels. The dead travelers were apparently merchants.

“Maybe they had a peddler’s permit,” Robart said through the probe. “Then we can figure out who they were. Their families need ta know what happened, and that at least some of the murderin’ bastards have paid the hard way.” 

Frank could agree with the sentiment. In his own worldview, justice was like an equation that had to balance. Despite the fact that Frank and Robart had killed three cultists, and the cultists had only killed two. And yet, in Frank’s estimation, the equation of justice was not yet balanced. It seemed to him that when good people died at the hands of evil, there should be a greater reciprocation against evil. 

Thirty rounds later, Frank’s combat sword resembled a twisted hook, thanks to its use as a grave digging tool. The ground had been only slightly more yielding than solid rock. The graves were shallow, but sufficient. The bodies could be further interned using a cairn of stones. And if there was one thing the Northern tundra did not lack, it was jagged rocks.

“I think I’ve got it,” Robart announced, holding a leather attaché case packed with business documents. “’Gregori Markotov & Son Transport Company.’ They’re out of Anchor’s Reach. It’s a good guess that the Illuthielites’ victims were Gregori and his son. They were shipping three kegs of Chateaux Hellion and two crates of cheese wheels to Brighton’s Reach. The manifest says they’re supposed ta have about 500 coppers in cash, but I don’t see a coin.”

“Observation: The Illuthielites could have the money,” Frank offered.

“Tis my thought as well,” Robart agreed. “We can search the carcasses of these three scum after we handle the burials.” 

“Understood,” the Security Drone answered.

Frank carried the pieces of the two corpses over to the freshly dug graves, where he arranged the pieces into something resembling a human shape. It was getting dark by this time, and Frank augmented the waning evening light with his sodium lamps. But even the peach-colored glow could not make the dead seem less so. The corpses were terribly disfigured. The cultists had eaten the eyes and tongues of Gregori and his son. Their hearts had been removed, and their intestines had been strewn around the encampment like sausage casings. While Frank could not feel rage in the conventional sense, he felt that there was no way that the equation of justice could ever be balanced in this situation. 

“I will say the burial prayer,” Hector said. It was a logical request as he was the only one of the group that was an ordained cleric – a Paladin of the True One.

“Go ahead,” Robart agreed.

Hector paused and closes his eyes for a round. When he opened them, he looked much more serious than Frank had ever seen him look. There was a controlled anger to his visage – an unspoken promise of future revenge. This was the real Hector Grizzletooth, Frank thought, underneath all the bluster. This is what a Paladin looks like. This is a Holy Warrior. Frank wondered how one could become such a being.

“Creator,” Hector addressed the True One directly, “This servant asks in the name of the Redeemer Lord that the souls of these two slain be forgiven for any unconfessed sin. May their souls be carried by angels into Your light. May they have eternal life.

“In the Redeemer’s Name, we ask your blessing on these physical remains. Honor these bodies that so ably served as cathedrals for their souls. Honor the bodies by casting Your holy power over them that they might not be misused by the powers of evil as Undead monsters. May these bodies not rise up in corruption by the power of Scaxathrom and Illuthiel, but rise up in perfection in the Life To Come. 

“In the Redeemer’s Name, we ask your blessings for their families who will soon sting with the pain of their loss. Send Your spirit to comfort them in this time of darkness. Give them hope in the binding promise of Eternal Life through faith in You.

“Finally, in the Redeemer’s Name, we ask Divine Retribution upon the evil-doers. Let those here become Your instruments of justice. Let it be so.”

“Let it be so,” Dulgar and Robart said in unison. 

“Let it be so,” Frank added, realizing they were at the end of the spoken ritual.

At Hector’s nod, Frank pushed the unearthed dirt over the bodies and then stamped the loose earth down until it was compacted flat. Dulgar rolled some large stones over the graves. 

“Shall we do the Remembrance?” Lord Robart asked.

“I think so,” Hector said.

“Very well,” Robart agreed. “I’ll start.”

“I remember these two merchants,” the Lord of Brighton’s Reach began. “I remember that they stood bravely against murdering cannibals. Their courage was greater than their might-of-arm. They had honor.”

“I remember these two travelers,” Dulgar said. “I did not know them in life, but I share the memory of their death. I remember making their killers pay.”

“I remember these two men, “Hector said. “I remember that they have a family who will be in pain because of what these Illuthielite cowards did. I will remember to make the other two cultists answer for their crimes if ever we shall meet.”

“This unit remembers,” Frank said lastly. “This unit remembers that the soul exceeds the outer form, and that the bonds of respect and courage remain after death.”

“We shall remember these two,” Lord Robart said in closing. “In our hearts and minds, they live. By Word, by Action, by Sigil, so shall it be.”

The two Dwarves pushed piles of rocks over the shallow graves. On two large stones, they carved “Gregori Markotov,” on one, and “Gregori’s Son” on the other. It seemed incomplete that no one knew the younger man’s name. It was always possible to update the stone at a later date should that information become available, Frank knew, but it seemed like it would have been more ritually meaningful to have this datum now.

“Let’s see if’n we can find the cash,” Robart suggested to Frank. “Their family’s sure ta need every coin in the months ta come.”

The cultists had a whopping three copper and twenty-six glass between the three. Frank surmised that one of the two escaped Illuthielites had absconded with the money purse.

“Damnation,” Robart spat.

“What about these three husks,” Hector said dismissively, referring to the three bodies. “Should we bury them too?”

“Nay! Leave them be,” Lord Robart spat. “The coyotes ‘round here look as they could use a good meal.”

As Robart’s group headed south along the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks, Frank thought about how he really had come to believe that, for humanoids, there really was some aspect of their being that survived death. Yet for him, his own death would simply mean the cessation of awareness. No light everlasting; not even a black void. There would simply be a ceasing. 

Then another thought occurred to him: What if there was a way to make it not so?

Interlude

Talon Brightsky was unhappy. While there was an advantage to being stranded outside of time – the big one being not having to eat and not aging – he found himself becoming increasingly distressed over the strange sights around him. He was beginning to understand why his companion, Mebok, said that his race had long-ago sworn off any kind of time travel. It apparently caused more problems than it solved. Talon could believe it.

He was also convinced that he and Mebock had chosen the wrong door. While he was sure that Dulgar was doing his best to change the past, and thus alter the future, he was paired up stupid Construct; a security drone at that. 

While the nobleman could not be certain how much subjective time had actually passed, he believed it to be somewhere around six months. In that time, he had seen Brighton’s Reach blown up in three different possible timelines by some sort of ancient weapon – what Mebok called a fission-cascade device, only to have the scene flash again and the city suddenly be whole once more. He had also seen over a dozen different configurations of the skyline. In one reality, a giant Control Spire stood in the middle of downtown; an apparent reality in which Lord Histra Duprie was unconditionally victorious. Another showed a company called Chan Industries controlling every aspect of the city.

But that sort of flickering ended weeks ago. Now, the so-called reality around him appeared frozen. Something must have gone wrong in the past, since the timelines stopped shifting. Stupid machine, Talon thought. This has got to be his fault. 

Nothing and no one had moved in over a week of subjective time.

“When are things going to start moving again?” Talon demanded, probably for the hundredth time.

[With mild irritation: One cannot estimate. Dulgar and the machine have made too many alterations into “what was”, and as a result the “now is” is locked against the “could be”.]

“Yeah, that explains it so well,” Talon said in a huff.

By now, Mebok had cobbled together a strange array of technological relics – something he called “calculation drives”. This eccentric collection of parts took up most of the lower level of the building that had once been a pub called “Ye Olde Dunn Cow”. It had, in his recent experience, been a burned-out husk, a ChanMart (presumably something to do with Chan Industries), a casino, a general goods store, and a chapel to the True One. Presently, it was frozen in time as a church, and Mebok’s machine components took up the majority of the pews. The alien was respectful enough, however, to leave the altar unencumbered. Where the lectern once stood, an array of flat panel screens displayed charts and graphs. The alien could apparently interpret the information, but Talon had little interest in technology. He preferred to solve problems the old fashioned way – by brute force.

[Calming overlay: This problem must be solved by wits, not might of arm.]

“I know,” Talon said. “By the way, I was thinking to myself, not at you.”

[Apologetic: One has difficulty discerning the difference at times.]

“That’s because I’m not a telepath,” Robart’s son acknowledged. “I’m not blaming you.”

[Warmly: Understood and with gratitude.] Then: [Calmly: Your dislike of the machine is unjustified. It is a tool that follows instructions to the best of its ability. Nothing more and nothing less. It isn’t stupid. It simply is.]

“So,” Talon said, changing the subject, and not wanting to start an argument with his friend. “Has anything changed today?”

[With concentration: Yes. There is a possibility that time will resume if a certain person takes a certain risk, and succeeds.]

“And if that ‘someone’ fails,” Talon prompted.

[With reservation: Then one might not see time move for quite a while. Perhaps never.]

Twenty-Nine: The Want of Folding Space

Because Frank was both strong and able, he pulled the abandoned cargo wagon by way of his grappling hook. His humanoid companions had barely spoken following the hastily prepared funeral and burial of the Illuthielites' two victims. What Frank could not know was whether the silence was shared melancholia or shared rage. He briefly considered asking Able's opinion, but immediately dismissed the idea. The tiny service drone seemed content to be active when needed and remain in standby mode when not. Frank could never abide by that for himself. 

And they had indeed left the ruined bodies of the three cultists law where they might, unblessed and unlamented. While Frank knew this action increased the likelihood that the three vanquished foes would rise in Undeath, it was a risk his current liege seemed willing to take. 

An hour later, the party saw the darkened and cursed city of Scaradom looming a few miles south along the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks. Like many things that were built before the Great Cataclysm, the highway neither shone nor had any monster trucks. But according to his historical database, this road once allowed massively powerful conveyances of 24 wheels. These "trucks" were as big as many citizens' homes. Their mighty power plants had five times the output of Frank's theoretical engine. They indeed were "monster" trucks. That era was gone, of course. And the greatest highway ever built was now little more than a wide gravel path scarcely sufficient for two wagons to pass by each other. The tundra had reclaimed most of the highway's width. 

What it had not reclaimed, however, was the frozen corpse of the Illuthielite amputee. Apparently the cultist did not have the presence of mind to tie his arm stump off with his belt. Aside from the paleness of death, the murdering cultist appeared nearly white with exsanguination.

"It's a corpsicle!" Hector exclaimed with gallows glee. 

"Nay," Robart corrected after giving to carcass a good swift kick. "It's still ah bit mushy in places."

"You two are just inviting this body to reanimate, aren't you?" Dulgar scolded.

"After what this villain did, it'd be a pleasure ta kill him twice," Robart cursed.

"I'd rather save my killing for the one that's still at large," Dulgar said stonily.

"Well, if ye are warried," Robart offered, "we could always cut th' bastard's head off. That usually does the trick fer Undead."

Robart made a cursory search for the Waggoner’s missing cash. He found nothing, which meant that the one surviving cultish had actually gotten away with his ill-gotten booty.

Robart initially asked Frank to do the "honors" but the security drone had to decline. His repair subroutine was still regenerating his combat sword, which had been badly damaged from use as a makeshift shovel. Robart instead used Symmetrika's Hope to shear the head from the body in a single stroke. He then picked the head up by the scalp hair and hurled it across the darkening tundra with all the force and precision of a discus athlete. 

"Say," Hector said appreciatively, "that head went about a hundred feet!"

"Well, lad," Robart said with a grin, "ah used ta throw tree trunks at Caldeni University. Heads’re nothin’!"

According to Frank's sociological database, the sport of tree trunk hurling was an offshoot of javelin throwing, except that the missile in question was a two hundred pound pole that was fifteen feet long. Robart's physique was more than adequate for such a pursuit, Frank estimated. 

"If I didn't work for you, I'd have to get your autograph," Hector said. 

When the party got within a mile of Scaradom, Frank sent his remote probe out to survey the town. The thing he found immediately interesting was that someone or some group had installed stone warding markers on either side of the highway. When the security drone inquired about the markers’ purpose, he was once again treated to one of Robart’s long-winded personal anecdotes. Frank again marveled at how the humanoids seemed socially incapable of simply providing a straight-forward answer to a straight-forward question.

“Aye, lad,” Robart began. “This road-passage reminds me of the first year after I bought out the Great House from the bankrupt Lord Cassandra. I was a little short of coin m’self after the buyout, so I thought ta check out the rumors of the haunted treasures of the Scaradom Museum.”

Frank wanted to sigh, but since Constructs didn’t breathe, all he could do is slump his shoulders. Robart was oblivious, of course.

“The legends of the Museum say that the place is cursed, and that the angry spirits of the dead museum staff still roam about seeking ta kill all intruders or at least drive them mad! Of course, ya don’t think such a rumor could deter me, do ya?”

Robart paused, and it was obvious that the question had not been rhetorical, even though it should have been.

“No,” Frank finally said. He was wondering when his liege was going to get around to the “answering the question” part.

“Of course not!” Robart echoed. “And I figured even a single treasure from the gallery could make me ah rich man again. But ye may ask, ‘why is the museum haunted in the first place?’”

“Yes,” Frank said hastily in order to keep the story moving along.

“It turns out that the physical incarnation of Scaxathrom – summoned by the evil High Priest Scyral Tekka – took over the Scaradom Museum and used it as his fortress. He killed everyone that worked there, and used some of the corpses as formidable Undead killing machines. The rest somehow ended up being angry spirits that use their powers to repel interlopers.

“Now Scaxathrom wasn’t exactly what ye’d call a connoisseur of the arts. He despoiled all of the conventional pieces. He shattered sculptures and ground them into dust, shredded paintings, and burned books. But the artifact-grade treasures, well now, they can’t be destroyed by any means. And it was just one of those treasures I meant ta find!

“Ta even get in ta the museum, ye have ta navigate the Great Hedge Maze. Ta speak the truth, the hedges aren’t much these days – just blackened branches and twigs stickin’ out of the bare earth. Come ta think about it, they always reminded me o’ blackened bones. But, no matter; tis a digression.”

Really? Frank thought sarcastically. 

“They say anyone of noble birth who can cross the Great Hedge Maze, now that the place is haunted, gains the ability ta fold space. And that’s the truth. Tis how I used the Thin Space ta get us home so quickly. Of course, anyone who fails ta cross ends up disappearin’ without a trace. So’s they say at least.”

Frank wasn’t even slightly inclined to inquire as to who “they” might be.

“So I got past the hedge maze,” Robart continued. “The odd thing is that it’s mighty windy near the museum – for no good reason. And once ya step inta the maze, it just gets worse. It’s like the wind is powered by the spirits who want ya ta fail!

“Anyway, I got ta the front door and the spirits of the dead started screamin’ all kinds o’ horrors inta my mind. A lesser man woulda been driven raving mad. But fare me, I put the whole thing aside once I could get meself to ah pub fare a cold one. The angry spirits threw furniture at me, an rocks and such. But finally I got to the Hall of Artifacts, where I beheld the most beautiful treasure I’d ever seen – then and since. T’was the Southern Cross!”

“Really?!” Hector interjected. “The Church has been looking for the Four Crosses for centuries!”

“Well, I found one of them at least,” Robart confirmed. “Of course, the round I stepped back out of the museum, the treasure vanished straight out from my hands with flash of light and a thunderclap. The rumor that the Four Crosses don’t like ta be kept seems ta be fully true!”

“Too bad, that,” Dulgar said philosophically.

“True, lad,” Robart agreed. “But then I did start making extra income by guiding merchants and crusaders through the Thin Space, so I suppose it worked out in the end.

“As for the way markers – they show where the Scaradom wind effect starts on one side, and where the Undead killer-monsters roam about on the other side,” Robart concluded.

Frank realized that the last paragraph would have succinctly answered his question. Such was the way of things, however. 

“So, this ‘folding space’ ability you’ve got,” Dulgar asked suddenly. “Do you think it could allow someone to take a ‘shortcut’ in time as well as distance?”

“I just don’t know,” Robart admitted. “But why would anyone want to? Time is what it is, after all.”

“I want to try the maze,” the tailor said resolutely. “I don’t care about treasure, but I want the ability that you have.”

“But ye aren’t of noble birth,” Robart objected.

“Neither are you,” Dulgar pointed out. “You purchased your nobility, as I recall.”

“Ye have a point there,” Lord Robart admitted. “Of course, that’s the trouble with rumors – their sometimes misleading.”

“You don’t say?” Dulgar said sagely.

Soon, the vast monolithic tower that was the Great Museum of Scaradom loomed like a black, limbless tree trunk. While originally made from black basalt, Frank’s remote probe now detected a different, unquantifiable material in its stead. As Frank moved his probe closer, its sensors determined that an unnatural wind blew forth from the spire in all directions, and grew in intensity with proximity to the tower.

The hedge maze did not appear particularly dangerous. There were no predators or Undead monsters that stalked the bleak, narrow passageways. The dead shrubs stood ten feet high on average. They were leafless, sharp, and petrified. They looked perfectly capable of rending unprotected flesh to bloody strips. Frank’s combat software estimated that the brambles could even cut through leather armor in a matter of rounds if the subject struggled sufficiently. The main path was bare, sterile earth. Here and there a patch of dead grass still clung tenaciously to the ground and appeared as dry and thin as tinder. Everything about the Great Hedge Maze appeared more “used up” than sinister. 

But then, Frank knew, almost everything he’d seen in North Point seemed used up. 

In some ways, Scaradom was just like any other depopulated, crumbling town Frank had seen thus far in the few months since he had been activated. And yet, as the drone trudged down the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks, he was struck with the sheer magnitude of the loss of this apparently once-great city. The highscrapers stood nearly half as high as Carthag, and yet were populated by no one – not even skeletons or zombies. And yet, were there still hidden shadows or spiritual remnants that even now stared out from the windowless frames? Were there hidden eyes that stared out with malice and unquenchable thirst for revenge and justice? Frank didn’t “feel” a sense of dread, and yet it seemed a mathematical eventuality that his intuition was correct. He simply could not prove so rationally.

The conveyances of old, still littered the crumbling asphalt streets. In the Ancient Days, the citizenry used electrically-powered vehicles to travel across the continent at high speed. Now these hulks lay strewn about as piles of rust or brittle polymer. His sensor probe detected not a single artificial energy signature of any kind among the technological ruins. 

A great fire had apparently consumed the city’s university. Situated several blocks from the museum, this was apparently one of two structures in range that had been razed in a powerful conflagration. The other building was the city library. Drifting in and amongst the ruins, Frank spied several spectral figures. They made no noise, and were undetectable on both infrared and echolocation. To say that they were humanoid was giving in to interpolation. And yet the fact that these shapes had once been flesh could not be denied. He wondered what would happen if these shadows overlapped the substance of a living being. Would the living person know the thoughts of the tormented ghost? He wondered if this was the means by which the treasure hunters were killed or driven mad.

His historical database informed him that societies in decline almost always ended up burning their knowledge stores when the end finally came. 

Of course, Frank thought.

Frank estimated that they had two hours of what passed for “day” when Robart’s group at last navigated the winding streets of downtown Scaradom. The team that planted the warding markers were forced to choose an indirect path in order to skirt the ruins and debris piles. While the security drone was satisfied at not having to fight spectral manifestations of the angry dead, their route was at least as much a labyrinth as the hedge maze -- simply writ large.

The Construct realized that a humanoid would probably find the environment depressing. Here was a city that was a luminous beacon of knowledge, art, and learning. The Highscrapers once jutted proudly into the sky. The streets were once adorned with colored flags, and the glowtubes banished the dark of night. Now, the sidewalks were littered with crumbling debris from the Highscrapers as they deteriorated by degrees. The colored flags were nothing but grey tattered rags that clung to rusty poles. And the glowtube lamps – most were reduced to rusted truncated stumps. And, of course, the dead remained where they lay – the ones that had not become Undead, that is. While predators had eaten the remains of most of the dead, some intact skeletons lay about. It was the ancient vehicles that contained most of the mummified, leathery corpses. It was as if a wave of death rolled out and snuffed the life out of the inhabitants. Perhaps it had. It would explain why Scaradom had fallen so quickly to the Viper Lord.

Fortunately, Frank reminded himself, Constructs lacked organic biochemistry and thus could not actually experience depression. 

That they had arrived at the Museum of Scaradom could not have been more obvious. The outer perimeter was sealed by a wrought iron gate that stood twelve feet high. Atop that, loops of razor wire hung in rusty jumbles. Bits of skin and dried meat clung to the sharp wires. Warding markers delineated the outer perimeter as well, as if the austerity of the razor wire was insufficient deterrent. 

At the midpoint of the forbidding barrier, a single metal door stood as an access point. Framed with reinforced rivets, the bland industrial-grade door appeared to have stood well against the ravages of time, intruders, and monsters. It also appeared to be quite firmly locked.

“I assume you have a key,” Dulgar asked of his liege.

“Well, lad,” he answered indirectly. “I s’pose it all depends on yer definition of ‘key’.”

“Something that opens locks, maybe?” 

“If that’s how ye say, then I do have it,” Robart answered mysteriously.

The nobleman took a small leather package from his mount’s saddle bags and unzipped the case. It contained an array of small metal tools whose purpose appeared geared toward opening locks by stealth.

“Thieves’ Picks?” Hector Grizzletooth announced incredulously.

“Just because thieves use ‘em doesn’t mean I’m a thief!” Robart said indignantly. “Of course, I did liberate just a few things in my youth, so I hung on to these just in case. Besides, how do you think I got in here last time?”

Hector just rolled his eyes. 

After a few rounds of tinkering with the lock mechanism, the door popped open with a reluctant snap and a dry thud.

“Works every time!” Robart exclaimed, self-satisfied.

“So, why don’t you leave it open all the time?” Dulgar asked.

“Well, lad,” Robart explained. “Ye would’nae have casual passers-by just stumblin’ around, would ye?”

Frank had an internal image of petty crooks and adventurous rogues picking the lock and resealing it each time, and thus ensuring that only the nefarious members of society would gain the space-folding capability. Of course, the survival rate for said adventurers seemed to be a bit on the low side, thanks to the curses and the angry spirits, so the Construct did not consider this a true possibility in the near future.

The door swung open with a banshee screech, and a tight wad of tumbleweeds flew from the entrance. The scenery within the perimeter was flat and monochrome.

“So, it’s normal for the museum grounds to be in black and white?” Dulgar asked incredulously.

“Well, it’s normal for this place,” Lord Brightsky confessed.

“Wonderful,” Dulgar retorted. “As a Mathematician, I can tell you that places that have all the color sucked out of it are generally not safe places!”

“And did I say it was safe?” Robart reminded.

“Er… No.”

“This unit will accompany by way of sensor probe,” Frank offered.

“That makes good sense,” the tailor agreed.

Frank launched the fist-sized sphere and activated the unit’s AV and infrared sensor pickups. Like in the Thin Space, the environment of the Museum was significantly warmer and drier than where the rest of the party stood. How it was that ambient color was suppressed, Frank did not know. But that it was so could not be denied. His optics reported that all of the ambient light detected was on a single frequency. 

“Here goes everything,” Dulgar murmured as he set his left foot on the path of the Great Hedge Maze. 

The first thing Frank detected was a significant build-up of static electricity around Dulgar’s boots as he took his first few tentative steps forward. The electromagnetic disturbance caused electronic “snow” to partially obscure the Construct’s remote vision. However, he did not lost contact altogether.

“There’s some resistance here,” Dulgar admitted. “It’s like walking forward in water.”

“Understood,” Frank said. “The atmosphere has not increased density. Hypothesis: ambient static discharge may cause temporary partial paralysis in affected extremities.”

“So the air feels resistant because my legs are weaker?” Dulgar clarified. “That does make sense.”

Frank panned the probe’s binocular cameras around. On either side, the dead hedges lit up in a bright white hue as Dulgar passed, while the shrubbery ahead remained black and desiccated. The wind blowing from the central museum building increased from 20 clicks to 30 in the time it took Dulgar to walk thirty feet. The Dwarf was obviously having problems maintaining his balance in light of the static drain on his nervous system and the ambient wind. Even now, his current vector was taking placing him in immanent collision with a dead hedge. 

And then the Construct knew why he had intuitively saved his last upgrade. It was to help his friend.

[Invoke Upgrade Menu], Frank Commanded.

[OK] 

[Select: Remote Probe]

[OK]

[Option Select: Grappling Hook]

[OK]

[Commit Install], Frank ordered.

[Warning: This action cannot be undone. Proceed [Y|N]?]

Frank clicked the affirmative, and his operating system obediently released the required energy from his upgrade buffer. His probe’s new grappling hook was a smaller version of Frank’s own. It had a two hundred pound capacity. The probe’s hover motors had increased capacity to meet the demands of the new hardware. Moreover, the probe was now the size of a grapefruit.

[Operation Complete], Frank’s operating system reported.

Frank targeted the center of Dulgar’s breastplate and launched the grappling hook. The tiny metal teeth easily sunk into the Dwarf’s armor plating and clicked shut. He then used the probe’s motive force to pull Dulgar back to the middle of the path. Now wind was 35 clicks and steadily increasing. 

“Thanks for the assist,” Dulgar said. “At the ‘T’ intersection, pull me to the right.”

They turned the corner and the Dwarf froze for a moment and stared at something Frank’s probe could not detect.

“It is an evil spirit!” Dulgar exclaimed in horror. “No! Get away from me!”

“Proceed forward,” Frank advised. “No target is present.”

“Another illusion?” Dulgar asked.

“Yes,” the Construct affirmed.

Dulgar stepped forward, and stiffened again.

“It was real, Frank,” he said distantly. Indeed, his friend’s pupils suddenly dilated to the fullest extent and his skin paled to a chalky white. “God help me, it was real.”

“You must proceed,” Frank warned. “To delay will cause failure. Failure will cause banishment.”

“I know,” Dulgar agreed as he staggered forward with the aid of the probe’s grappling wire. “I know more than that, too,” he continued, babbling in a dissociative sort of way. “I know what Death Magic feels like now. That was a spirit that feeds upon life’s sacred fire. I saw its death-eyes and they were empty holes in the night. It had hungry eyes, friend.”

“This one will not allow the spirits to harm you again,” Frank said, in an attempt to console his friend.

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said. “I have seen the heart of darkness. Now I have to die.”

“Die later,” Frank advised. “Not here.”

“Yes,” Dulgar said. “I have seen the mind of the Damned, and the pathway of suffering. The Hedge Maze. It is revealed to me. I must walk it so that I can pay. I shall spill my own blood upon the floor of the Great Museum – to appease the Darkness! It is a debt I must pay!”

Frank consulted his medical database and determined that his friend was experiencing something called a dissociative break. Something Dulgar just saw or experienced was sufficiently horrible that it made his mind stop being able to appraise reality. Such a dissociative incident could last for a few rounds, or it could last for years. Frank hoped for the former. He thought to instead distract his friend’s thoughts away from self-termination.

“One understands that you now can navigate the maze accurately?” Frank asked. It was true that they had planned to take the most logical course and double back as needed. If the spirits had infected his thoughts, then it was logical that he would understand the layout of the museum grounds if the entities here put their memories into him.

“Indeed I do! And much more,” Dulgar said. “Pull to the left at the next junction.”

The static electricity showered the Dwarf with sparks up to his knees now. His forward speed had fallen to around fifteen steps per round.

“There’s a reason why this place is grey,” Dulgar continued. “The spirits – they hate color. They hate me. They’d even hate you if they could see you. They know you’re here, because they looked into my mind and copied everything. They stole me secrets and my dreams. Everything’s gone! My dreams have died and become Undead monsters that will return to kill me! So I have to die before they can kill me!”

“Which direction next?” Frank asked neutrally, not wanting to trigger his friend with more self-destructive talk.

“Right, then straight,” he said. 

His friend’s pupils were as wide and black as train tunnels. Only a hint if iris remained. 

“Can this unit assist in any way?” Frank asked.

“No,” Dulgar answered sadly. “I have seen the Empty Eyes. My life is forfeit.”

Behind them, the hedges glowed bright white. And yet there was not a trace of warmth in the brilliance. It was somehow an empty glow; a dead glow.

Frank knew that certain drugs could probably stabilize his friend’s psychosis. But aside from the Construct not having access to these medicines, there seemed no obvious way to deliver them.

“Another spirit is ahead,” Dulgar said. “Shall I avoid it, or shall I become like they are?”

“Avoid it,” Frank counseled.

“Then pull me to the right, then straight,” the Dwarf commanded.

“I think that I have become Undead,” Dulgar announced a few rounds later. “I can no longer feel my pulse.”

That, Frank could know with certainty, was an illusion. His probe’s infrared sensor picked up the telltale exchange of heat that occurred when the heart pumped warm, living blood to the skin and extremities. His friend was still breathing normally, too, if a bit rapidly.

“You have not,” Frank responded simply.

“I will become like they are,” the tailor moaned.

“You will not.”

“To the left, friend,” Dulgar directed.

The static charge grew stronger until it came to pass that the Dwarf’s body danced with sparks. The interference with the probe was so great that Dulgar appeared only as a snowy grey blob against a swirling background of meaningless static. He filtered with white noise as much as he could, but even with maximum gain, his friend’s voice came through as a dry hiss.

“The door,” Dulgar said mysteriously. “Ahead. And now, to finish and die.”

Dulgar yanked the grappler cable out of his armor and staggered to the museum’s main door. There, he wavered for a moment as if he might lose consciousness, but then through his weight against the barrier. The door flew open, and the static interference abruptly stopped. Frank saw clearly that his friend lay sprawled out on the floor.

“Why in damnation did I think this was a good idea?” Dulgar asked rhetorically.

When he turned to face the probe’s camera, Frank noted that the Dwarf’s pupils were rapidly contracting to normal size, and his color (such as it was in this environment) darkened to something resembling health.

“I don’t think I’m going to sleep well for a long time, Frank,” Dulgar added. “That spirit almost destroyed me.”

“This unit observed so,” Frank confirmed.

“Thanks for not letting me die.”

“This unit would sacrifice itself for you, if doing so meant you would live,” the Construct said truthfully.

“You’re the truest friend anyone could ever have,” Dulgar said. “Elonna was right to call you her last true friend.”

Frank considered telling his friend that the possibility existed that Elonna’s horrifying death at the hands of Security Drone FC2A663F had already been averted. But since the Construct did not know for certain that his strange visions reflected the revised future, he chose to keep his theories private for the moment.

Frank panned the camera lens around and catalogued the interior of the Museum promenade. The floor was composed of octagonal marble tiles, interspersed with smaller granite squares at the vertices. A dead chandelier hung from a ceiling that soared fifty feet high. The crystal lamp now appeared as a black mass of cobwebs. Raggedly dressed skeletons lay slumped over the wide elliptical desk labeled “Information Centre”. The desk lamps and terminal displays were dark and had been so for centuries. The walls had been stripped of anything remotely worthwhile long ago. Frank was surprised that adventuring archaeologists had not stripped the main level of the desk, chairs, and data terminals. Perhaps they were afraid that if they did, the skeletons would awaken and exact revenge. And as far as Frank had experienced, it was a justified fear.

“It’s strange. . .” Dulgar said distractedly. “I really can fold space now. I don’t know how I know, but I know. I think part of the price of this place was experiencing the horror of the dead. I think this happened to Robart, too. That humor he’s got – I think it’s a mask over the memory of this place. Maybe not the whole of his sense of humor, but some of it.

“There’s something else, too. Robart’s ‘friends’ that he brought with him – one of them was Moira, his wife. He’s a fool for risking someone he loved like that. She’s madder than a hatter, and now I know why! 

“I can’t do this again,” Dulgar continued. “I can’t ever come back here.”

“Understood,” Frank agreed.

As far as the Construct was concerned, the further away the party got from this haunted domain, the better. It bothered him that his own blindness to the spirit realm had allowed his friend to become injured in the first place. 

Dulgar tried to rise to his feet, but his knees would not bear his weight. He tried again and fell over backwards onto the ornate octagonal floor.

“You’re going to have to come get me,” Dulgar said weakly. “This place really did me in.”

“The paralysis will probably pass,” Frank said.

“I’m sure. But then, you know how lucky we are on a consistent basis.” Dulgar said sarcastically. 

“This unit will retrieve you,” Frank said.

“I will figure out how to fold time as well as space,” Dulgar promised. “I’ll make sure that Histra Duprie never even gets born!”

Thirty: A Brief Revenge

Frank took the same path through the Great Hedge Maze as Dulgar had done. The roaring wind did little to dissuade the Construct from the task at hand. He was far too heavy to be affected. The invisible specters and wraiths, likewise, were impotent against him – those without a soul could not experience a broken spirit. Even had these obstacles held some power over him, it would not have stopped him from trying to help his friend. 

Though he could not define a specific time when he had arrived at the conscious decision, it had indeed come to pass: he would always protect his friend no matter what the personal cost. Dulgar believed in him, and had done so from the very beginning. That was worth something. 

It bothered him that the spirit world was apparently real, and yet he had no access to it whatsoever. His friend had been psychically injured because of Frank’s blindness to the spiritual realm. Souls were real. Souls made people real. And by extension, it meant that Frank was somehow less real than his humanoid companions. 

The angry shades of the Great Museum ignored the lumbering metallic intruder. Presumably they saw him as no more important than a wadded-up tumbleweed or one of the rusted-out automotive hulks that littered the city’s streets. 

After a few rounds, the Security Drone approached the entryway, recalled his probe, and greeted his friend. In the strange, colorless environment of the Museum, Dulgar’s skin looked chalky and thin. 

“I’m starting to get some feeling back in my hands and feet,” Dulgar said without preamble. “But there’s not much strength in them.”

“This unit can carry you,” Frank reminded his friend.

“I know,” the tailor said. “It’s just an embarrassment to be helpless – even if it’s only for a while.”

“Why?” Frank asked. Personally, he had always asked for help when needed, and had never felt shame for the asking.

“I guess it’s just one of those humanoid cultural things,” Dulgar said, presumably using Frank’s terminology on purpose. “Men aren’t ever supposed to be weak or helpless, even though we sometimes are. The hunter-warrior impulse is like one of your Directives – it’s just hard-coded into us.

“Then again, at least you know when you’re being controlled by a Directive. We ‘organic humanoids’ pretty much have to be really self-disciplined in order to tell the difference between an instinct and a genuine rational thought.”

Frank nodded. 

“At least you don’t have to deal with women,” Dulgar said dryly. “If you want to ever see a man start acting on pure instinct and zero thought, just observe when he’s trying to get an attractive female to engage in ‘reproductive activities’ with him,” Dulgar chuckled. “The vernacular is ‘thinking with your stick’”.

The Construct viewed this knowledge with a mixed analysis. On the one hand, he was much more emotionally stable than a humanoid, thanks to his complete absence of pheromones and blood chemistry. On the other hand, the feelings of hate, fear, love, and lust seemed to drive the humanoids to do deeds of great renown – both for good and for ill. Frank’s primary motivators were usually limited to duty, honor, and justice. These were good and noble motivators, but they lacked the fiery intensity of love and hate. The Construct recognized this limitation, but could do nothing other that. Perhaps there was such a thing as too much stability.

The Security Drone carried his friend back out of the Great Hedge Maze without further incident. Apparently, the invisible spirits were content to have harmed the tailor once and did not mount a second attack. It was good fortune, as Frank knew of no way to defend his friend against a renewed spiritual assault.

“Well, lad,” Robart said as Construct Able started a small cooking fire, “did ye get yer wish?”

“I’m not really sure yet,” Dulgar replied. “I may have gotten more than I bargained for,” he said cryptically.

“It was a damned fool thing ye just did,” the Lord of Robart’s Reach declared. “But I canna fault ye overmuch, as I did the same thing not that many years a’fore.”

As the winter sky darkened to starless black, Hector Grizzletooth asked if they were situated in the best defensible location against the predators and monsters of the night.

“What’s not ta like about our little spot in the center o’ the highway?” Lord Robart asked jovially. “Ye’ve got the evil spirits on one side of the road, and winter predators and roving Undead shamblers on the other. And right here on the highway, it’s marked off by Shamanic wards a couple o’ hundred years old. I’m sure their magic is still up to factory spec, aye?”

“I’m feeling so confident,” Hector said wryly.

“That’s the spirit, laddie,” Robart agreed.

As usual, Construct Able obediently cooked soup and made coffee for the three humanoids. Robart pulled out a few cigars and passed them around.

“Orko Fuentes slims,” Robart said, identifying the smokes. “It’s said that they’re rolled on the thighs of beautiful young virgins.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Dulgar said.

“A man’s got ta believe in something,” Robart replied with a grin.

“I’ll say one thing for ya,” Hector said, lighting up. “You’re not cheap when it really counts.”

“Life’s too short ta smoke cheap cigars,” Robart said philosophically.

After his humanoid companions ate, smoked, and talked – as was their evening ritual – Construct Able cleaned the dishes and shut down for the night. Frank resumed his own primary duty as Medium Duty Security Drone. He sent his probe directly above his head about a hundred feet and had the device slowly pan full circles so that he might be aware of any incoming hostile force.

He wrote a memo to himself that he should consider a radar beacon as a possible upgrade for his remote probe. Indeed, radar would have a much longer range than his visual sensors, and it would have the added benefit of detecting solid objects that were otherwise rendered invisible to the naked eye. The shootout against the invisible assassin at Carthag would always remain a vivid memory for the Construct.

At 2:3:7, his probe detected a pack of Undead hunting dogs approaching the camp. He was immediately thankful that Robart had the foresight to hobble the riding animals at night, as they immediately started whinnying and whooping.

“What is it laddie?” Robart said sleepily. His sleeping bag was laid out close to the campfire. It wasn’t snowing, and the temperature was milder than the previous weeks, so Robart had not erected a tent for himself.

“Undead canine, quantity five. Threat level: Moderate,” Frank responded.

“Well, no use waking the Dwarves,” Robart said. “You and I should be able to make short work of them. They shouldn’t be able to pass the warding, but why take the chance?”

“Agreed,” Frank replied, switching to combat mode.

“Nailgun: Combat Nails. Config: Silver,” Frank commanded.

The five hunting dogs appeared to be little more than canine skeletons with a few scraps of rancid, matted fur hanging off the bones in tattered strands. Their joints rattled and cracked as they moved, and their gait was lurching and staggered. Most powerful Undead had burning coals in their eye sockets; but in these creatures, a wan yellow glow merely guttered and sputtered. Obviously, these weren’t high quality monsters. His combat subroutine apparently agreed with Frank’s assessment, as it reduced the threat level to “Low”. 

“These are nothing,” Robart said, sounding oddly disappointed.

The dog pack seemed to ignore Frank. The lack of blood to drink or a soul to steal seemed to make Constructs generally unpalatable to most Undead monsters. Frank used this fact to his advantage. He fired three combat nails at the lead animal. One nail missed, but the other two missiles struck home. The silver spikes impaled the creature’s skull, causing the animal’s head to erupt in a shower of sizzling sparks. The dog uttered a pathetic yelp and then collapsed into a heap of disorganized bones. It was all so underwhelming.

Robart stepped past the barrier line and swung Symmetrika’s Hope at another Undead predator as the animal leapt for the nobleman’s throat. The angelic blade caught the skeletal dog in the ribcage. The holy weapon lit up like a flare and consumed the beast in an enveloping flame. The dog twitched a few times before disintegrating into a pile of charred, smoking bone fragments.

“Do ya need any help?” Hector yelled tiredly from the back of the covered wagon.

“I’ll let ya know, laddie, if any real monsters show up!” Robart gloated as he cut another animal in half on the backswing.

Frank fired two more nails at the third dog of five. Both hit and caused the animal to explode in a spectacular fashion. Flaming bone fragments sprayed in all directions in a ten foot radius. Some of the chunks hit his outer carapace and sounded momentarily like hailstones against a tin roof. His diagnostics reported no damage, however. In retrospect, Frank realized that he could have raised his shield. He was a little busy to worry about that now, however.

[Informational: Silver ordinance depleted. Continue using standard combat rounds? [Y|N]]

Frank clicked affirmative and selected the next target, a loathsome creature missing a leg.

Robart, meanwhile, skewered a predator skeleton that was trying to gnaw through his boots. Symmetrika’s Hope consumed that animal, while at the same time singing the leather on nobleman’s footwear.

Frank fired three steel nails at the last monster. It limped around in a vain attempt to evade its own Final Death. But the heavy nails shattered the spine and skull of the dog into bone powder. The Construct was grateful that the low-level Undead were not immune to ordinary steel.

Robart kicked a few errant bone fragments to the other side of the warding line and brushed off the thin dusting of bone powder off his leather armor and shield. He apparently wore a set of soft, fur-lined leather armor at night for warmth and basic protection, but wore the full plate mail during the day. Frank considered the possibility that the heavy armor would probably be uncomfortable to wear indefinitely.

“I seem ta remember these cretins puttin’ up more of a fight when I was here ah few years ago,” Robart commented to no one in particular.

Frank surmised that it was Robart, not the monsters that had put up a better fight. Humanoids seemed to be able to spontaneously upgrade their programming simply by repetition; a process they called “practice”. He doubted the denizens of the Shambling Dead had the same capacity for self-improvement. 

There seemed no reason to comment, however, so Frank said nothing.

“Well, I’m up now,” Robart said to Frank. “No use tryin’ ta sleep right now.”

“Not understood,” Frank replied. “Why is sleep not possible for you now?”

“Ack!” Robert cursed. “Ye think I can rest easy after a fight? It’ll be at least an hour until my mind stops racing.”

Frank understood then. The humanoids’ approach to “combat mode” involved the instantaneous production of a chemical called adrenaline. While incredibly useful for bursts of strength and agility, it took some time for the chemical to dissipate once it was no longer needed.

“Say…” Robart said conversationally, “what do you know of a game called ‘chess’?”

Frank had not been programmed for leisure activities, so his knowledge of the game was limited simply knowing that it existed. Frank communicated this.

“I’ll be damned,” the nobleman exclaimed. “A Construct that has never played chess! The Fiction Pulps always said that the robots of yore were masters in chess, and that only a handful of men could beat the thinking machines. Of course, they said that robots that actually got beaten would turn on their masters and go on a killing spree until destroyed. Ye don’t think that’s going ta happed, do ye?”

The “pulps” were novels of cheaply produced, poorly written contemporary fiction that tended to glorify the technological era of four centuries past – before the coming of Scaxathrom and the end to the Shining Era (which wasn’t all that “shining” according to Frank’s own historical records). Frank could see no possibility of going “crazy” from losing a simple game.

“No,” Frank confirmed.

“Then I’ll teach ye, and well,” Robart promised.

The nobleman took a tiny, felt-wrapped box out of his carry-all. The chess board was only four inches square, and arranged as an eight-by-eight grid of alternating red and gold squares. Each square had a tiny hole in the center, while the chess pieces were little pegs of various ranks. In a full-sized set, the pieces weren’t made out of pegs, but actually resembled carved humanoid statues.

“This,” Robart said, holding one of the smallest pegs, “is a foot soldier. It moves only forward or diagonal to attack.”

He went on to explain the capabilities of pieces, which included the Cavalier, Priest, Construct, Lord, and Lady. Oddly enough, the Lady appeared to be the most powerful piece in the game. As Frank absorbed the data, he realized that it was a much more complicated game than poker. It had a much greater quantity of move permutations. What it didn’t have was the interpersonal interaction and tests of confidence. One couldn’t “bluff” in chess. Remembering Dulgar’s reprimand concerning the use of his math coprocessor, he decided to match Robart’s wits without that particular resource. 

Because Frank still had not had the opportunity to acquire the Level 2 Dexterity Upgrade, his fingers were still too clumsy to hold the miniscule chess pieces. Robart agreed to reposition the pieces based on Frank’s wishes.

The first game was abysmal. Robart captured Frank’s Lord in nine moves. The second game was a little better: 11 moves. By the third game, 14 moves to Lord-Capture, it was obvious to the Construct that he had a long way to go in order to ever have a chance at beating his liege. 

“Laddie,” Robart said kindly, “this is just a massacre. But don’t ye feel bad about this. It takes years of practice to master chess – and it’s up for debate if anyone ever truly masters it.”

Frank had the time. He also didn’t feel “bad”. His own stunning defeat was merely a surprise to him. 

It was at that moment that Dulgar uttered a soul-chilling scream from the depths of his troubled sleep. 

“Wake up,” Hector said. The two Dwarves had shared the back of the covered wagon, since space was at a premium.

“I’m okay,” Dulgar muttered feebly. “Just a bad dream.”

Robart stoked the campfire and added a few broken two-by-fours he had scavenged from the ruins of Scaradom City. The sparks flew up into the black sky like fireflies.

“Pressure-treated wood,” Lord Robart observed, obviously choosing not to comment on the tailor’s outburst. “Smells like crap when you burn it. But at least it burns.”

“Understood,” Frank said. Of course, he didn’t really understand, since his chassis was not configured for olfactory sensation. Given the experiences of the past few months, he held a certain amount of gratitude for his creator for that particular omission.

“Well,” Robart said tiredly, “the chess was fun, but I’m going ta try far some sleep now.”

“Acceptable,” the Construct replied.

The rest of the night was fairly unremarkable. One more Undead dog approached the encampment, but the Construct was able to easily dispatch the monster without needing to awaken his master. The skeleton canines were pathetic. Frank decided that he was doing them a favor by dispatching them from the material plane.

Sometime before dawn, his status window began displaying strange events that had not occurred – and could not possibly occur. He was thankful that the manifestation did not consume his entire awareness as it had at Carthag’s Requiem Tower. Still, the imagery was disturbing enough:

The images reminded him of an array of gears, but they were not gears. And the “machinery” did not appear to be in a building, but instead seemed to stretch out to a dark, starless horizon. He had the feeling that what he was seeing was translated image of something else – something that his limited Construct mind could not conceive. But the endless gears presented the truth of a concept at least.

In some small portion of the mechanized plane, a triad of gears were falling out of synchronization. The teeth of the gears were starting to strip, causing a form of dissonance that made a “sound” like fatiguing metal. But that wasn’t what the sound really was; it too was a translation of a higher concept. 

The Construct engaged his math coprocessor and determined that if the gear triad broke to pieces, they would stop turning the gears adjacent to them, which, in turn would make those gears one ring outward turn more slowly. The ripple effect would be widespread. The Endless Machine would not be destroyed, but it would certainly be damaged in a significant and lasting way.

Frank wondered what he was really seeing. Whatever external forces that fed him these images wanted him to understand something, but for all of Frank’s strengths, making intuitive leaps was not the Construct’s strong suit.

Dawn came as expected. Like many days in North Point, the sun was visible as a thin red slit on the horizon for just a few rounds before the seemingly omnipresent cloud cover sealed the thin gap in the sky. He recorded the view of Gai for his own enrichment. Why he had taken to recording sun images, he did not know. Perhaps the rarity of the sight compelled him to do so, or perhaps his time with the humanoids had given him an appreciation for sunlight – even though he did not need it for biological reasons as his organic companions did.

The sky brightened, which somehow caused Hector and Lord Robart to awaken. Frank reactivated Construct Able, who in turn began preparing the breakfast meal. A few rounds later, Dulgar also woke up and looked as fatigued as if he hadn’t slept at all.

Frank’s friend said nothing as he ate the breakfast Able had cooked over a miniscule fire. Hector decanted some hot coffee from one of the miraculous carafes donated to them be Deros Chan. Lord Robart had a contemplative look as he surveyed his hirelings.

“What?” Hector asked.

“Nothing,” Lord Robart replied. “The shadow of Scaradom just brings back some memories – not all of them pleasant.”

“It’s not like a lot of North Point is my idea of a ‘vacation destination’, that’s for sure,” the Paladin agreed.

Dulgar sipped his coffee in silence, cupping the steaming mug for warmth. Though the winter’s chill still had its bite, Frank surmised that the worst of the season had passed. The temperature had risen a degree every three days for the past two weeks. It was still dangerously cold, particularly for the tailor, but the change of season was imminent.

”Let’s just get the hell out of here,” Dulgar said finally and knocked back the rest of his coffee in a single ragged jerk.

They took the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks south towards Anchor’s Reach, where Lord Robart would have the sad duty of reporting the death of Gregori Markotov and his son. After that, it would be onward to Fractaltopia to somehow repair the rogue Construct named Shaddock. That was an encounter that Frank was not looking forward to. 

“Well, if’n were lucky, we can get ta Anchor’s Reach by darkfall an’ maybe sleep in an actual bed tonight,” Lord Robart said with enthusiasm. 

“I’ll drink to that,” Hector agreed, and knocked back another cup of hot coffee.

Frank hitched himself to the late Markotov’s covered wagon and started pulling. It seemed to him that when he was first created he would not have been able to master such a heavy load. And yet, less than a year later (subjectively), he was not only pulling a wagon loaded down with people, cheese, and wine, but he actually had towing capacity to spare. It was strange that every grievous injury he had sustained, and every monstrous encounter, had somehow strengthened him. He seemed to have benefited mightily from the experience.

Dulgar was silent for most of the day. He responded when spoken to, but at no point during the day did he initiate conversation. Frank noted that, and it concerned him. He surmised that his friend had not yet recovered from his psychic injury at the hands of the Hedge Maze spirit. Whether the tailor would recover soon, at length, or ever was an answer that the Construct did not know.

“By all that’s holy, I’m sick of soup and ration bread,” Hector said disagreeably during the midday meal.

“Ye speak the truth, lad,” Robart agreed. “But tis all we have. But ye can get a steak and decent ale tonight, perhaps.”

“As long as it’s not broth cooked up from ration cubes, and trail bread that’s turned as hard as slate shingles, it’ll be like a feast,” Hector said sourly.

Dulgar took his meal without comment. But Frank also knew that the prison fare at Myracannon wasn’t actually much better than stale bread and ration cube soup.

A single Undead buzzard circled overhead until Robart asked Frank to shoot it down. The Construct complied, and a brief shower of bones and rancid feathers precipitated for a round.

As the early darkness of midwinter descended, Frank spied the lights of Anchor’s Reach in the distance. He sent his probe ahead to make a cursory security sweep. The town was pleasing from an engineering perspective. The buildings were uniform, two-story, single-family homes constructed from indigenous stone. Most windows appeared to be glass block, which let in light, but retained heat. A cheerful orange and red glow spilled out from the majority of these cube-shaped windows, and puffs of smoke wafted from the chimneys. The broken gravel from the highway gave way to sturdy grey hexstone pavers. A handful of heavily bundled citizens hastily carried out their evening errands, darting from building to building in an effort to reduce their exposure to the cold. The town was at least somewhat prosperous, as it could afford the services of a Maintenance Drone, which, at present, was replacing a half dozen hexstone tiles that had cracked under freeze/thaw stress. There was a second Construct in town as well, but it’s signal was occluded somewhat, so Frank could not determine its exact location or configuration.

Anchor’s Reach had one long boulevard that served as its commerce district and five narrow avenues on either side. To the west, a cluster of small farms dotted the plains in the evening gloom. While Frank knew he was incapable of emotion in the traditional sense, it was somehow heartening to encounter a functioning township that was not overrun with monsters or the walking dead.

At the end of the street, the windows of the Gregori Markotov & Son Transport Company were darkened. Frank doubted that would change anytime soon, if ever. Across the street, an inn and a horse stable rounded off the block. Frank recalled his probe and announced that the town was safe to enter.

The party rode slowly into Anchor’s Reach and approached the inn. Unlike most structures in the town, the Illych Inn stood five stories high. The lowest level was combination pub and game room. A bone-chilled groom standing outside took charge of the travelers’ animals. Robart paid for two rooms and signaled for a table near the blazing hearth.

“Ahh,” Hector said, rubbing his hands in front of the massive fireplace. “There’s nothing like a warm fire after a soul-chilling ride.”

“That’s not the only thing warm around here,” the female server said, bringing mugs of steaming hard cider to the table. She was a Dwarf who stood a shade over 3’6”, had a full crown of coarse black hair tied off in blue and green ribbons, and wore wrist bangles that clattered about as she moved. Her eyes were sharp and grey and seemed intelligent and warm.

“Well, m’dear,” Hector replied with a cheerful leer, “If’n ya get a touch cold later on, just look me up tonight. I’ll be in 3C.”

“I won’t say ‘I won’t’”, she said mischievously.

She turned to Dulgar and said, “You look like you need the pot pie. I’ve never seen one of us so skinny. You have to eat more often than your friend there,” she jabbed kindly, pointing at Frank.

“I get that a lot,” Dulgar said, making a half-hearted attempt at smiling. “Pot pie sounds good. Bring it,” he added.

Hector ordered steak and red potatoes. The slab of meat that eventually arrived looked like it had to have weighed at least two pounds. Robart ordered the same, but with half a loaf of bread to boot.

As the trio ate (while Frank merely watched), Robart seemed distracted about ten rounds into the meal. He kept looking at a cloaked figure at the end of the bar. He was overweight, had a bad slouch, and when he leered at the bar maid, his teeth were yellow and crooked. He had an angry, jagged scar that ran from his cheek down to his jaw line.

“Frank,” Robart said at last. “What can ya do with a memory of a face? Can ye add a beard and know if it’s the same man without a beard?”

“Yes,” the Construct affirmed. His math coprocessor would certainly aid in extrapolating an image.

“That man on the end – with the leather armor, black cape, and the scar – can ye tell me if’n it’s the cultist that got away?” Robart asked.

Frank called up the image of the escaped cultist – designated by his cataloguing system as “Hostile Cultist with Bad Teeth” and displayed it in his status window. He then captured an image of the man at the end of the bar and placed it next to the archive shot. He rotated the bar fly’s image until both pictures were head-on. He used the lasso-select command to copy the bearded area of the archive face and duplicated it on top of the new image. He issued a command to compare the abstract to the archive and his operating system returned a 94% probability that the person at the bar was the cultist Robart sought. Frank informed his liege of the result.

“Those sound like better odds than I usually get,” Robart said. 

He downed the last of his hot cider, slammed the mug onto the table, and exclaimed, “This’ll take but a round or two.”

Frank watched his liege march over to the bar with a drawn dagger and swiveled his quarry around on his bar stool.

“Ye murderin’ cur!” Robart shouted.

“What you call ‘murder’, I simply call ‘religious freedom’,” Bad Teeth replied archly. He apparently wasn’t impressed with Robart’s bluster. He sipped the last of his beer, and prompted, “What, exactly, do you want of me?”

“Then ye dinna deny killin’ an’ eatin’ a pair o’ merchants yesterday?!” 

“Why should I?” Bad Teeth scoffed. “Everyone in this bar knows who I am and what I can do to anyone who crosses me. You, however, may need fresh lessons, for which I will gladly provide, if you don’t cut your speaking.”

Frank scanned the bar and noted that everyone else in the eatery was conspicuously looking in any direction except Robart’s. Perhaps the Illuthielites did have some hold over Anchor’s Reach. 

“All I want outta ye is the money ye stole,” Robert said ominously. “If’n ye hand it over, I’ll let ye live.”

The cultist rubbed his index finger over his lower lip, apparently contemplating the offer.

“I don’t murder people for the money,” he said, gloating. “I do it for the spiritual enlightenment that Illuthiel gives when I feel the lifeblood of the sacrifices spill through my hands.”

He put a partially emptied coin purse on the bar and sneered, “Of course, money always seems to be important to you fools who bow before the True One. Someday you’ll learn that power exists solely for those bold enough to take it!”

“Maybe I’ll learn that lesson now,” Robart said conversationally, as he drove the dagger blade deep into the cultist’s chest.

Bad Teeth staggered and fell off the bar stool onto the hardwood floor, gasping, and clutching the hilt that protruded next to his breastbone.

“I thought . . . you said. . . you’d. . . let me live,” he wheezed.

Robart stood over him, looked down, and taunted, “I lied!”

The cultist died with the most surprised look on his face, but said nothing else as the eternal darkness of the Illuthielite afterlife claimed him.

“Anyone miss this cur?” Robart asked loudly to the patrons of the Illych Inn. “Anyone with a badge feel th’ need to issue warrant?”

No one spoke.

Robart took a single silver coin out of this own purse, laid it down to the innkeeper, and said, “A shallow grave at the crossroads shall do nicely.”

“Yes, my lord,” the Innkeeper said obsequiously.

“Say,” Hector said after Lord Robart returned to the table, “that was just like something out of the Action Pulps! Didn’t the ‘Pest Eliminator’ use that line in book #3 of ‘Militia Commander’?”

“Aye,” Robart confirmed. “It worked well enough for him. What the hell, eh?”

“I’ll drink to that!” Hector agreed. 

When the guest cheque came, it was listed as “no charge”.

“Misha Cronavich – that damned dirty murderer – was right about one thing,” the Dwarven waitress explained. “He and his cronies did a fair job bullying this town. He’d kill people just for the thrills, and he ate babies too. Good riddance.”

As she walked away to serve the other patrons, Dulgar said, “I’ve had enough today. Maybe I’ll feel more like myself if I can get some sleep in a real bed.”

He rose tiredly and shuffled over to the stairs and was gone.

“The Hedge Maze,” Robart said, and in Frank’s mind, it explained the whole thought. 

Frank nodded in agreement. Robart, too, was apparently concerned about the tailor. Frank could not know yet whether his friend would recover from the psychic injury, but he hoped that he somehow could.

“And, of course, we’ve got a joyless duty tomorrow,” Hector reminded his liege.

“Aye,” Robart said, and ordered a drink – a stiff one at that.

Thirty-One: Where Angels Dare to Tread.

Like many winter nights in the Northern land, the cold wind howled like an angry spirit. It made sense to Frank how primitive cultures could assign deific status to certain weather effects such as this. The subfreezing gusts could kill a man in a turn or so if one was not properly protected. But tonight, it seemed as if the wind was actually a diffuse, angry being bent on battering down all the buildings in town. 

Robart and Hector shared one room, while Dulgar and Frank occupied the one adjacent. It wasn’t as if Hector was actually occupying the rented room, however. He had taken the serving wench up on her offer to keep her bed warm. Frank could theorize on what methods the Paladin might use to increase the thermal potential of the young maiden’s sleeping nook. 

Dulgar, after a few turns, had fallen into an uneasy and restless sleep. It probably did not help much that the window shutters on the Inn were banging and clattering like workmen with a collection of assorted hammers. The windows were holding their own against winter’s wrath, however. The room was heated by a steam radiator that cheerfully bubbled and hissed. The steam from the heating element tended to freeze on the window, making intricate patterns of frost on the glass panes. Frank’s probe remained outside, however, in case Misha Cronavich happened to have any other cronies in town that might be foolish enough to seek revenge. 

Frank had made the amazing discovery that the second “mystery” Construct was actually located in the basement of the Illych Inn. It was a rare Generator Drone, whose primary purpose was to generate energy to power devices. In this case, it heated hot water for the radiators and plumbing, as well as pumped steam through the hotel’s heating elements. The Construct, “Freddy”, designation F101AA2F, transmitted its schematics to Frank. It apparently looked vaguely like a huge potbellied stove, but had wide, squat feet to limited locomotion, and two fiery eyes that looked like burning coals. In fact, they might actually be burning coals, as far as Frank could tell. Cold water pipes connected to the left side of its body, while hot water exited from its right. Like many Constructs Frank had encountered, Freddy had a limited self-awareness, but no real drive or ambition. The Inn’s handyman, Durok Millokovich, apparently had a long-standing friendship with the semi-sentient machine. While Freddy did not have emotions in the humanoid sense of the word, Frank sensed that the Construct was satisfied with its purpose and design. 

Through his probe’s optical sensors, Frank spied another Undead bird-of-prey. It made slow, lazy circles that somehow defied the local wind currents. It flew as a live condor might above a warm valley in summer. Its flight was magical, not natural. The Security Drone wondered if it was a coincidence that the travelers kept encountering Undead birds, or was it that they were being monitored by some outside agency. The Skeleton King came to mind as an obvious possibility. Without further evidence, however, all Frank could do was speculate.

Other than the skeleton bird, nothing else triggered Frank’s proximity alarm. Dulgar’s night proved to be much less peaceful than Frank’s, however. He woke up screaming on two separate occasions, and made a fearful sounding mumbling several other times. The Construct wondered what kind of terrifying imagery his friend was now experiencing. There was no way to suppress the unwanted visions. Such was the way for the organic humanoids. They needed sleep, even when such sleep was unpleasant or even horrifying.

Dawn eventually came. Like many mornings, a crimson slit of sunlight flared across the land for a round or so. This morning the sun illuminated the frost patterns on the window so that the natural geometric formations looked like a wondrous glowing jig saw puzzle. The effect remained only a round and a half before the leaden clouds occluded the sun once more.

Frank could hear through the hotel walls the sounds of Lord Robart yawning and stretching. It was reminiscent of a grizzly bear. The Construct nudged his friend awake as gently as he could, but his body form was not designed for subtlety. As a result, the gentle “shove” pushed Dulgar unceremoniously onto the wooden floor.

The tailor kicked away the snarl of tangled sheets and blinked blearily at the Construct.

“You sure know how to give a hell of a wake-up call,” Dulgar snapped. 

“One apologizes,” Frank replied. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Dulgar said tiredly. “With the dreams I’ve been having lately, I’d rather be kicked to the floor than keep seeing what I’ve been seeing when I sleep.”

“What images are they?” Frank asked.

“Well. . .” Dulgar explained. “It’s more to it than just what I’ve been seeing in my sleep. There’s a feeling – a knowing; it’s some kind of perception that I don’t have when I’m awake. The dreams always involve having to watch people suffer and die badly. There’s a connection between me and them. I don’t feel their physical pain, but I feel what they’re feeling. I’ve experienced what it’s like to die over a dozen times now. 

“And I know what Death Magic feels like,” the Dwarf said grimly. “There really is a power that is the antithesis of life. There is a power that feeds upon life’s sacred fire. When the Hedge Spirits did whatever they did to me, they imprinted the memory of what it’s like to die from Death Magic. It’s just horrible.”

There didn’t seem to be anything Frank could say to console his friend. Dulgar bathed and dressed in silence, after which the two companions met Hector and Lord Robart in the downstairs common room.

The main dining room had a different tone in the early morning compared to late last night. The hotel mails had cleaned the floor, replaced the table cloths with yellow linen instead of charcoal grey. Woven, artificial flowers took the place of miniature alcohol lamps. No ash trays were immediately evident. The two breakfast shift waitresses were garbed in yellow and white checkered aprons. One was a pleasantly chubby female human in her early sixties. Her fine grey hair was tied in a neat beehive style. She wore small pearl earrings in each ear. Her name badge rear “Gertrude”. The other server was an indigo Fey. 

Like many of the winged race, the individual’s gender was not immediately obvious. The server wore pants instead of a skirt, so Frank tentatively classified him as male. He had thin, boyish features, and eyes the same shade of violet as his wings. He had a thick bush of white hair that was tied into a short ponytail.

Hector looked quite pleased with himself. Robart gave him a knowing look and said, “Had a spot of company last night?”

“And this morning,” the Paladin added with a sly smile.

Frank stood by the table while his friends ate. He estimated that the dining room chairs had only a 71% chance of supporting his weight. Dulgar had pancakes, while Robart and Hector both had ham and eggs. All three drank copious amounts of hot, steaming coffee.

“It’s a shame ya can’t eat,” Hector said to Frank. “I feel guilty eatin’ this here ham steak knowing that there’s nothing here for you.”

“One has companionship,” Frank replied. “That is sufficient.”

“That’s downright philosophical of you,” Hector replied. “And I didn’t even know Constructs had philosophy!”

Most don’t, Frank thought to himself.

Dulgar said only one thing throughout breakfast while Robart and Hector made lighthearted chit-chat. It was a thin whisper meant for Frank’s hearing alone: “I am so damned tired that I just can’t stand it.”

Frank put his hand on his friend’s shoulder in a gesture of silent affirmation. Dulgar looked as tired as his voice sounded. Realizing their companion’s desperate distress, Hector and Robart stopped making jokes and finished their meal with haste.

By day, the small town of Anchor’s Reach was much less stunning than it had appeared by night. While the village boasted sodium lamp streetlights and gas heat for all, that was where the splendor of Anchor’s Reach ended. By the wan, charcoal light of morning, Frank observed the main street to be a collection of rundown three-story stone row homes. A handful of shops appeared to cling on to bare solvency and displayed dilapidated, second-hand wares inside grimy plate glass windows. A coffee and bun cafe looked to have a 100:1 ratio of cockroaches to customers. Thick, particulate-laden smog wafted through the air as the town’s ironworks factory -- Anchor’s Reach’s only claim to fame -- commenced daily operations. 

As Robert’s group passed by Andropov’s Elite Weapons, the nobleman spared a glance at the worn, chipped swords displayed haphazardly in the murky window.

“What a collection o’ junk!” Robart exclaimed after a moment’s appraisal.

Frank had to agree. The corrosion on the basket hilt rapier was amateurishly painted over with silver paint that had subsequently tarnished to gunmetal grey. The daggers had obviously imbalanced and mismatched hilts and, as a bonus, were paired with scabbards made from leather scavenged from an Undead carcass of some unknown creature. The crowning piece was a two-handed long sword that displayed a jagged repair weld halfway down its length. 

“Scrap metal is what that is,” Hector Grizzletooth chimed in.

At that point, the proprietor opened the main door, causing a small jingling bell to ring. He wore a white shirt that had dulled to light grey from many washings. A faint patina of pink also proved that he obviously never learned to separate colors from whites. He had a 5 o’clock shadow despite being only Quarter Rise, and his ring and index fingers were stained muddy yellow from an apparent lifetime of chain smoking.

“If yer ain’t buyin’ nuthin’, move along! T’ain’t a peep show I’m a’runnin’!” Andropov declared.

“It’s not much of a weapon shop either,” Dulgar opined.

“Ge’outta here!” Andropov hollered, waiving a floor broom as if it was a quarterstaff.

Hector met the proprietor’s gaze (no mean feat for a man of half a Human’s stature) and made a scraping motion on the pavement with his boots -- an apparent insult.

Andropov spit at Hector’s boots and slammed the door shut.

“Talk about someone who needs to catch a bullet,” Hector sneered.

They passed by the medium-duty repair drone who was presently changing the bulb on a burned out street lamp. The Construct looked like a 7’ tall oil drum on caterpillar treads and possessed six multi-jointed, telescopic manipulator arms well-suited to general repair work. It had an optical sensor integrated into each “hand”, which gave the entity 360° vision as well. Unlike everything else in town, the drone appeared to have full structural integrity, and was even clean, thanks to the regeneration subroutines granted to all Constructs.

“How the heck does a one-horse town like this afford a repair drone?” Robart asked rhetorically.

“Maybe he came with the town,” Dulgar observed, answering the question anyway. “That emblem on the side is the Wraitheon corporate logo, which means that Construct probably predates this town.”

Frank noted that his companion was starting to talk more again. He hoped this indicated that the psychic trauma he sustained at the Great Hedge Maze was beginning to abate.

“How old is that?” Robart asked.

“Put it this way,” Dulgar explained, “both Wraitheon and Caligara Security were put out of business at the same time -- by the Incarnation of Scaxathrom and his Army of the Dead.”

Robart made a low whistle and said, “Well... he was built to last.”

Frank was struck once again with the apparent strangeness of the fact that, unlike ordinary machines that broke down and wore out, Constructs were apparently immortal unless destroyed by sudden and massive injury. By that logic, there should be a lot more Constructs in existence than Frank had observed thus far. Perhaps the bulk of his kind had been destroyed during the 140-year tribulation known as the Wrath of Scaxathrom. 

The “Gregori Markotov & Son” Shipping Company was situated at the end of the main street and was apparently still open for business. Unlike most stores, this establishment took enough pride to periodically clean the wide, plate glass window. Only a fine coating of factory soot obstructed the view.

The widow -- who did not yet know she was that -- stood behind a sturdy pine counter and greeted the travelers courteously. She had the build of a peasant -- strong, sturdy, and accustomed to real work. She appeared to be nearly sixty, and had tough, calloused hands.

Behind her stood a chalk board displaying the status of four wagons designated “Red Line”, “Blue Line”, “Green Line”, and “Orange Line”. Presently, only the Orange Line was available for immediate hire. The others were marked as busy making deliveries. Upon closer examination of the status board, the drivers and helpers were all members of the proprietor’s extended family. The Red Line was captained by the patriarch of the family and his oldest son. That wagon was now secured at the livery at the north end of town.

“Sending or pickup is it?” The widow asked brightly.

That brightness and all the color drained from her face when Robart said, “Neither, lass. I’m here to tell ye some terrible news.”

She started crying silently as Robart recounted how the husband and son had stood bravely against five assailants with superior weaponry who also commanded demonic powers. He spoke of how the killers had been slain in revenge, in accordance with Robart’s right of vengeance as a nobleman. He told of how the last member of the cultist cell had been stabbed through the heart. 

He conspicuously omitted the part where her husband and son were cooked and partially eaten by their killers. 

“Tis nothin’ left, then,” she said miserably. “They killed my man and my boy. And you killed the bastards who did it.”

“There’s the going on,” Robart said gently.

By “going on” Robart meant continuing with life as best as one can.

“Time will tell,” she replied, her voice atonal with shock.. “But now I must tell Alexandra of her papa and brother.”

She turned stiffly away from Robart’s group and walked into the back receiving room, where Alexandra presumably carried out the company’s clerical duties. The door closed with a click followed by the sound of a deadbolt being engaged.

“Is she going to be all right?” Dulgar asked.

“That, lad, I canna say,” Lord Robart said regretfully.

A round later, sounds of melee issued loudly from the back stockroom, immediately followed by the sound of shattered glass and furniture being knocked about.

“Mother!” Alexandra screamed, “Don’t do it!”

“I must,” the mother cried out desperately.

“Do ya think we need ta bust down the door?” Hector asked his liege.

Another round of scuffling ended with the deafening report of a pistol being fired -- twice.

“Hell yes!” Robart replied. He immediately turned to Frank and commanded, “Blast that door open!”

Frank considered, for a moment, using his combat nails to break apart the deadbolt lock. But then he realized that he couldn’t be sure that the missile wouldn’t penetrate the door and hit one of the people behind it.

Frank still had one upgrade available, however. He quickly scrolled through his configuration manifest and selected “circular saw”. 

[Install new hardware from default device list? [Y|N]]

Frank clicked affirmative.

[Warning: This action cannot be undone. Proceed unconditionally? [Y|N]] 

Frank affirmed. The stored energy from his upgrade buffer released. His status window displayed the new accessory as it formed. Apparently his left hand would retract into his arm when the saw blade was engaged. It could rotate 360°, and could even be launched as a crude missile weapon. Should the circular blade somehow be broken or lost, his regeneration subroutine could fabricate a replacement in twenty hours. It could cut stone, wood, or metal. His weight had increased by another fifteen pounds.

“I was’nae askin’ ye ta do it tomorra’!” Robart reprimanded.

Dulgar, too, wore a frustrated expression. But then he had a determined look and started maniacally scribbling a complex formula on his glass tablet.

“Circular saw: Cut wood”, Frank commanded. 

His left hand retracted and was replaced by a jagged, mean looking blade. It whirred to life with a hum and a high-pitched whine.

“Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” 

“Hurry, lad!” Robart repeated with desperation.

The saw’s pitch deepened as the blade bit deeply into wood, sending trailers of saw dust all over the floor. While Frank was no engineer, it seemed logical to cut the dead bolt away from the door rather than saw out the hinges. He easily cut 3” deep into the door before he met with significant resistance. The saw blade started bucking like a bronco and making an ineffectual scraping sound.

“That’s reinforced steel, lad,” Robart observed. “What else have ye got?”

“Circular saw: Cut metal”, Frank commanded.

The larger wood-cutting blade retracted and was replaced by a smaller black blade tipped with industrial diamonds. The blade spun up to full power and sent orange sparks all over the floor, where they proceeded to ignite the piles of sawdust.

“Do we really have to burn things down at every town?” Dulgar lamented as his calculations continued.

Robart and Hector tried stamping out the burning piles, but only managed to send burning motes aloft inside the shop. Hector uttered foul and terrible oaths quite unbecoming of an ordained Paladin.

Frank finally sawed through the reinforced layer and kicked the door in. 

The stockroom was in quite a state of disarray. Clients’ packages were strewn all over the floor in an apparent melee, and some looked broken and were leaking their liquid contents across the cement floor. Of course, booze, ink, and oil weren’t the only liquids leaking.

The daughter, Alexandra, lay sprawled across the floor, hands over a gaping chest wound. Her life’s blood welled through her fingers in spurts. She had already lost so much blood that her lips were turning blue.

That the mother was dead could not be argued. She had apparently taken a large caliber pistol, placed the barrel to her right temple, and pulled the trigger. As a result, the left side of her face had been essentially ripped off when the bullet mushroomed after shattering her skull. Her left eye had landed on a storage shelf and seemed to gaze at Frank in a diminished, dispassionate sort of way. The wall of packages to the left was coated with a sticky sheen of bone, blood, and brain.

A few tendrils of gun smoke still hung in the air.

“Oh my God,” Dulgar said quietly.

Frank walked over to the daughter, who was apparently still breathing. Upon examination, she was still holding on to some shred of consciousness.

“She didn’t murder me,” she declared. Her lips and teeth were coated with her own blood. “I tried to snatch the gun away so she couldn’t kill herself,” she gasped. “The goddamned gun went off.”

Frank gently guided her hand away from the wound and engaged his medical subroutine. The bullet, fortunately, had missed her heart and had exited out her back. The bad news was that it had nicked the aorta. She was losing blood at the rate of half a pint per round. Frank extrapolated that she would be dead in three rounds if she did not immediately receive emergency surgery.

But how would that be accomplished? Frank thought. He knew what to do, but not only did he not have the blood reservoir for transfusion, he lacked the surgical instruments and drugs he would need. Of course, the upgrade he was saving for Dexterity-2 had to be used for the circular saw. So Frank would have had to direct the surgery in any event.

“Damn it,” Robart scowled. “Tis just nae fair!”

“You’re right,” Dulgar said. Frank noticed that his friend’s eyes had dilated to their fullest extent, indicating a recurrence of a dissociative episode. “But I can fix that! I can reverse this Time.”

“That procedure is not recommended,” Frank said by way of gross understatement.

“I know,” Dulgar said with detachment. “But it must be done. I have a debt to pay.”

With that, he tapped out the last calculation and executed the formula. For an instant, Dulgar was encased in a shimmering sphere that looked something like iridescent plastic. Robart started to shout something, but the Mathematician’s field effect suddenly expanded to envelope them all. . .

Then it was as if his body vanished altogether, and only his mind remained. He was wholly immersed in his earlier vision of a flat plane composed solely of gears. It seemed more “real” than reality. Frank saw each interlocking edge of every gear as it mutually interacted in all direction into an impossibly flat horizon. The vision was sharp, clear, and precise. And he could hear all of the mechanical sounds as the worked together to make a cacophony that was as beautiful and whole as any song ever could be.

But now, near where Frank’s disembodied awareness “stood”, a sound of discord arose. Like a wrong note played for the length of a symphony, this dissonance subtracted from the perfection he had just so recently experienced. 

He scanned with unseen sensors and found the incorporeal intelligence of his friend Dulgar. Somehow, in this realm of gears, he only had to think of a person to be near that person.

"Dulgar," Frank thought. Though not physically spoken, his words took form.

"I'm afraid, Frank," his unseen companion said.

"One understands," Frank agreed.

"We did this, you and I," Dulgar said. "We wrecked this place, and now Time is going to collapse."

"You two give yourselves way too much credit," came a third voice. It was a potent yet androgynous voice. "You're not that powerful."

Suddenly, Frank and Dulgar had their bodies back, and they stood before a white, heavily armored Construct. . .

. . . a Dwarf with white hair and beard, wearing a suit of armor that glowed white. . . 

who continued, "Although most mortals know how to stay out of trouble better than you two."

The trio stood at the center of a tremendous gear that appeared to be a hundred feet in radius. The gear had thirty-six teeth, three of which were broken off and a fourth that showed structural cracks. 

"You can't destroy the universe," the Dwarf/Construct being clarified. "But you can certainly make your own world have no future. In fact, that's exactly what you two meddlers have done, and it is the reason the three of us are here."

"Who are you?" Dulgar asked the obvious.

"I am the Angel Symmetrika, in the Service of the Triune God, whom you know as the True One," the Angel self-identified.

"I thought Angels had wings," Dulgar said.

"We actually don't look like anything," Symmetrika countered, shifting back into the appearance of a glowing white Security Drone. Where a Construct's serial plate was usually mounted, the Angel displayed only an emblem comprised of three interlocking circles. 

"We choose to look like what you can understand. Mankind has seen the likes of us many, many times and have never known," he said, becoming a Dwarf once more.

No one spoke for a round, as the Angel allowed Frank and Dulgar to collect your thoughts. In Dwarf form, Symmetrika looked angry. In Construct form, the Angel looked ready to blast the two mortals into a thin stream of subatomic particles.

"Since you've taken it upon yourselves to act like third-rate gods," Angel Symmetrika observed, "it's time for you to decide which of you will die so that time can resume for the world of Gaianar."

"You're giving us the death penalty for trying to make the world a better place?" Dulgar asked, incredulous. "We took on this mission because, in two hundred years, a man named Histra Duprie is going to rise to power and enslave hundreds of thousands of people. Tens of thousands will die at the hands of his merciless Enforcer Drones."

"No," Symmetrika corrected. "I'm not going to execute you. But for me to fix the mess you two have made, the repaired timeline will result in either you dying in an accident, or Construct Frank not being built."

"Oh," Dulgar said.

"Save Dulgar," Frank said, at the precise instant Dulgar said "Save Frank."

"Save Dulgar," Frank reiterated. 

"Why?" Symmetrika asked.

"This unit has promised to defend Dulgar Gemfinder. This protection is unconditional, even unto the destruction of this unit," Frank explained.

"Why is that?" Symmetrika pressed on.

"He is a friend," Frank said.

"And you would give up your existence for your friend?" the Angel asked.

"To save his life: yes," Frank confirmed.

“And you,” Symmetrika asked. “You would give up your life for a machine that isn’t even really alive?”

“I would for this particular machine,” Dulgar said. “There’s more compassion and goodness in him than in almost any ‘living’ person I know.”

“I see the truth of it,” Angel Symmetrika said. “Here is what could be: If I set the timeline so that what you have worked for comes to fruition, and Histra Duprie never comes to power, then Frank will never exist. You, in any event, can never return to your own time. Your future no longer exists.

“If I set the timeline back to its original course, then Histra Duprie remains in power, and you die from a workplace accident that takes place five days after your adventure would have begun. Frank, however, will continue to function for another 756 years.

“The choice, gentlemen is yours. Time is broken until you tell me how it is to be set aright.”

For Frank, the answer was obvious: His own dissolution was a small price to pay for accomplishing Directive Zero and purchasing the safety of his friend.

“Save Dulgar Gemfinder,” Frank said.

“That was the answer I expected, machine,” Symmetrika said not unkindly. “There is a third path, but it comes at an incredibly high price and will charge you two with a burden that cannot be shirked, lest this world eventually be consumed by darkness.”

“We’ll take the third option,” Dulgar said hastily.

“Do you also agree, Construct?” Symmetrika asked.

“Yes,” Frank replied.

“Very well,” the Angel said. “There is a way to preserve both of your lives. But here is the price: As Frank suffers, so shall Dulgar. As Dulgar suffers, so shall Frank. As each has health, so shall the other. As one lives, so shall the other. As one dies, so shall the other. Frank is bound to Dulgar’s protector. Dulgar is bound to be Frank’s teacher. 

“The only way for Frank to sidestep dissolution is to be granted a soul. And he shall have one. A soul exists outside of Time,” Symmetrika concluded.

“What do we have to do to repay?” Dulgar asked.

“You must find and rescue the Architect,” Angel Symmetrika said. “Freeing him is the last act that will forever remove the possibility of Histra Duprie ever being anything but a file clerk. By accepting life instead of dissolution, there still remains a 27% Duprie will still rise as a slaver-lord. Freeing the Architect brings that possibility to 1%.”

“Let it be done,” Frank said.

“Let it be done,” Dulgar added, as if it was part of a ritual.

“In the Name of the Triune God,” Symmetrika said, closing his eyes [closing his visor] in supplication “let it be done what You have willed!”

The Angel Construct [Dwarf] began to glow with a silver radiance. A pool of shining quicksilver spread out across the surface of the damaged time-gear, and when the liquid metal reached the broken teeth, it hardened to form new sprockets. 

The Angel now appeared as a complex array of colored light, like the radiance from a prism. The entity no longer projected its humanoid shape, but showed itself to be a being of pure energy, light, and spirit. 

With a final flash of rainbow light, the time-wheel began to move. As Frank’s consciousness faded from the vision of super-reality, he felt something change within him. He could not define it, but the change was massive and fundamental. In an instant, the entirety of Frank’s life up to this point seemed wan, colorless, and false. With the imposition of a soul, Frank had become real.

Frank had indeed become real.

I have become real.

Interlude

“Well, they must have done something right!” Lord Talon Brightsky said. 

[With great relief: The path of time has resumed], Mebok projected back to his companion.

The world outside the church was brightening again, and, as the two time travelers watched, people and objects slowly phased in to existence.

[With sudden apprehension: We must return to the Castle Brightsky time-gate. To fail is to be trapped in the new time that is about to exist], Mebok warned.

“Being two centuries out of sync was bad enough,” Talon observed. “I’m not going to try for four!”

Fortunately, Talon and Mebok were not terribly far from the ruins of Robart’s Reach. But with the timeline finalizing around them even as they ran up the dirt road from Brighton’s Reach, it felt like an impossible distance to overcome. Grass and trees appeared as the future in which Brighton’s Reach was destroyed by nuclear holocaust was superseded by a more benign (and significantly less radioactive) history. The Man Mechs winked out of existence, to be replaced by peasant farmers in blue denim busily tilling the rocky, but grudgingly fertile soil. Cows and goats appeared as the sterile wastes gave way to thinly verdant pasture land.

Brighton’s Reach was apparently never to be lush and wholly green, but it would have life; not a paradise, but at least somewhere a people could call “home”. 

The time travelers were still not yet synchronized by the time they reached the castle proper. Talon’s home still fluctuated between wreckage and wholeness. The time-gate hung in the ruins of the west wing (or the intact west wing, depending on the moment). 

The inside of the castle flickered between bustling activity and fungus-infested decay; between a house of life, and a refuge for ghosts and skeletons. A sharp tingling, like tiny needles pressed all over his body, told Talon that he and his friend were about to merge into the present-future. But in the front corridor of the west wing, the shimmering portal yet stood.

Mebok took a tiny jade circlet from under his slave tunic and pressed it, and the polyalloy chain upon which it hung, into his friend’s hand.

[With bittersweet joy: May the Great Maker guide your feet and light your path], the pale alien said in farewell.

“And you too, my friend and ally,” Talon replied.

As before, the companions stepped into the gate together. But when Talon emerged, he was alone. The fate would remain a story for another era.

With a cracking sound like that of a horse whip, and a puff of sharp ozone, the time distortion snapped shut behind the traveler. It would never reappear. Talon stepped forward into the west wing hallway only to see Lord Cassandra, his father’s mortal enemy, standing in the front courtyard of the castle. It was dawn, and the thin ribbon of sunlight cast a hundred foot shadow from the enemy. Cassandra’s waxed moustache was twirled even tighter on the ends than usual, forming perfect circular curls. 

He was accompanied by a ragamuffin wearing a tattered black cloak and worn out leather armor. He had bright blue eyes, betraying his origins as from Touch Stone, along the southern coastline. His unkempt black hair clung in greasy knots, and his oily skin spoke volumes of the need for improved hygiene. He held a Mathematician’s tablet, which at this point had begun to glow as the strange man scribbled away at a frantic pace. 

Talon looked to the side wall where his father had always hung the ceremonial daggers of Clan Bryn. They bore both the family colors and sigils. Personally, it never bothered Talon that his family was only tangentially related to West Point’s most learned Clan. He pulled the daggers down from the wall and kicked out the window in front of him with his well-worn steel-toed boots. Triangular shards of glass rained down upon the courtyard hexstones.

“Coward!” Talon screamed as he flung the first Bryn dagger through the air at Lord Cassandra. The whirling blade missed its intended target, but did instead impaled the shabby Mathematician in his left eye.

The henchman reflexively yanked the dagger out of his eye, spraying an arc of bright red blood across the paving stones. He made a single howling shriek, fell over backwards, and convulsed in death throes as blood hemorrhaged out of his brain. The glow faded from the tablet as the summoned potential energy dissipated back into the universe. 

Lord Cassandra pulled out his single-shot holdout gun and aimed for Talon’s head. At that range, the minuscule firearm had little chance of hitting, and Talon was used to beating the odds. The round shattered the adjacent window, but otherwise succeeded only in making a big noise.

Talon readied himself to launch his second dagger, but his enemy pulled his cowl overhead and disappeared from view. It didn’t surprise Lord Talon that an enemy so willing to hire assassins to do his bidding would also employ a highly illegal invisibility cloak.

“When you’re ready to act like a man, you know where to find me, you bastard!” Talon bellowed with rage. He threw his remaining dagger where he guessed his enemy might be, but the blade only clattered across the pavers with a small shower of sparks.

No answer to the challenge was forthcoming, but Talon had the feeling he had not seen the last of his father’s mortal enemy. 

As the dawn ribbon of sunlight was swallowed by the omnipresent clouds, Talon felt as if the uncertain timeline between the robust castle and the one in ruins was finally decided -- in his father’s favor. It fell into place with a nearly audible click. While Lord Cassandra was far from defeated, Talon somehow knew that Robart’s Reach would stand pristine and not in ruins. 

A familiar, officious tapping sound came up the stairs and towards him. It was Jervington, the butler.

“Young Master,” he said with surprise and barely restrained joy, “you have at last returned!”

Book lll : The Living Machine

Thirty-Two: Groundhog Day

What I had not expected, after the angelic confrontation with Symmetrika, was to have to relive this day again starting at dawn. Like the first time, I watched the sunlight peek through the slot-like break in the clouds. The same patterns of frost lit up in the windows. But this morning it seemed more intense, more real. It was like I was really part of the world around me instead of just an observer. It was the difference between viewing a flat image of a place, versus actually standing there. My perception was once flat, and now it seemed full and robust in a way I had never thought possible.

And all I had done so far was look at a sunlit, frost-covered window.

There was a sensation that I could not quantify, for it did not originate from any of my sensors. But it made me feel whole in a way that I had never knew I was previously lacking. I did not understand, but did find it satisfactory.

My thoughts, too, seemed less regimented, less structured since the change. Whether this was good or bad, I did not yet know.

Yet, for this new appreciation of life, my body had not changed at all. My diagnostic software reported 100% structural integrity and normal energy generation. My remote probe still obediently flew slow circles around the outside of the hotel. The Angel had not turned me into an organic being. And yet, I could not deny that I was indeed alive as an awakened, spiritual being.

How does one know when one is alive? One just does. 

I noticed two alterations to my appearance when I looked into the hotel room’s mirror. The first was a small knotted-circle emblem on my upper-right chest plate. It was identical to the one Angel Symmetrika wore when he had presented himself as a white-colored Construct. The second change was less subtle. Whereas my faceplate aperture was usually dark except for the green, pea-sized sensor that served as my eye, now a golden light shone outward. Within the subtle radiance, I could see swirling flecks of brighter energy. I wondered if I was seeing my soul.

There was a difference that seemed to affect my friend. Dulgar did not seem to be in the grips of night terrors as he had so frequently been of late. In fact, he seemed to be sleeping quite peacefully at present.

I heard Robart awaken in the next room, so I knew it was time to get Dulgar up as well. This time I pulled the sheets off of him instead of pushing him to the floor.

“Frank,” Dulgar yawned and rubbed his eyes. “What the heck just happened? We were somewhere else...” He looked around the hotel room and said, “And now it’s morning -- again.”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“Then we really did change things?”

“Yes,” I said again. The habit of short, direct speech would probably be long in breaking.

“Your face,” Dulgar said. “That light is beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like that!”

I did not know what to say in reply, so I said nothing.

“So...” Dulgar mused, “we just have to rescue this ‘Architect’ fellow and we’re home free.”

“Except now we can never go home, free or otherwise” I pointed out.

“Friend,” Dulgar said, “if you think that I ever considered Myracannon ‘home’, then you are out of your freaking mind.”

“That is a mismatched if/then statement,” I observed.

“I knew you’d see it my way,” Dulgar answered.

Dulgar bathed and dressed before we headed downstairs for the breakfast meal. My physiology had not changed, so I still did not need to eat.

Robart and Hector made the same banter they did the first time around, and Hector expressed his guilt over eating while I could not. But I could not feel regret over this. My Theoretical Engine provided all the energy I needed.

“Why’s all that light coming out of yer helmet, lad?” Robart asked, finally noticing my slightly altered appearance.

“Software upgrade,” I replied. It was not precisely a lie.

That answer seemed to satisfy my liege, since he and the Paladin resumed their eating and chatter.

“The daughter, not the mother, must be told,” I said to Dulgar.

“Right,” my friend agreed. “We should find some way to confiscate that pistol, too.”

“What are ye two talkin’ about?” Lord Robart asked.

“When we tell about Grigori Markotov,” Dulgar explained. “We should tell the daughter first.”

“How do you know about a daughter?” Robart asked.

“I looked in to their shop late last night before going to sleep,” Dulgar lied.

Of course, the plausible lies were always the most believable. Sometimes a lie could be believed easier than the truth. 

“We’ll do it the way that’ll cause the least pain,” Robart said.

“Then we should do it my way,” Dulgar concluded.

They finished eating. This time, Dulgar steered Robart and Hector across the street so as to miss Andropov’s deteriorated weapon shop. 

It turned out that we exchanged one confrontation for another, as three young ruffians stepped out of an alleyway to block our path. The leader of the pack looked like he had purposefully not shaved for a week just to prove he was old enough to grow a smattering of facial hair. He wore second-hand leather armor that showed serious signs of wear in the form of half a dozen patches. He had an arrogant sneer and yellow teeth. His two companions looked of similar socioeconomic status. The one to his left wore a red bandanna and a pirates’ ear ring, despite the fact that Anchor’s Reach was 115 miles from the coast. The one to his right wore a leather jacket with a decorative bandoleer of spikes. He had about five whiskers sticking out of his chin. He stood defiantly, as if his teenage fury was supposed to inspire terror in his elders.

“What’s this all about?” Robart said, obviously unimpressed.

“When we found out you weren’t dead,” the sneering leader gloated, “we figured we’d cash in on that open offer for ‘pest removal’.”

“Lad,” Robart said condescendingly, “bein’ a hired killer is’nae much of a job.”

“It’s a living,” Fake-Pirate gloated.

“Dyin’ ain’t much of a livin’,” Robart countered.

The scruffy leader pulled out a poorly maintained .32 caliber automatic, of the unrenowned “Boothby & Harkotov” brand. It held 12 shots in the magazine and fired quickly, assuming it didn’t explode in the user’s hand. 

“Yeah,” Spiky Bandoleer said. “Shoot him, and make it short and sweet.”

My combat window immediately launched. The targeting software classified the weapon as a “moderate” threat for Constructs and a “serious” threat for organic humanoids. I had thought to brandish my circular saw -- but I no longer had that attachment since the day restarted. I engaged my nailgun instead, which popped up with an ominous metallic click.

“They said you were good with a sword, so I brought this along,” Patched Jacket Rogue gloated. “Don’t they say handguns are the great combat equalizer?”

“Sure, lad,” Robart agreed jovially. “If ye be naught but ah worthless coward, that is.”

“We’ll see how much you brag after I take care of your wind-up toy!” Patched Jacket said, and then shot me in the head.

The Boothby & Harkotov aimed true and the medium-gage missile passed through my visor and out the back of my helmet. My diagnostic software reported a 2% reduction in structural integrity. I did not envy the fact that humanoids kept their brains in their heads.

I overrode the combat software’s recommendation to initiate a 3:2 firing pattern at the hostile’s chest. Instead, I aimed at his thighs. With a wet thud, two out of three combat nails struck true -- six inches above each knee. The ruffian dropped to the ground, writhing like a headless serpent and wailing like a banshee. 

“Fornication!” Fake-Pirate exclaimed and fled down the same alley from which he had emerged.

Dulgar scribbled a quick formula onto his glass tablet and made it shimmer menacingly.

“Who’s next?” My friend asked rhetorically.

Spiky Bandoleer uttered a terrible oath and followed Fake-Pirate’s wise (but cowardly) retreat.

This left Patched Jacket still shrieking like a stuck pig. Robart dragged him off the sidewalk and plopped him on a nearby bench.

“You’ll live,” Robart assured the upstart punk. “But remember today’s lesson: a gun is like holding three-of-a-kind, but having a security drone is a full house!”

He reached down to the sidewalk and picked up the discarded pistol and said, “And I’m sure ye won’t mind me keepin’ this souvenir, lad.”

Patched Jacket Thug was still too busy mewing to object in any meaningful way.

I had expected my liege to reiterate his tale about “knowing when to hold’em, knowing when to fold’em”. But I was mistaken.

“Oh, and lad,” Robart turned as an afterthought. “A Boothby’s more like a pair o’ deuces than a three-of-a-kind. Just so as ye know.”

We left the amateur assassin whimpering on the bench as we walked down to the shipping company. 

“Frank,” Robart said as we walked down the main street. “Ye an’ Dulgar have earned yer keep yet again. It’s temptin’ me ta consider a wee raise for ye.”

I nodded (in the clumsy mechanical way that I could nod). It felt satisfactory to have formulated a non-lethal, yet highly instructional solution to the confrontation.

As it was on this morning’s first iteration, the shipping company’s shop floor was clean and pleasant. 

“Picking up or shipping out, are ya?” The widow asked. Of course, she did not yet know she was a widow.

“Let me take care of this,” Dulgar told his liege.

“If ye know what yer doin’,” Robart cautioned.

“Madam,” Dulgar said, “I need to speak to Alexandra.”

As Dulgar explained the tragedy, my status window displayed what would later prove to be the last of my “visions” of the future. In the original time stream, the one with a dead Robart Brightsky, the Illuthielite cultists remained at large in Anchor’s Reach and ritually murdered Alexandra five years from now. In the time stream that had just been replaced, Alexandra had no future at all because she had been mortally wounded in a failed attempt to prevent her mother’s suicide. But now, it seemed, the future for Alexandra would be a lasting one. Her granddaughter would rise up against a key robber-baron whose descendants would later back Histra Duprie.

And in that future, Elonna, my first friend, lived a long and full life. She eventually bore three daughters, one of whom would marry into Robart’s family. She would never be sold into slavery, never be poisoned slowly by industrial solvents, and would never be beaten to death by a merciless Construct who was “just following orders”. She died a natural death, in her sleep, at the age of ninety-six.

She would never know me, but I would always remember her. 

And the wheel of the universe clicked.

Thirty-Three: Secret Beneath Black Gold

It didn’t take long for my companions to restock their provisions. Lord Robart purchased the wagon from the merchant’s widow and harnessed a pair of hastily purchased draft horses. Puffs of steam billowed out of the animals’ nostrils as they pulled the wagon at a modest pace. The party’s original complement of beasts, which included a war horse, a mule and an alpaca, trailed closely behind.

I, of course, remained on foot and took point as we travelled south. Our original mission, that being repairing the controller Construct in Fractaltopia, had not changed. We would travel along the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks for another three days before heading west on Route 33. According to my cultural database, there was apparently a cultural mystique about that road that was nearly as potent as the mythology surrounding poker.

A popular folk song promised that one could “get your glee on Route 33”.

I doubted it.

By noon, the sky had become a thin dome of pale white, and I thought perhaps there might be a break in the cloud cover. A gentle flurry of snowflakes drifted down in lazy spiral trajectories, undisturbed by even a trace of wind. The temperature was only ten degrees below freezing -- quite balmy for this time of the season.

Overhead, a lone Undead buzzard circled above us. My targeting software informed me that the bird remained a hundred feet beyond the range of my nail guns at all times. I had no doubt now that the creature was a magical equivalent of a remote sensor probe, but I still did not know who controlled the creature, or why.

By nightfall, we had reached the nondescript village of Tungochar’s Reach. The outer regions of the town appeared abandoned. The simple, two-story brick homes now housed only rats and pigeons, which scurried or fluttered out the empty windows and vacant door frames. 

I asked what had happened here.

“Nothing too dramatic,” Lord Robart explained. “About fifty years ago, the coal mine played out. The town’s been bust ever since.”

By “played out”, my liege apparently meant that the mine’s resources were exhausted.

The core of Tungochar’s Reach still had a smattering of shops and a single inn that had seen better days. Instead of gas-powered streetlights or chemical lamps, as I had observed in other towns, the people here seemed to be content with burning their household trash in big barrels on the street corners. These smoldering heaps generated more smoke than light. As my companions drew handkerchiefs over their faces, it made me appreciate once more the fact that I did not have to breathe

“What a dump!” Hector snorted 

“I’ve seen worse,” Dulgar said (and I could vouch for him). “But not recently.”

The inn, named “The Black Gold”, had two burning barrels of trash out front. The lobby windows had long, radial fissures that emanated from bullet holes. A homeless, drunken bum huddled on a bench outside beneath a pile of filthy blankets. The building’s red brick face was stained nearly black from soot, ash, and chemical residue. Indeed, everything in Tungochar’s Reach was filthy beyond reckoning. 

We stepped inside and found the interior was just as squalid as the outside. The dining room had dark wooden molding, which had probably looked aesthetically pleasing when first installed, but now was chipped, scarred and encrusted with filth. The plaster walls displayed huge craters, from which insects and small vermin scurried in and out. The stone tile floor was coated with a thick resin of grease and filth. Near the fireplace, a puddle of vomit slowly dried to a chunky crust. Flies buzzed about, despite the weather and season. The room was lit with dim, sputtering braziers that seemed to be fuelled with animal fat. Black, circular scorch marked the ceiling above the smoky illumination

I felt it my duty to warn my liege about the likely danger of food poisoning such a contaminated eatery would pose.

“Well, lad,” Robart laughed. “We’re nae gonna eat here. A bed and a roof is all we’re lookin’ fare.”

That was reassuring.

My liege found the innkeeper and paid for the best two rooms in the establishment. From what I had seen so far, that wasn’t saying much.

“Ah,” Robart said, jangling two sets of keys. “We have the ‘Duke’ and ‘Baron’ suites.”

“That just means that the beds have been pissed in only three or four times,” Hector said sarcastically. 

“But no more than five, ta be sure,” Robart opined.

“I’m laying my bedroll on the floor and sleeping in that,” Dulgar said wisely. “The cold weather’s bad enough without getting a case of head lice too.”

Robart, Dulgar and Hector stepped up to the bar. The tender was an older male human with shaggy, disheveled grey hair, and glasses that seemed to be of an excruciatingly strong prescription. He had a packet of cigarettes rolled up in his shirt sleeve, an unlit cigarette wedged between his scalp and ear, and a lit one hanging off the edge of his lip.

“What’ll it be?” The bar keeper asked. His voice was rough from a lifetime of chain smoking unfiltered cigarettes. 

“Three beers -- from sealed bottles, no glasses necessary,” Robart replied.

The bar tender complied, producing three bottles of Stark Stout. My three companions drank directly from the bottles, presumably because there were no acceptably clean mugs in the establishment.

Robart was almost finished with his first pint when a rowdy hooligan shambled up from the dining area and staggered in my companions’ direction. He wore work-stained denim pants and a greasy shirt. His hair hung in front of his eyes in oily curls, and he hadn’t shaved in two or three days. His face was chubby and jowly. If I could sigh, I would have, as I could predict what was about to happen even if I had turned my math coprocessor off.

“Ah knows who yer’are!” The drunkard slurred at Robart.

My liege did what I could not: he sighed.

“Laddie,” Robart said, swiveling around on the bar stool, “I know ye think yer the ‘tough’ o’ this bonnie town. But I’ll give ye the chance ta walk away an’ live.”

The oaf apparently didn’t listen, as he drew out a butterfly knife and made a pathetic attempt to brandish it in a menacing way by twirling it between his hands. He nicked his index finger, yelped, and dropped the blade to the floor where it clattered several feet in Robart’s direction. 

As the belligerent fool bent down to retrieve his knife, I launched a heavy-gauge construction nail at the hilt. The drunkard gave a forlorn glance at his weapon and belched.

“Look, laddie,” Robart said tiredly, "we can fight tomorra’.”

“Whuh?” Oaf slurred.

“I mean,” Robart clarified, balling his fist, “if’n ye still want ta make a go of it when ye sober up, fist, “you should get some rest!”

With that, my liege punched his would-be assassin so hard in the jaw that his feet actually left the floor for a moment. He fell backwards and hit the stone tiles with a wet thud.

“Good night,” Robart declared and resumed drinking his pint of Stark Stout.

I came to understand that Lord Cassandra must have spent a fortune on Whirligig messages, as it seems he had advertised a bounty on my liege’s life in nearly every town. 

“Yuh shudd’nt huv hit Lorch like that,” the bartender informed my liege. “He’s gut friends in this town.”

“Doesn’t everybody,” Robart replied with a smirk.

Dulgar and I got the “Duke” suite. The first thing I noticed was a trail of mouse droppings across the worn hardwood floor. The second thing was the broken window pane that was patched over with cardboard and tape. The room’s sole source of illumination was a tallow candle that produced a steady stream of black smoke. The room’s heat was accomplished by an kerosene-burning fireplace that generated a soft, even thermal radiance. A narrow chimney evacuated the resulting carbon monoxide.

“It’s lucky for you that you can’t smell,” Dulgar sniffed with obvious distaste. “This room reeks of piss.” 

I had, in fact predicted that. I had yet to meet a humanoid that thought bodily excretions smelled pleasant. And yet, when the humanoids stopped caring about their immediate environment, they seemed likely to allow their surroundings to become contaminated with their own waste. I found this puzzling.

My friend, true to his earlier assertion, spread his bedroll out onto the floor after sweeping away the rodent pellets. I guessed that the odor of stale urine that Dulgar had objected to was emanating from the bed’s sagging mattress.

Dulgar extinguished the candle and crawled into his sleeping tube. As I required no rest, I activated my sensor probe and sent it up the chimney and into the night sky. I was not expecting trouble, but it seemed that my liege did not need to invite calamity in order for it to arrive.

The Undead carrion bird circled overhead. It circled higher into the nearly pitch black sky when I attempted to snare it with my probe’s grappling hook. The probe was certainly more maneuverable, but my target had too great an advantage in speed. 

A thought occurred to me: what if the Undead buzzard was actually a servant of Lord Cassandra? If so, it would explain why there was an assassin waiting for my liege in every town we passed through. It fit better than the idea that my liege’s foe was paying for hundreds of whirligigs to be sent out to every hired killer in North Point.

At 23:5:5, I heard a polite rapping at the door. I engaged my nailgun and greeted the visitor with the gun barrel. It was not another hired thug, but was instead the night manager. He wore a rumpled work shirt that had an array of pens in the shirt pocket, and a poorly knotted tie that was skewed sharply to the left. He had a working relationship with a shaving razor, but his accuracy left something to be desired, as evidenced by the four bloody shaving nicks that had been stanched with small pieces of tissue paper.

“I’m unarmed!” He yelped.

I retracted my main weapon and told him to speak.

“I’m Petrov, the night manager,” the visitor announced nervously. His eyes fixated on the barrel of the weapon that was currently pointed at his face.

I assumed he knew my name from the registry, so I felt no need to respond.

“Well,” he stammered after a few moments of apparently uncomfortable silence, “they s-s-say you machine people have the knowing of a lot of th-th-th-things.”

“Elaborate,” I prompted. 

“The boss s-s-s-said he’d let you and your friends have the room for free if you could fix a few things,” the night manager said.

“Specify,” I prompted again. The clerk seemed to have a particularly acute problem with actually getting to the point.

“It’s the floor,” he said at last. “It’s going to cave in s-s-s-soon if s-s-s-s-s-something’s not done.”

“One needs to conduct a visual evaluation,” I replied.

“Follow me,” he said.

I recalled my sensor probe and stationed it in the Duke Suite so as to allow me to keep watch over my friend. I did not necessarily trust the night clerk.

Petrov led me downstairs and into the basement. I activated my flood lamps, which illuminated the lower level in peach-colored light.

“It’s so bright!” Petrov said happily.

I did not feel the need to respond to the obvious observation. Instead, I asked about the task at hand.

“The floor above us is getting spongy,” Petrov said, pointing to a 3’ by 4’ discolored patch. The wood was rotted, and the positioning coincided with the mug-washing sink at the bar. I, therefore, assumed there was a trickle leak in the plumbing as well. As an aside, I had to wonder how the wooden subflooring had been supporting the stone tiles as long as they had.

“What do you th-th-think?” Petrov asked.

I had the notion that I could saw some wood planks out of the basement floor and use it reinforce the ceiling. That would at least solve the problem for a few months. I explained my idea and the night manager agreed.

For the second time, it seemed to me that I had the circular saw accessory installed. But I didn’t. It was a ghost of part of a memory of a sequence of events that never happened. It struck me as strange that I was able to remember things that technically never transpired. 

I used my upgrade buffer to install the circular saw. 

The basement floor was constructed from iron wood. Smoke curled upward in white puffs as my saw blade bit into the wood. It took only six rounds to cut a section large enough for the task at hand.

When I pulled the section away, the night manager gasped and turned a whiter shade of pale. When I looked down into the crawl space beneath the basement floor, I saw a collection of skeletonized bodies lying in the hard-packed dirt.

I consulted my medical database and activated my A/V recorder. I captured an image of each of the four bodies. Height, build, and hip configuration indicated Human females, while the shape of the nasal ridges convinced me they were of North Point stock. They were probably locals.

It looked like the victims had been slain with an axe. The floor had probably been built over the bodies.

“Query: age of this flooring,” I asked Petrov.

“Well,” he stammered, “I th-th-think this s-s-s-s-section was built about twelve years ago. Th-th-th-this used to be just a dirt floor.”

That gave me the “when” and the “how”. I still didn’t know the “why” and the “who”. 

As it turned out, I would not be without that data for long. Exposed to the high intensity light of my sodium-vapor lamps, the hand bones of skeletons started to vibrate and twitch, and their jawbones began clattering.

“Undead!” Petrov cried. “Noooooo!” 

In a display of abject cowardice, the night manager practically flew up the basement stairs and slammed the door shut. A moment later, I heard the sound of the deadbolt sliding shut with a metallic snap.

The four murder victims slowly sat up from their hidden graves, their bones clattering in an almost mechanical way. Their eyes lit up in a flickering amber glow. Their teeth chattered as if they were trying to speak.

[Activate Shield], I commanded my operating system.

[Done. Shield integrity: 100%], my operating system reported.

I suppressed the impulse to go to combat mode. I was curious to see if I could learn anything else about the victims and how they had died. 

Some of their rib bones were missing, and their arm bones had lateral grooves cut into them, as if by a butcher’s knife. The fire in their eye sockets glowed more brightly now, and I thought the skeletons were gaining some measure of self-awareness.

“Query: Who accomplished your termination?”

“Rrr...” one of them growled. I still didn’t know how animated skeletons managed to produce sound when they had no internal organs.

“Evvven...” said another.

“Ennge...” the third declared.

The four stepped towards me in unison and uttered, “Rrrevennge! Revenge! Revenge!”

“Why?” I asked.

“Kill you!” they said as one, as if they formed some kind of ghastly chorus.

“Why?” I asked again.

“Kill you Antolya! Kill your eyes!” the skeletal quartet chanted.

I found it odd that they spoke as one. Perhaps the lengthy period in the shared grave had somehow blended their consciousnesses in Undeath.

“You shall pay, Antolya!” the skeletons promised. 

Now the yellow fire in their eyes were as bright as my sodium lamps. It was at this moment that narrow columns of amber, superheated plasma jetted from their eye sockets, aimed at me, of course. My shield absorbed the first two bolts before collapsing, but the remaining two struck me dead center in my chest plate. It surely would have instantly slain an organic humanoid. As it was, the beams melted a four inch wide hole in my armor plating.

“Frank!” Dulgar shouted over the remote probe’s A/V link. “What the hell just happened?”

Had my friend somehow sensed my injury? I did not have the luxury of responding or contemplating the topic at the moment.

“Nailgun: Combat nails. Silver,” I commanded, and then unleashed three rounds at the closest skeleton. 

At point-blank range, there was scant possibility of missing the target. One nail struck the hostile’s nasal ridge, while two struck its breast bone. The skull cracked in half, and the fiery eye sockets shot one last energy bolt before extinguishing forever; one hit the load bearing member for the ceiling, while another hit a crate of moldy business receipts, which lit like winter tinder. The ceiling sagged by a few degrees.

“Perish in flame, Antolya!” the remaining trio announced. While the unnatural voice of an animated skeleton failed to carry emotional overtones, I suspected that whatever remnant consciousness that drove these creatures seethed with rage. 

The trio shot again. This time, one beam struck me in my visor, while the other two hit my right arm. 

[Informational: Nailgun disabled. Current structural integrity: 89%. Engage alternate weapon? [Y|N] ]

As if I had not noticed that my right arm was now a red-hot length of slag. 

I engaged the circular saw, which was fortunately mounted in my left arm. The spinning blade made a satisfying whine as I swung outward to decapitate one of my attackers. I marveled at just how much more effective my targeting software had become in the single year I had existed. The severed head rolled along the floor for a few moments and burned a hole in the wooden planks. 

The two remaining skeletons shot again. Thankfully, one missed. The other burned another four inch hole in my torso region. I swung my saw blade at the creature to my left, slicing the ribcage in a broad, lateral path. The hostile went down, but not before bone shards got jammed in the saw mechanism.

[Informational: Circular saw disabled. Remove foreign objects before reinitializing device driver. Current structural integrity: 74%. Engage alternate weapon? [Y|N] ]

I engaged my grappling hook and aimed it at the final skeleton. The grappling claw closed around its skull with a mechanical snap, and I retracted the tether at maximum recoil. Its head ripped from its neck, making the sound of a dry twig snapping. The bones from the rest of the body collapsed in a heap.

Of course, the ceiling was bowing about a foot off plane and a huge flaming box of old paperwork was busily spreading its conflagration to the other load bearing strut. The air had filled with black ash, smoke, and tiny orange cinders. 

I deactivated combat mode and ascended the staircase, which was also on fire. The weakened structure groaned and creaked under my weight, but held -- for now. The locked door proved to be only one punch away from being permanently unlocked. Indeed, I was able to send the wooden door flying from its hinges.

A black tongue of smoke accompanied my emergence from the basement. The night manager was sitting on a stool next to the bartender, and he looked like a man who was contemplating a very short life expectancy. But I had no plans to punish him. If his cowardice had endangered Dulgar, then I might have different plans for Petrov.

“What did you do?” Petrov shrieked, looking at my heavily damaged right arm and the billowing clouds of soot and ash that streamed from the basement door.

“The dead have been set to rest,” I said truthfully.

“But the hotel’s on fire!” Petrov whined. “What am I supposed to do now?”

“One might make a management decision,” I prompted the assistant manager.

The bartender seemed to find some humor in my remark. 

“How’s this for an idea,” he told Petrov dryly. “Evacuate the hotel.”

“There’s eighteen paying people in this hotel,” he griped. “Where are they supposed to go?”

“Out,” I said.

Dulgar, Robart, and Hector came barreling down the stairs with their travel bags packed. They weren’t the only one. It was a midnight exodus.

“So sorry we can’t stay,” Hector said sarcastically. “Any chance you can pro-rate the bill?”

“Get out!” Petrov commanded. He had tried to sound tough, but the effect just didn’t work for him.

“We’ll just make a wee little withdrawal, and just call it even,” Robart said, grabbing a bottle of “Death Handle Vodka” and “Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whiskey” from the bar.

“It’s gonna burn anyway,” the bartender said philosophically, taking a few bottles of his own choosing. “Of course, I’ve always been a tequila man,” he added with a wink.

“Thieves!” Petrov complained to no one in particular.

The floor lurched downward a few more inches, and the guests seemed at last compelled to abandon the burning building.

“It’s been a slice,” Hector said on his way out.

A few rounds later, we watched from the street as the Black Gold Inn became a towering inferno that sent orange sparks hundreds of feet into the night sky. Apparently the town of Tungochar’s Reach did not employ a fire suppression team. That fact perfectly fit my impression of this town.

“Where to now?” Dulgar asked Lord Robart.

“Ach!” he cursed. “I suppose we can stay at the stable till dawn.”

“Yeah,” Hector added. “The rooms will probably be cleaner too!

Thirty-Four: Eye of the Storm

As it turned out, the stable was cleaner than the now-defunct Black Gold Inn. Only one other horse, aside from Robart’s animals, made its residence inside Buck’s Horse Hotel: a bright-eyed gelding of midnight black. Its coat was so glossy and dark that the animal seemed almost like liquid ink. It was probably the proprietor’s horse and was obviously well cared for. 

The stacks of animal feed were carefully arranged by type and date. The unused stalls were tidily swept and clean, while the straw bedding for Robart’s animals appeared less than an hour old. I did not see any flies or rats -- unlike in the rancid suites of the Black Gold.

The owner lived in an apartment built above the stable, and had been awakened by the commotion when the Black Gold burned to the ground. He did not appear surprised or particularly sympathetic.

“That filth pit finally got the renovation it’s needed,” Buck said to Lord Robart. “But seein’ how you’ve already paid to sleep somewhere, I’ll let you have the last three stalls for free if your Construct can mend some fences for me in the morning.”

“It’s up to ye, Frank,” Robart said. “Ye be a bit worse far wear. Can ye do it?”

“Yes,” I replied. My repair subroutine estimated 100% structural integrity in six hours and 42 rounds, so I felt confident in my answer.

My companions spread out some fresh straw upon which they laid their bedrolls. I dimmed my sodium lamps to 5% capacity, so as to provide faint illumination, but not so much as to interfere with my friends’ sleep patterns.

I watched through my probe’s sensors as the hotel fire gradually burned itself out. Before too long, dozens of town folk crept out of their homes under the cloak of darkness to pick through the smoldering wreckage like scavenger birds to a bloated carcass. No one had volunteered to help purge the flames, but the townsfolk were brave enough to steal under the cloak of night. They picked over the smoking ruins for most of the night.

Thirty rounds before local dawn, my operating system reported completion of repairs and that my structural integrity was once again at 100%. As I opened the stable doors to commence the morning’s project, Construct Able trundled in dragging a burlap sack of tinned goods apparently salvaged from the Black Gold. While this technically constituted looting, I did not reprimand the drone. This was the first time that the diminutive machine had shown individual initiative, and I did not want it to be the last. I wondered if the service drone would eventually become fully sentient, or if this was just a behavioral anomaly. 

I examined Able’s loot: one can of Ramblewood coffee, three cans of baked beans (baked even further, thanks to the hotel fire), two containers of canned mini-sausages, and four tins of peanut butter. Able apparently was intelligent enough to salvage high-protein foods for the humanoids.

[Task ID: Stack provisions in unoccupied stall #7], I commanded.

[Acknowledged], Able transmitted back.

Dawn arrived, and this morning the sky was only partly cloudy. At the eastern horizon, the distant clouds gradually lit with purple fingers of faint illumination, and quickly deepened and brightened into pink, then orange. Gai, the sun, emerged from the horizon line in triumphant orange radiance. Unlike the organic humanoids, I could look directly at the sun without damaging my visual sensors. 

The sun flared in my vision, washing everything else out. And yet the completeness of what I was seeing was not diminished for it. I wanted to keep looking at the sun, for it gave me a positive sensation that I could not quantify. Time passed, and yet I continued to stare.

“Frank!” Dulgar shouted. He was shivering in his night clothes. “What are you doing?”

How had I missed his approach?

“Are you all right?” he asked, less confrontationally this time. 

“Yes,” I answered, forcing my gaze from the brilliant sunrise. I recalibrated my visual sensors and my friend came into focus before me.

“It’s strange, what the Angel did to us,” Dulgar said. “I had this strange, bright dream that I could look at the sun and really see it. I wasn’t afraid to look. What woke me up was a sudden and intense feeling of joy. I then realized that it wasn’t coming from me, but from you.”

Joy. That was the word that described the sensation that I had experienced. 

“Agreed,” I replied. 

“Now that I’m up, I can see why you’re happy,” my friend said. “The sunrise is beautiful and so rare in these parts.”

He squinted at the shimmering horizon, which now burned gold and amber. 

“I’ll get dressed and help you with the fences,” he added.

A few rounds later, Dulgar was garbed in his cold weather attire. With his help, and my newly-repaired nailgun, we were finished the task at hand in eighty rounds.

“Nice job,” Buck shouted down from his apartment window.

I nodded, in the stiff way that I was able.

By this time, Lord Robart and Hector Grizzletooth hid awakened and were eating their morning meal. Construct Able had trundled off to the corner market to purchase additional fresh provisions while Dulgar and I busied ourselves repairing the broken fences. 

As we prepared to bid farewell to Tungochar’s Reach, we were confronted by one very angry Pietor Black -- the owner of the blackened Black Gold.

“This is all your fault!” Black said, shaking his fist at me. “My beautiful hotel. . . Ruined! By a thrice-damned machine. This tragedy. . . It will not be forgotten. . . Nor forgiven! I will have my revenge, you thing. . . bitter, sweeping revenge. What can you possibly say to that?!”

“Sorry,” I said.

“Sorry?!” Black erupted in rage. “That’s all you can say. . . is sorry?”

“You also over-use the ‘ellipses’ punctuation,” I added. He had, after all, invited additional commentary. 

I had the impression that he had practiced his tirade since the hotel burned at midnight. It was probably for the best that he had chosen a career in the hospitality industry and not in acting.

“You haven’t heard the last of this!” He shouted.

That, unfortunately, I did not doubt.

“And you’ll hear from my Law Twister!” Black added menacingly.

I did not doubt that either. 

When I did not reply, Pietor Black hurled a string of the most terrible curses and oaths, and then marched away in a huff.

After the proprietor had gone, Robart slapped a hand on my shoulder and said, “Don’t worry about that blow-hard, laddie. That was all farr show. He’ll be collecting a handsome sum from the insurance, I’ll bet ye.”

I had not actually worried. It was not as if I had any real assets that could be confiscated in a frivolous lawtwist.

Without further interruption, we headed south towards the Route 3 junction. The sky remained partly sunny, which helped boost the temperature to 39 degrees. Dulgar, the most weather sensitive of our group, was even able to shed his fur overcloak. The only thing that marred an otherwise perfect day was the unrelenting presence of the Undead buzzard that surveyed every move we made.

As the day wore on, we passed through three more abandoned towns. It made me consider just how much of the humanoid population had been wiped out during the Wrath of Scaxathrom, also known as the Great Cataclysm. The armies of the Undead slew 90% of the living population before they were finally contained. The key word here is “contained”, not “defeated”. The capitol city of North Point was a perfect example of the uneasy truce between the living and the dead.

By nightfall, we had reached the empty village of Kesha’s Reach. Like many depopulated towns, the heavily damaged buildings provided mute testimony to the fact that the village had perished in violence. Many of the row homes were, in fact, only the blackened foundations that remained after some great fire had consumed several city blocks. Other houses still stood, but showed scarring from small arms fire. Here and there, humanoid bones littered the street, and showed evidence of being chewed on by scavengers. Many of the hexstone pavers were overturned by patches of yellow razorgrass whose growth was unhindered by the hand of man. As the night wind picked up, it made mournful, moaning sounds through the empty windows of damaged, abandoned homes. Not a single gas street lamp lit as the sun crossed the terminator into night. 

[Task ID: Gather firewood. Qty: 10 pounds], I commanded of Able.

[Acknowledged], the service drone replied.

We found that the local inn, although abandoned, was still relatively intact. A fire had consumed the upper-left corner room, and all the street-facing windows were broken, but the roof line and load bearing members appeared straight. The faded sign announced itself as the “Ace of Diamonds Inn”.

“It’ll probably be cleaner than the Black Gold,” Hector sneered.

“It’ll be less burned at least,” Dulgar observed.

I activated my flood lamps at 50% intensity once inside the inn. The hotel had apparently once done a brisk trade in gambling. Along one wall, a row of battered mechanical slot machines stood in ruin. A roulette table lay on its side. A desiccated skeleton in a tacky suit lay slumped over a Black’s Chances table. The bar mirror was shot full of bullet holes. Trash and debris collected in corners from where the wind had blown detritus through the broken windows. Everything was filthy with dust. None of the gas lanterns functioned.

“You stand watch, Frank,” Robart asked. “And use that flying ball to keep track of the animals.”

Actually, it made more sense to do it the other way around. I exited the inn/casino and led the horses, mule, and alpaca to a mostly empty warehouse at the end of the deserted street. I lowered my sodium lamps to 25% of maximum once inside the building. In the modest glow, I could see the steaming exhalation of the beasts of burden. I found it odd that these animals apparently slept standing up. 

From my probe’s vantage, I could still see the dark silhouette of the Undead buzzard circle slowly in the night sky. But tonight I was able to determine that it truly was keeping vigil over my liege’s movements, not mine, since the center point of its lazy flight path was directly above the Ace of Diamonds Inn, not the warehouse that served as a makeshift stable. If I had a rocket launcher, I could be rid of the unwelcome spy.

By midnight, Dulgar had fallen asleep. How I could know this, I did not know. And yet I knew he was asleep and the dreaming was not peaceful. 

[Data Beacon: Scan for New Data Sources], I commanded.

The data beacon sent out three pings at full broadcast power. After a moment of signal processing, the status window listed the following:

[Sky Eye: Satellite: Meteorology.

Wayfinder-1: Satellite: Cartography.

Able: Construct.

Undefined Source: Biomedical Telemetry]

[Data Beacon: Display telemetry. Source ID: 4], I command.

[Informational: Unable to process signal data], my operating system replied.

That my operating system could not interpret data that came over a spiritual link was no great surprise to me. It was strange having a kind of sensory input that had nothing to do with my hardware configuration.

As the night progressed, the sky gradually clouded over until it was as black as ink. I could no longer see the Undead buzzard, but I knew it was there. The temperature dropped by ten degrees by morning. A thin flurry of snow began to fall as the momentary sliver of dawn sunshine winked in and then away. The snowflakes were tiny, dry, and perfect. It seemed fantastically unlikely that the wafers of frozen water vapor would form complex hexagonal patterns of non-repeating variety. And yet they did. 

Half an hour after dawn, Robart, Dulgar, and Hector awakened and readied themselves for the day’s journey. It was cold enough that Dulgar donned his heavy fur overcloak and fur mittens. He looked like a huge plushy bear for some lucky young child.

We were scheduled to intersect with the heralded Route 3 by nightfall, assuming we could steer clear of trouble. That, regrettably, was far from being a certainty, as Lord Robart attracted calamity the way magnets attracted iron.

As we travelled south, the landscape gradually transitioned from rocky barrens to dry grasslands. Cacti gave way to stunted blue-green conifers. And while the tall grasses were as brittle and pale as straw, I surmised that the plains would look quite picturesque in late spring. 

To my right lay a vacant farm. Nature had nearly reclaimed the land. The main house was leaning at a 15° angle and two of the three grain silos had collapsed into a heap of rusted metal bands and decaying wood. Here and there, patches of winter wheat grew wild amongst the plains grass without the benefit of humanoid cultivation. The disintegration of the abandoned works of man happened at a much faster pace here than in the northern wastes, thanks to the more abundant rainfall. A cluster of thin cows clustered for warmth near a shallow pond that steamed trailers of thin vapor in the chilly afternoon air. The water source was presumably a natural spring of some kind.

“Mmm. . .” Hector said. “A sulphur spring. What a treat!”

I could not determine if the Paladin was being serious. In any event, the water was obviously not toxic, as the cattle drank it with impunity. Lord Robart agreed, and had Able top off the party’s water supply.

By nightfall, we reached the intersection of Route 3 and the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks. In its heyday, a town of sorts once stood at the mighty crossroads, for a faded metal sign declared, “Breezewood’s Reach - The Town of Hotels!” The faded image showed a happy-looking chubby family of five in a huge Armored Urban Vehicle (the apparent fad just prior to the Great Cataclysm) driving down a stylized street lined with hotels of all kinds.

Needless to say, the current-era Breezewood’s Reach bore little resemblance to the pictured ideal of the faded sign board. The rusted hulks of all manner of powered transport lay scattered on either side of the highway. Hollow “monster” trucks lay impotent on disintegrated tires that had once stood ten feet high. Some of the smaller cars served as nests for birds and rodents.

The hotel strip had seen better days as well. Two blocks worth of hotels were nothing but charred rubble with a smattering of bleached bones thrown in for good measure. The hexstone sidewalks were missing most of the pavers and dry weeds had subsequently reclaimed most of the pedestrian walkways.

An interfaith chapel, once dedicated to Del Tannon, Domalon’s, and the True One, now stood desecrated, with the words, “The Bright Powers are dead and the Dark Gods will eat your soul”, spray painted on the side of the building. Beside that gloomy proclamation, the vandal had drawn a sloppy rendition of the Scaxathromite symbol of faith, that being an axe with a viper curling around the handle. The windows of the general-purpose temple appeared to have been smashed out decades ago. 

Further down the lane, a shut-down used car lot showed the disintegrating husks of the cutting edge of pre-Scaxathromite technology. I even spied what I suspected to be the remnants of a couple of Armored Urban Vehicle. Two hotels remained lit and open towards the center of the single-purpose town: Cheapskate Inn and North Point Budget Host. 

Lord Robart chose the first option, referring to the fact that the establishment served Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whiskey instead of the apparently inferior distillation under the Flying Bagpipe brand. I had learned already that finding quality spirits was something of a moral imperative for my liege.

The Cheapskate Inn appeared from the outside to be a clean, utilitarian hotel. All of the windows were intact, and all four chimneys puffed gentle plumes of grey smoke. Inside, however, the decor was curiously retro, with tables and counter tops made from artificial materials like plastic and permafoam -- materials unavailable since the fall of the technological civilization. The furnishings must have been incredibly old, and yet were well cared for. The one sign of age was that the tables, chairs, and counters were dull yellow in color when they were probably bright white when new.

Robart, as usual, paid for the best two rooms in the hotel before beckoning a waiter to seat us. The permafoam chair could actually support my weight, which meant that I had a rare opportunity to dine with my friends -- even though food and drink had little meaning to me. 

Instead of wood burning in the grand hearth, the heat and light came from a translucent cube that shimmered between pink and gold. It was warm in a non-obtrusive way and was radiant without being harsh. I could not tell what kind of technology it used, but it was certainly an artifact of the old civilization as well. 

The waiter, in keeping with the pre-cataclysmic theme, wore a Caligara Security uniform, complete with HUD reticle in front of his right eye.

“Where the heck did you get all this stuff?” Dulgar asked before the waiter could speak.

“Well,” the waiter explained, “the owner pays a bounty for ancient-tech that’s still in good shape. We get most of this stuff from the Bali Forbidden Zone”.

“Why’s it forbidden?” Dulgar asked. I was curious as well.

“They say,” the waiter replied with obvious relish and enthusiasm, despite the repeated telling of the tale, “that the Forbidden Zones -- all five of them -- are radioactive and crawling with glowing Undead and swarms of stainless steel cockroaches that can strip a man to down to polished bones in under a round! And that there are armies of glowing Undead that feed on fresh souls! The horror!”

“Uh huh,” Dulgar said noncommittally. “I think I’ll have the cheeseburger and crisps.”

“Tough room,” the server commented.

The waiter asked if I wanted to order a battery or a pint of heavy water. I declined, since my Theoretical Engine functioned by stealing minute bits of energy from the universe itself. Quite handy.

It proved to be one of those rare nights that Lord Robart was not hounded by drunken, half-wits with delusions of glory. Likewise, no incompetent amateur assassin came at my liege with a crude dagger or a cheap pistol. And no one said that they heard that Lord Robart Brightsky was dead. 

After the meal, my three friends engaged in imbibing their favorite spirits: Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whiskey for Robart, Death Handle Vodka for Hector, and Northland Red Stout for Dulgar. All in all, the day was what one could call “lucky” -- even for me. 

Sometimes the feeling of “luck” is akin to the pause in a hurricane’s eye. Lord Robart and Hector had paid a high price to come this far at the behest of an immortal being we knew only as “The Professor” in order to prevent a terrible catastrophe. For Dulgar and I, however. . . we had only begun to pay.

We had this night of peace. And even though no one spoke it aloud, I was sure that my friends knew it would not last. And we would learn very soon that the trailing edge of the storm can be just as violent and destructive as the storm’s beginning.

Thirty-Five: Storm of the Century

My experience has been that the humanoids were often big believers in omens. They could notice some insignificant anomaly in everyday events and ascribe to it supernatural importance. I did not believe in omens, however, but if I did, the morning sky would certainly have qualified as a dark omen. For the past several months, I had observed that each dawn began with a thin slit of sunlight that remained open for two or three rounds before being swallowed by the omnipresent gloom. This morning, however, the cloud cover appeared much more closely overhead and there was no brief beacon of Gai’s light on the eastern horizon. I consulted Sky Eye, and the distant satellite informed me that a massive winter storm was almost upon us.

I had been a fool, I immediately realized. I had not consulted Sky Eye in weeks because I had been lulled into the mistaken belief that the North Point weather would always be the same. As a Security Drone, charged with safeguarding the life of three humanoids that I also considered friends, this lapse constituted an unforgivable failure in both duty and judgment.

And yet I knew that Dulgar, Hector, and Robart would forgive me; for it was in their nature to forgive.

It was not many more rounds before my companions awakened and performed their morning rituals of bathing and dressing. I was satisfied that the regeneration subroutine, which was an integral part of my Theoretical Engine, also kept my outer carapace clean and polished under normal circumstances. Thus, I have needed to bathe only when my body had been significantly contaminated. 

At the breakfast table, I ate nothing of course, but it was a pleasant sensation to be able to sit down with my friends and not fall through the floor or break the furniture. The morning shift waiter, this time dressed in a Wraitheon Dynamics corporate uniform, peered out the window and said to Lord Robart, “It’s gew’en ta be a bad one, that storm. Yew might want to be a’staying a few more nights till it clears up a bit.”

“Tis a fine observation, laddie” Robart replied. “But duty calls, and a promise is a promise. We canna delay.”

I was surprised that my liege stopped at only two clichés. I was not surprised, however, at his commitment to move forward regardless of the circumstances. I remembered quite vividly his insistence on embarking on this quest while Mist Walkers literally waited outside his door to siphon the souls of the living. No, a storm would not delay my liege.

I sent my probe outside and learned that the temperature had dropped to 5°, and the wind was blowing down from the north at 25 miles per hour. In the parlance of Lord Robart, it was “soul freezing weather”. I hadn’t worried about it before, since I had no soul. Now that I had one, I suppose I had to start worrying about it freezing. I did so for 0.01 segments of standard time. That seemed sufficient.

Dulgar had a hint of a grin on his face, for a moment at least.

“What?” Hector asked my friend.

“Nothing,” Dulgar said. “You’d have to have been there.”

“Oh,” the Paladin murmured.

“Well, lads,” Robart announced”, “In three more days, we’ll reach Fractaltopia. Then I’m through with adventuring until it warms up some.”

I doubted that. 

“But you three have earned a handsome bonus once this last part’s done,” the nobleman continued. “Any we’ll roast up a whole lamb and drink the finest ale when we return to my domain. That’s a promise!”

I did believe that.

Dulgar and Hector nodded in agreement, but it was the first time that I had noticed the Paladin to be in the beginning stage of running out of endurance. Dulgar, on the other hand, had been fatigued for weeks. By now, he was actually thinner than he had been at Myracannon.

It should not have surprised me, however. According to my medical database, Dwarven physiology is less adapted to cold climate than their Human brethren. Their small stature gives them less internal volume in proportion to their skin’s surface area. Thus, their metabolism must work much harder to maintain the normal (for them) core temperature of 99.5°. It was no wonder that my two friends ate so much. They probably burned twice as many calories as Robart just to stay alive.

At least they weren’t Changelings, with their 3,200 daily calorie requirement and a core temperature of 101°. 

Robart settled the bill, wrote a brief note to his wife, and cast the whirligig into the overcast sky when we went to collect the animals. Robart opined that he didn’t have much confidence that the whirligig would successfully navigate the looming storm.

The horse stable occupied what had once been a parking garage for AUVs and other vehicles of the old civilization. Now the armor plating from the huge vehicles formed the walls of the individual stalls. The heat and lightning came from an unusual source: a tube-shaped Construct that apparently produced white-hot flame jets in eight directions. It stood six feet high and was only a foot in diameter. It moved about on four skinny legs that served as a quadrapod when standing. Its outer hull was highly polished chrome that had taken on a blue tint over the years as a result of the intense heat it generated. It also had two tiny white bulbs for eyes, and a narrow slit of a mouth. 

“Hello there!” Robart said, and proceeded to warm his hands near one of the flame jets.

“Hello,” the skinny Construct replied. Its voice was high-pitched and squeaky.

“Where is your employer?” Robart asked directly. “We’ve come for our animals.”

“This unit will lead,” the drone replied.

Apparently the Construct had a “torch” mode, since it retracted its eight flame nozzles and instead began shooting a single tongue of fire out of the top of its head. The unit walked slowly but evenly, and with more confidence than what one would expect from a drone with such a high center of gravity.

With my recently improved freedom of thought, I could now fully realize just how much I appreciated Lord Robart’s treatment of Constructs. He dealt with them, and me, as equals and not as tools, utilities, or slaves. 

“What’s your name, laddie?” Robart asked as we followed the slow-moving machine to the manager’s office.

“Unit ID = ‘56A4CC1E’. Spoken name ‘Sparkie’”.

“Thank ye, lad.”

The “office” was actually made from two hulking AUVs that had been welded together. It was double-wide, with a view. The manager sat comfortably in the front seat of the modified van and was reading a recent issue of the Ex-Libris Gazette. Next to his chair lay a pile of snack food wrappers, empty coffee cups, and smattering of discarded cigarette butts. A dirty, chipped desk plaque read, “Ernio Bortonovich, Proprietor”.

“Say, you know there’s a big price on your head?” The stable owner asked without preamble.

“So they say,” Robart replied, a warning hint of steel in his voice.

“Indeed!” Ernio agreed. “If I was the murdering sort, I could lay my hands on thirty silver coins!”

“Many have tried,” Robart warned.

“They tried and died,” Hector added for emphasis.

While that technically wasn’t true, the remark sounded appropriately menacing; I didn’t correct the paladin.

“Well, since you put it that way, why don’t we just settle the account and call it a day,” Ernio said.

“Agreed,” Robart replied.

My liege paid the bill without additional comment, and the manager accepted payment the same way. Construct Sparkie led us and the animals to the exit.

“One states farewell courtesy. Depart and return intact,” Sparkie bid to Robart in parting.

“And you too,” Robart replied.

The first few snowflakes began falling as we headed west away from Breezewood’s Reach along Route 33. The cloud cover hung so low that I could not see the Undead buzzard. I did not, however, entertain any notions that it was gone for good. The Undead pest did not need light to see, so I doubted that a blizzard would impose any real inconvenience to the unwanted observer. If only my probe was faster, or if I had a surface-to-air missile, I could be rid of the spy.

Despite the deteriorating weather, the landscape on either side of Route 33 was quite pretty. The road was apparently in the gradual process of being renovated by the North Point government using contemporary materials. While many sections of the ancient highway remained as crumbling, weed-choked asphalt, I observed several new segments constructed from sturdy, durable hexstone pavers. 

The surrounding plains weren’t level-flat, but consisted of gentle, grassy hills that stretched to the horizon. Route 33 conformed to the contours of the land, rather than cutting through the land, as the Great Shining Path of the Monster Trucks had. The land, too, was dotted with squat, round conifers and other brush. Here and there, a furry rodent would peek out of the grass borders next to the highway. I spied a giant porcupine at one point. It stood about six feet high and its spikes extended an additional three feet. The outsized herbivore made no aggressive move, but instead seemed content to chew on a large twig as we slowly trundled past. It’s large, black, shiny eyes reminded me of a child’s plush toy -- except for the fact that its huge, harpoon-like spikes kept it out of the realm of “soft” or “plush”. The animal was reputed to be friendly, however, and certainly seemed so in person.

As the day progressed, I spied a ribbon of darkness line the sky of the northern horizon. The wind picked up to gale intensity and the sound of hard, tiny snow particles made a raspy ringing noise against my carapace. The dry winter grass rustled in the wind and was practically blown flat. All manner of small birds and rodents fled south in a vain attempt to outrun the looming storm.

The temperature kept dropping. By noontime, it was 4°. Dulgar climbed down from his alpaca and retired to the back of the covered wagon. Even the weather-hardened Paladin drew his many winter layers close to his body.

“It’s soul-freezing weather now, lads!” Robart said over the howling gale. “Don’t ye sleep now, or ye’ll become Undead fare sure!”

I could not feel cold as an organic being could. I knew that it was cold, but I found that -- soul or not -- I just could not experience the sensation. It was a limitation of my body that was unlikely to change.

But Dulgar was feeling it. That I did know. Through the subtle link that bound us to each other, I knew that my friend was suffering. I sensed an apathy passing over him, and a kind of fatigue that was more than just physical.

“There’s got to be an empty house or abandoned town around here somewhere!” Hector yelled over the wind as the leading edge of the winter storm reached directly overhead.

The Paladin had wrapped some of his spare clothes around his face and hands. He wore three pairs of wool socks under his furry mittens and draped a sweater over his face. Only his eyes were visible underneath all the layers. And still he shivered. 

“Aye, lad,” Robart agreed, “but how to see? Tis like a wall of swirling white!”

Robart was similarly bundled, with only his red nose and green eyes visible. His war horse was looking worn down, and I doubted it would be very many more rounds before my liege was forced to walk.

A wall of white really was descending from the north, however; it was approaching quickly as well. It was the blizzard’s core, and it had to almost be a solid mass of snow.

“What the hell is that?!” Hector exclaimed. It was one of the exceedingly rare times that I had heard fear in his voice. But I heard it now.

“The blizzard,” I confirmed.

According to the data from Sky Eye, it was the most powerful weather system to manifest in over a hundred years. 

“It must be the storm of the century!” Hector said.

That was another way to put it.

I sent my probe forward to scout ahead for some measure of protection from the storm. It took quite a bit of concentration to navigate the probe through the utterly foul weather. A few rounds later, however, my probe’s sensors discovered two things: an abandoned repaired center that once serviced land vehicles, and the faint trace of a Theoretical Engine in deep standby mode. I conveyed this information to my companions.

“If it’s got four walls and a roof, I won’t be too picky,” Robart muttered as the main body of the blizzard overtook us.

It was an eerie gloom that descended upon us. The snow was perfect, pure white, with huge flakes. As it whitened the plains, the scenery should have become dazzling. But the mid-afternoon sky was nearly black as night. So between the two contrasting forces, the land became an almost unreal thing -- a vision from a restless dream. 

I sensed Dulgar’s presence slipping away. Not his consciousness, for he was already incapacitated from the cold, but his actual spiritual presence. It occurred to me that he might be dying. But how could this be, I wondered? Angel Symmetrika promised that as one lives, so shall the other. If Dulgar died, I realized that I would follow him into death.

What was I missing? There was a spiritual link between us that I did not know how to use, but I knew intuitively that it could be used. I did not have much time to find out.

I asked Robart to stop the caravan. Inside the covered wagon, Dulgar lay unmoving underneath a pile of blankets. His skin was pale grey and only a faint wisp of condensation escaped his lips when he exhaled. Able stood next to him with his fire wand flaming at full intensity. It was an appropriate gesture, but the little Construct’s accessory was engineered for lighting candles and camp fires. It had nearly no effect on the air temperature, which had now fallen to 1°.

“Poor lad,” Robart said with sympathy. “I knew he couldn’t take the cold.”

“We must make best speed for shelter,” I advised. 

Perhaps the abandoned repair shop would have a fireplace or even a heating system that could be reactivated. It would be another fifteen rounds before we could find out. With any luck, the dormant Construct I had detected would turn out to be a generator drone.

Dulgar’s soul was still drifting away. It was moving slowly in some directionless direction. I could not point to where it was going, but I knew that it was going away.

“There’s just no way to generate enough heat!” Hector declared miserably from inside the wagon. He had placed the four steaming Chan Industries coffee tubes under Dulgar’s clothing, but the skinny Dwarf remained unconscious.

“What about that fancy sword?” Hector asked his liege, referring to Symmetrika’s Hope. 

“Though o’ that already, lad,” Robart said apologetically. “It makes a bonny glow, but nary a bit o’ heat.” 

I thought of my accessories: physical shield, sword, nail gun, circular saw, flood lamps, grappling hook, energy shield, and math coprocessor. It was impressive, but nothing in the list burned or generated warmth in any appreciable quantity.

What I needed was a grappling hook that could rope in a drifting soul. I needed to hold my friend’s spirit to his physical form long enough to find a real shelter.

I needed to give him the energy to survive. Could I use the spiritual link?

“I should say the Last Rites. Just in case,” Hector said, reaching for his silver cross. He began reciting a chant in ancient Gaelic.

Prayer. Before I had a soul of my own, I had not often considered the act of prayer. But most humanoids placed great value and priority in it.

I did not say it aloud, for I lacked the physical capacity to whisper and I did not want to interrupt the Paladin’s ministrations. But I did say the words in my mind: I have been granted a soul by the deific agency that grants souls. Let this gift not be squandered. Have it be that I may understand what needs to be done to save my friend’s life. I submit this petition to the universal deity.

If an answered prayer took the form of a sudden clarity of thought and insight, then my prayer was answered. I realized in that moment that being Dulgar Gemfinder’s Protector meant that I could lend him strength and energy across the spiritual link that bound us together. There was no operating system command to accomplish this, but I knew that if I willed it so, it would be so.

I willed it to be.

My Theoretical Engine cycled up to full potential as it transferred energy from my body to Dulgar’s. I did not know how my friend’s body interpreted this boon, but it must have been successful, for Hector called out from the wagon in excitement.

“He’s warming up! I think he’s going to make it!”

[Warning: Energy Drain. Current Reserves: 78%], my operating system reported.

That neither surprised nor concerned me. 

The snow was a foot deep by the time we reached Bob’s Breakdown & Tires. The faded sign had once been illuminated, but was now dark and faded to obscurity. It showed a friendly-looking Construct that was apparently made out of tires and rubber tubes; he/it smiled winningly at three stacks of various grades of steel-belted radials. I wondered if the Construct pictured was the same one I had detected from afar.

Dulgar had also regained consciousness. My energy level had only dropped another 2%. In another few rounds, however, it would probably be safe to drop the energy transfer.

Robart unlocked the door to the showroom using his thieves’ picks. Hector led the animals to the vehicle repair bay, which would have to serve as a stable tonight. Dulgar walked in and plopped down tiredly at a salesman’s empty desk. The staff would not mind, as they had undoubtedly deserted their posts two centuries ago. With Dulgar safely shielded from the blizzard’s wind, I dropped the energy link. He responded by closing his eyes to half mast.

[Informational: Energy Drain Terminated. Energy Recovery Rate: 0.1% per Round], my operating system dutifully reported.

Dulgar drank some coffee from one of the magical decanter tubes and rubbed his hands together for warmth.

“I don’t know what you did on the road,” Dulgar said quietly, “but thanks.”

“You are welcome,” I replied. I saw no need to elaborate.

The showroom was dusty, but otherwise untouched by the ravages of time. Huge stacks of tires rose from floor to ceiling. They ranged from small/narrow tires for PTVs (small, single-seat automobiles) to the gargantuan AUVs (armored urban vehicles that could seat 13 and took up two lanes of traffic on the highways). In the middle of the showroom, some very large truck lay hidden beneath a dusty grey tarp. Next to that stood a strange Construct that was vaguely humanoid and appeared to be made out of tires. I assumed this was the “Bob” of “Bob’s Breakdown & Tires”.

I wondered how the Construct had gotten stuck in deep standby mode. This level of operation was typically reserved for dire emergencies when a Construct was heavily damaged and could no longer function. It was essentially a form of the maintenance mode in which almost 100% of the Theoretical Engine’s output was directed towards regeneration. But this Construct, although made from unorthodox materials, seemed otherwise intact. I was curious if I could devise a way to reawaken it.

Robart, on the other hand, must have found the hidden truck much more interesting. He strode over to the edge of the tarp and gave it a mighty yank. With a cloud of dust and a raspy shuffle, the covering flew off, revealing a truly gargantuan tow truck. It was a red-and-chrome “Highrider 5” manufactured by Caligara Security. Under the model badge, a smaller line of chrome text proudly proclaimed “Trimode Propulsion Drive”. The truck’s tires were taller than Robart, and I could not determine how the huge vehicle got into the building in the first place. It was at that moment that Hector walked back in.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” the Paladin exclaimed with unconcealed enthusiasm.

I was unaware that he had been talking about anything, but I took his word for it.

“Aye, lad,” Robart agreed. Then his Western accent became ridiculously intense as he added: “Tis one o’ the Monster Trucks o’ legend. Havin’ one o’ these made ye one o’ the lairds o’ the highways!”

“Frank,” Robart commanded me, “ye must rouse yonder Construct. I’ve got to buy this truck!”

I was willing, of course. But considering that the entity in question had been in standby mode for over 200 years, I had the distinct impression that it would be easier said than done.

Thirty-Six: Dreams of a Construct 

So, I stood eye-to-eye, so to speak, with the ancient, immobilized Construct. Bob, if that was indeed his name, did not respond to STP or VTTP protocols, nor did he awaken when I shook him.

“Any luck?” Dulgar asked. He was still shivering, since the shelter was free of snow and wind but otherwise unheated .

“Cripes!” Hector decried. “If I drink any more coffee, I’m going to end up havin’ to pee every five rounds!”

Outside, it had snowed another six inches in the past hour. Moreover, the wind howled like a vengeful spirit. I activated my sodium lamps to compensate for the gathering gloom. Despite the hour of the day (14:2:5), it was nearly dark as midnight outside. And a high, wind-blown snow drift had obscured most of the plate glass window regardless.

“There’s got to be a way to get some heat into this place,” Dulgar said to no one in particular.

I had considered re-establishing the energy transfer, when my friend turned to me and said, “Don’t even think about it Frank. I know what that trick cost you.”

Curious.

“I’ll look around the back room,” Hector said with a grunt. “Maybe there’s some ancient tech that still works.”

I stared at the rubber Construct as if my penetrating gaze alone could awaken it. Then I had an idea: not a penetrating gaze, but a penetrating software attack could perhaps rouse the sleeping drone.

[Init Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol. Target ID: Unidentified Construct bearing 210 @ 5’]

[Initializing. Negotiating. Connection established], my operating system reported.

I found that I could raise a much more powerful firewall than I was able to back in Myracannon. It appeared as a cube puzzle in which each facet had thirty-six squares of various colors. Only by making each side a solid color could my defense be overwhelmed. Whether the manifestation of the stronger defense was because I was at full structural integrity or because I was simply more experienced, I did not know. What I did know was that the target Construct raised no defense at all. I could access its control files and knowledge base just as easily as a humanoid could pull a book from a library shelf. 

[Request Ident/Function], I asked, using the standard greeting for Constructs.

[ID: B0BB32F6. Function: Sales/Maintenance], came the obligatory response. I noted that it came from the Construct’s operating system, not the AI. 

What had happened to Bob’s artificial intelligence module?

[List installed Hardware/Modules], I requested.

[Installed Inventory: B0BB32F6

High pressure pump: OK

Multifunction Hand [2]: OK

IR Sensor: OK

Barcode Sensor: OK

Dexterity Upgrade (2): OK

Data Beacon: OK

Artificial Intelligence: Diagnostic Mode

Data Modules: OK

- Salesmanship (1x Upgrades)

- Haggling (2x Upgrades)

- Accounting 

- Repair Motor Vehicles 

- Operate/Drive Motor Vehicles

- (Empty/available)

End List]

I had two empty modules. I copied the databases for repairing vehicles and op/drive. I doubted Lord Robart knew how to drive a truck, and the two Dwarves were too short to reach the control mechanisms in any event. I copied my medical database into the target Construct’s empty slot. I rationalized that the drone could at least use it, since he had the prerequisite dexterity upgrade.

[Query: Timestamp of diagnostic mode init], I asked.

[15:5:7. Day 321. Year 272], Bob’s operating system replied.

[Summaries device history: range= (Y272D319T0.0.0 : Y272D321T23.5.9)]

Under North Point law, sentient Constructs had all the rights as an organic being, save for voting and holding elected office. And so Bob had purchased the tire shop from his creator when she retired.

North Point civilization had been falling apart for more than a decade. Business at Bob’s Breakdown & Tires faltered as the Viper Lord’s Army of the Dead claimed more and more of the continent. Traffic along Route 33 diminished to a trickle. Bob eventually cut his own pay to zero so that he would not have to dismiss his staff.

His three employees were fiercely loyal. He refused to be bought out by OmniRetail -- not once, but five times -- because he knew that the merchandising giant paid “starvation” wages and supported the Death Tax that gave the rich the right to animate the poor as Undead slaves.

Then there came a day when one of Scaxathrom’s generals led an army up Route 33 after conquering Breezewood’s Reach. That general, Octavio Anatosh, was an Undead Sepulchre of almost deific potency. He had the power to convert a living man into a brainwashed Undead soldier using nothing but his gaze.

Construct Bob had instructed his three employees to hide in the back stock room. But Bob had no way of knowing that General Anatosh’s conversion gaze would pass through brick and metal the way water passed through a strainer. Bob watched, in as much horror as a Construct can experience, as his three hirelings turned the color of ash under the black light of pure death magic. 

As the life faded from their eyes, so did their recognition of their friend and employer. They slowly trudged out to join a throng of over 25 thousand of the walking dead. Where they went, Bob did not know. It was the last he had ever seen of his friends.

Then Bob’s mind did an unexpected thing. With the inability to perform his three primary directives (maintain the business, sell tires / repair cars, and ensure the well-being of his customers/employees) his artificial intelligence started looking backward to his memories of when he could still perform his duties. He had twelve years of memories that he had been replaying in his mind again and again for the past two centuries.

I broke the link. 

I knew that Constructs could theoretically become incapacitated if deprived of their ability to carry out their directives. This was the first time that I had seen it happen first-hand. What I need to do was somehow interface with Bob’s AI and convince him that the time was at hand to embrace new opportunities. I conveyed this to my liege.

“He’s been dreamin’ for two hundred years?” Lord Robart asked incredulously. 

“Essentially correct,” I replied.

“Hey!” Hector called out from the stock room. “There’s an ancient-tech heater back here!”

“A prayer is answered,” Dulgar shouted back. “If we can figure out how it works, that is!”

I watched Dulgar walk to the back room and return a round later with the Paladin, both shoving a heavy crate across the floor. The box was labeled “Wraitheon Dynamics Home Appliances. Wood Pellet Stove - Model 15A”.

“I guess the box of wooden marbles goes with this contraption,” Hector opined.

“I’ll figure it out,” Dulgar said confidently.

I informed my liege that I planned to resume my efforts with the torpid Construct.

“Do what ye can, lad,” Robart said encouragingly.

I re-established contact using Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol. As before, the target Construct offered no resistance. This time, I would try to interface with the diagnostic simulation so that I could interact with Bob’s AI.

[No avatar found. Create [Y|N] ], my operating system queried. 

An avatar, in this context, was a representation of one’s self in a simulation. I clicked “Y” and used the default configuration, which in this case was an avatar that looked identical to my real body.

The last thing I heard before entering the simulation was Hector exclaiming, “That’s just great. Now they’re both stuck!”

My status window displayed Bob’s simulated environment, while my main optical sensor continued to show me the real world. I had the curious sensation of being two places at once, even though I knew that was not the case.

“This unit is not ‘stuck’”, I said to Hector. That response took more effort than I had expected. 

“You say that now,” he shot back. I ignored him.

In the simulated world, “Bob’s Breakdown & Tires” was a brightly lit, sparkling clean showroom with all manner of colorful merchandising posters, balloon, ribbons, and banners. Over the service bay read a yellow and blue sign that promised “Free Propulsion Recharge with Tire Purchase!” Several plump, well-dressed customers milled about, apparently waiting for their service jobs to complete. I had the impression that the average modern-day North Point citizen got by on about half the daily caloric intake of their ancestors. 

The gigantic tow truck was situated in the exact same spot it occupied in the present, except it wasn’t hidden under a tarp. A thick, orange colored power cord stretched between a nearby wall outlet and the recharging receptacle mounted next to the truck’s fuel access panel. Apparently two of the three “modes” were electricity and some kind of liquid accelerant.

A gaudy, red and yellow placard announced, “The ALL-NEW Caligara Security Highrider-5: Get yours custom configured! Order on-net @ Spiderweb Node [biz|np|bobstires]”

Bob stood behind the customer service counter and completed a sale for a chubby businessman in a black suit and red tie. He ran the credit wand effortlessly through the reader and generated a paper receipt. 

“Put your personal sigil on line 6 for the 50,000 mile road hazard clause, Mr. Jarovich,” Bob said with a curiously muffled voice.

Of course, Bob was made from rubber instead of steel plate, so the muffling effect made sense, I reasoned.

“Thanks, Bob,” the executive said warmly and flashed a winning smile that showed perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “You’re the only one around for a hundred miles that stocks Caligara Saber-Claw x7 bulletproof radials.”

“We want you to have more smiles for your miles!” Bob said enthusiastically.

I got the impression that the simulation had gotten a bit idealistic with all the successive replays during the past two centuries. 

I strode up to Bob’s avatar and introduced myself.

“Greetings, and best of the morning,” Construct Bob replied, extending a rubbery hand. 

The handshake had more firmness than I had expected. I guessed that he probably had a reinforcing polyalloy skeleton that gave him enough strength to do automotive repairs and lift heavy objects. I estimated that his strength to be 35% of mine, but 90% that of a typical Human.

“One needs to discuss a purchase,” I said.

“Well, you have arrived at an appropriate time to a user-friendly merchant!” Bob said in sunny sort of way. “If you purchase three tires, the fourth is half price. We can recharge your propulsion array while you wait!”

I had the feeling that this was going to be a long conversation.

“The object need is a Highrider-5,” I clarified.

“Very logical choice,” Bob commended. “Lots of power from its rotary 7-cylinder engine, headroom galore, and a Stage-IV 8-speaker stereo with Crystal-RW! And the new Trimode Propulsion means never getting stranded. It runs on alcohol, battery, and solar!”

Little did he know what a bad joke solar power was on North Point in the current era.

“Configure it as a tow truck, AUV, pickup, or RV!” Bob continued. “Just log on to Spiderweb and make a few clicks!”

My first impulse was to “cut to the chase” by making direct contact with the sales drone using Standard Transfer Protocol. But my data beacon could not initiate the link. Then I realized why: I was already linked to him via Challenge protocol. Streamlined communication was not an option here.

“One requires the floor model,” I clarified.

“A customer who knows what he wants!” Bob said. “Most people do go on-net to customize their trucks, however.”

“That unit fits my employer’s specifications precisely,” I said truthfully. Indeed, Lord Robart had reacted as if he had stumbled upon a pot of gold or the fabled Southern Cross.

“It will save you a bundle on shipping and handling fees,” Bob agreed.

I wondered how there could be a “shipping” fee on a self-deploying product. Time was of the essence, so I did not pursue that line of inquiry.

“Let us proceed with the sales transaction,” I said. This was probably the easiest car sale the tire drone had ever made.

“You do not require a test drive?” Bob asked.

“No,” I stated. “One needs you to end this simulation so that you can draw up a legally valid sales contract.

That suggestion did not sit well with Bob. The simulation turned to greyscale, and the chattering of the customers became distorted and low. But then a few segments later, the false surroundings returned to their idealistic splendor.

“One does not know of any simulation,” Bob said evenly. “The contracts are kept in the back office.”

In my external awareness, I noted that Dulgar had made significant headway in assembling the pellet stove. But I was too occupied to comment.

“This is a simulation,” I reiterated firmly. “You are conversing with an avatar. Approximately 203 years have passed since you were last active. You must end this diagnostic process.”

When I thought about it, I realized that I didn’t talk this much before I was endowed with a soul. The changes to my being became more evident every day.

The simulation turned grey again. And now the customers and employees were dressed in grubby rags, and had the tainted look of looming death. They had stopped chattering, but instead made fearful whispers and peered out the reinforced plate glass window in obvious fear of some unseen enemy. 

“You must end this,” I repeated.

This grim vision lasted for a full round before the illusion regenerated. But Bob’s voice sounded less confident when he next spoke.

“This is reality . . . now,” he said. “I cannot fulfill my. . . directives in the previous. . . instance.”

“You can,” I counted. “This unit’s employer needs that truck. You can use the proceeds to open a new business somewhere else.”

Bob considered that for a moment. Now the simulation turned the starkest black and white, as if an artist had drawn the scene with pen and ink. The grey areas and shadows appeared to be cross-hatched. And yet everything that should be in motion still was. But now, the employees and customers had become eyeless zombies, and a heavily armored warrior riding a skeleton war horse sat mounted beyond the plate glass window. Behind him marched an army of thousands upon thousands, all Undead. A terrible black radiance shown from his eyes through his helmet’s visor opening. The newly converted humanoids shuffled mindlessly out the shop’s front entrance and joined the legion of the walking dead.

“This . . . is how the last reality . . . ended,” Bob explained. “One had to create a suitable . . . replacement.”

“That war is over,” I told Bob. “The humanoids paid a terrible and lasting price, but they did win.”

That was stretching the truth, I knew. But “stalemate” is not as inspirational a concept as “victory”.

“Civilization was diminished greatly by the conflict,” I continued, “but it grows in vigor and depth every year. In time it may even surpass what was. It is time to interface with reality.”

The simulation slowly faded to black. But in the darkness, I heard Bob say, “One will comply”.

My Challenge Handshake connection was abruptly severed as Bob’s firewall came online. I closed the status window.

For a round, nothing happened. But then Bob’s rubbery body suddenly straightened, and a bright green, pea-sized light appeared in his visual aperture.

“Power-on Self-Test,” he announced to no one in particular.

“Structural Integrity: 100%. Energy Generation: 100%. AI Function: 100%. Operating System: Online. 

“Directives: 1. Ensure profitability of the business. 2. Repair vehicles / Install tires. 3. Ensure safety and well-being of employees and customers.”

“It looks like you did it,” Dulgar exclaimed as he loaded the newly assembled stove with round wooden pellets.

Bob became aware of his surroundings and said, “One offers apologies for the disarray. Who can I help?”

Dulgar fired up the wood pellet stove and placed connected the exhaust tube to the building’s HVAC conduit while Robart and Bob dickered over the price of the truck. Robart, with his finely honed gambling skills, seemed to be a good match for Bob, with his highly upgraded haggling module. Over the next hour, the showroom warmed to a bio-compatible 68°. The thick layer of frost melted off the plate glass windows. As the water trickled down to the floor, Able mopped it dry with a large sponge. The snow was over two feet deep. I had the idea that there was some duty that I was neglecting, but I could not determine what it could be.

Meanwhile, the snow kept falling at an angle nearly parallel with the ground. I could see that, even now, the was blowing the snow to ground level in some areas while in others the snow drifts were ten feet high. True night was approaching, but I could not tell the difference by looking at the sky.

Robart and Bob apparently reached some kind of mutually beneficial agreement. While my liege did not disclose what he paid, he implied that he traded a written letter of introduction in exchange for a purchase discount. With the written backing of an established nobleman, I doubted Bob would have trouble finding new employment.

Able cooked a hot meal over the warmly glowing stove. He made a pot of baked beans and added preserved ham chunks to the mix. Then he made pan biscuits that quickly turned amber-brown. Dulgar and Hector ate with gusto and asked for more. I knew the two Dwarves had been strained to the limit over the past two months. Robart did not try to ration the food.

“I never thought I could ever be so cold and so hungry,” Dulgar said, then burped. “But this stove and this food goes a long way towards making amends.”

“Damn straight,” Hector agreed, wolfing down another huge biscuit.

“Aye,” Robart said. “Tis a good thing I bought the stove too. We’ll toss it into the wagon and fire it back up when we stop tomorrow night.”

“Uh, Robart,” Dulgar asked.

“Aye?”

“So, what’s going to fuel this big truck?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“Damn it!” He exclaimed. “I’m going ta have to haul a wagon load of booze back here after it stops snowing.”

“Perhaps not,” I corrected.

I still had the 135 volt power generation capability leftover from when the Cassandra’s Crossing bridge fell on me. All I needed was an extension cord. I explained this to my liege. 

“Have the charging cord on the house -- as our special way of saying ‘thanks!’” Bob said in a salesman-like way. “We give you more smiles for the miles!”

Robart gave Bob the same “arched eyebrow” look he had treated me to so many times. If the sales Construct understood the implication, he did not show it. 

Robart stretched the orange cord from the truck over to where I stood. I opened the socket plate on my left arm and let Robart plug in the other end of the cord. Unlike when I had engaged the energy transfer between Dulgar and I, no warning issued from my operating system. I was using the power conduit for its intended purpose. My floodlights dimmed by 15%, but that was all.

Robart climbed into the driver’s seat and inserted the starter key as Bob had instructed. At that instant, I knew something else about the truck: it had a primitive form of Theoretical Engine. 

The Highrider-5 possessed no intelligence whatsoever. But what it did have was simple operating systems that monitored the vehicle’s functions and keep the vehicle in good repair. It could not propel the truck, but it could gradually repair it in the event of a component failure or an accident. It had kept the truck in tip-top shape for the past two hundred years.

“There’s some kind o’ colored glass slate that just lit up,” Robart said excitedly. “It says ‘Livewire Charging 135v: 0.2%’”

“If the Firewire was still working, it would be recharged in 45 rounds,” Bob advised. “It will take ten hours at Livewire speed.”

“Then it’ll take ten hours,” Robart agreed.

I walked over to the truck so that I could watch the status display. The interior of the truck had two “bucket” seats in the front and two smaller “crew cab” seats in the back. I had the idea of towing the wagon behind the truck, and having the animals follow behind using the wide tire ruts as a ready-made path. Now that there were five of us, Bob and I would probability take turns driving, while the other rode in the wagon or in the back of the truck.

Dulgar, unsurprisingly, slept near the stove. Robart and Hector reclined in the Highrider-5. 

As the night progressed, I communed with Bob using Standard Transfer Protocol so that I could quickly teach him what I knew of the past two centuries. Although my knowledge was far from complete, Bob absorbed the information with an eagerness that few Constructs evidenced. But then Bob, like me, was a fully sentient machine; a rarity indeed. I intentionally left out the part about Dulgar, Able, and I being time travelers who could never go home.

As dawn approached, I consulted Sky Eye, which informed me that the trailing edge of the blizzard would pass overhead in 37 rounds. It had snowed 51 inches, and another inch would fall before the "storm of the century" was over. According to my historical database, storms like this had once been much more common. But the combined corporate forces of OmniRetail, Caligara Security, and Wraitheon Dynamics had inflicted sufficient damage to the North Point ecosystem to irrevocably change the climate. Life adapted, but most of the northern continent now had a dry, sparse, and stark ecology. 

As I looked through the plate glass window, I felt a sense of awe and wonder when I considered the seemingly endless expanse of rounded snow drifts. It was like looking at a still image of some great frozen sea. It was beautiful and perfect. Was it my soul that allowed me this perception? 

The humanoids awakened and Able prepared their breakfast. Robart, Dulgar, and Hector quickly ate and dressed. Able refilled the party's water supply by melting snow in a small sauce pan. Since it had blown down from the polar ice cap, it produced what was probably the cleanest water the humanoids had drunk in years.

The Highrider's status window informed me that the battery array was at 97.7% of optimal charge. While the truck was primarily an alcohol-fuelled vehicle, under electrical propulsion alone it could still achieve speeds of up to fifteen miles per hour. 

Robart stepped out and gradually snaked his way around the ten-foot-high snow drifts to get to the repair garage next door that had been hastily designated as a stable for the animals. A moment later, he issued a howl of rage that barely sounded Human. 

I followed to see what had happened. And in that instant I realized what task it was that I had forgotten. I did not send my probe to monitor the condition of the animals because no one asked me to. But I should have. Now, I could see what terrible fruit this lapse had produced. 

Sometime during the night, the back window broke wide open and allowed snow to enter the garage. Because of the peculiar wind dynamics, it produced the equivalent of a ten foot high snow drift inside the building. The animals had died badly. Robart's war horse had managed to kick a small hole in the front window, where it's frozen, dead muzzle now protruded. I did not entertain the notion that the mule, alpaca, or draft horses had fared any better.

"Damn it all!" Robart howled. "Damn thrice damned! This cursed land! Damn it all to the Eternal Fire. Damn, damn, DAMN!" 

He then pounded his fist at the window, which shattered in a radial spray. My liege seemed not to notice that he had cut his hand. 

Robart turned to me, and his face was purple with rage. His bleeding hand dribbled steaming blood drops onto the bright white snow.

"How could I be so stupid?" He demanded.

Was I really supposed to answer that? I noticed his accent had vanished again.

"I was so obsessed about that thrice-damned truck that I forgot about my real duties!" He continued.

He wasn't the only one who had forgotten one's duties.

"And now five good animals froze to death while suffocating at the same time. A 'Lord of the Highway' indeed!"

"Some fraction of the blame can be assigned to this unit," I said truthfully. 

That admission knocked some of the fury out of Robart's expression. His skin turned from purple to merely flush.

"Frank," he said without screaming. His accent also returned "I canna blame ye for this. A fine machine you are -- probably the most wondrous machine I have ever encountered. Ye have never failed ta carry out an order or wish. But you Constructs are not known farr initiative and improvisation. This is my fault and no other. I shoulder it alone."

I did not wish to contradict my liege on the subject of blame. I could believe that most Constructs were as he described. But I could improvise, and I did have initiative. I simply failed in my duties. 

When he realized that I had no further reply, he sadly trudged back to the tire store. He had the look of someone who had lost a friend. And perhaps he had. The strong, mutually beneficial relationship between man and horse was a common theme in the fiction pulps.

I stood there, looking at the northern horizon for several rounds until Dulgar called out from the front door, "We can't leave without you!"

Inside, Construct Bob was making the final preparations for the truck's launch. He had reinflated the gargantuan tires (which stood a full foot higher now) and wiped all the dust and smudges from the windows.

"Drive like you own the Good Life," Bob said enthusiastically. "Highrider-5, with Trimode!"

I noticed that the newly reactivated drone tended to speak in commercial phrases. One could only hope that his repertoire would expand over time.

"Look, lads," Robart said. "Since the animals are . . . gone, what stay we just move our supplies into the back of this truck. We shouldn't need a wagon full of straw and hay now."

Everyone except me started digging the wagon out of an eight foot high snow drift. I reconnected the truck's charging cable to my power conduit in order to bring the batteries to 100%. 

Once all the provisions were transferred, Robart stepped back into the shop and scrutinized the huge size of the truck and compared it to the relative narrowness of the front door.

"Bob?" Robart asked.

"You have a question sir?" Bob replied. "We've got your answers!"

"I see," Robart said, arching his eyebrow. "I've been tryin' ta figure out how ta get this truck out o' here, when I realized that I don't know how ye got this beastie in here in the first place. This shop doesn't have a door that big!"

"A fine question sir," Construct Bob replied. "And we've got the answer: we removed the plate glass window, drove the truck into the showroom floor, and put the window back in."

"Surely ye jest!" Robart exclaimed.

"At Breakdown Bob's, good customer service is no joke!" Bob confirmed.

Personally, I was seeing it as some sort of cosmic joke.

"We'll see about that window," Robart said with at least a hint of his usual mischievousness. 

I climbed into the driver's seat and inserted the activation wand into the ignition assembly. The truck's operating system instantly verified that the Token-ID on the tiny glass rod matched that of the vehicle. The wand lit up green and the status window read, [Anti-theft Protocol Disarmed]. The truck made a faint, high pitched whine as the various systems came online. The heater activated and 71° air issued forth from the ventilation panels.

After a moment, the screen updated and read:

[Liquid Fuel: 0%

Battery: 100%

Solar Assist: 0%

- Charging Super-capacitors... Charging... Charged.

- Ready to launch on Batteries]

"If it's ready," Robart said excitedly, "give her a go -- full speed ahead!"

I pressed the accelerator to the floorboards and aimed for the plate glass window. The super-capacitors discharged their current and the tires chewed up ragged ribbons of industrial carpet with a high pitched stuttering screech. We hit the plate glass window with a crack as loud as any thunderclap. The glass shattered into transparent razors. 

We hit the snowy highway, riding nearly ten feet off the ground. From this vantage, the snow drifts that had looked so formidable from the shop now seemed little more than white bumps. And as the trailing edge of the blizzard passed overhead, a patch of blue sky opened that allowed Gai's light to stream down. I raised the solar sail and continued west. 

"Now that's what I'm talkin' about!" Hector said with glee. I agreed with his sentiment. 

We were indeed, at that moment, Lords of the Highways.

Thirty-Seven: Reunion

Of course, we didn’t get to drive an actual straight line on Route 33. The icy wind blew last night’s snow into huge ripples that resembled white dunes twelve feet high in some places. The Highrider was intrepid, but it wasn’t invincible. And so, I had to drive a slow, meandering path through the low parts of the “snow dunes” as Dulgar called them. The Highrider’s status reported our forward speed as 5 miles per hour.

As it turned out, we were able to squeeze Construct Bob into the back seat of the truck after all. His rubber body could collapse quite a bit without causing him any internal structural damage. He seemed content to make small talk with Hector and Dulgar as we drove. 

I had figured out how to interface with the truck’s comparatively primitive operating system. I learned that part of the windshield could function as a visual entertainment display simply by plugging a pre-recorded wand containing a fiction pulp. The glove box did not hold gloves, but was in fact a small microwave oven. The seats were heated, and had a small humidor in the arm rests for storing cigars. A short roll-out liquor cabinet hidden underneath the passenger seat and was conveniently stocked with miniature bottles of extremely old booze. A mechanical hand could be summoned from the dash board, which could be ordered to hold a book, a drink, or some gadget or another. In the old civilization, the citizens must have been positively obsessed with personal comfort and immediate convenience. 

Personally, I had no idea how the good folk of yesteryear managed to drive while smoking, drinking, eating, reading, and watching pre-recorded entertainment. Perhaps they were simply better at multitasking than their descendants. Either that or they got into a lot of highway accidents. 

I drove with the solar sail raised. It was partly sunny today, and Sky Eye predicted that it would be several weeks before we would have another. I was fairly certain that an ordinary horse could easily beat our progress, but the reduction in speed was a fair trade for the humanoids having access to climate control.

Overhead, the Undead vulture reappeared. It made several scratchy, mocking cries in our direction and resumed the low, lazy ellipse it had employed since our departure from the Requiem Tower in Carthag.

“I sure am getting sick of that thing,” Robart uttered gruffly. 

He scratched irritably at his face, which he had been unable to shave since misplacing his straight razor in yesterday’s mad search for shelter. When he commented about this, I informed him that the overhead storage pack contained an electrically powered razor that plugged into the middle console.

“This truck does evening except wipe my arse!” Robart declared.

“It shaves as close as a blade! Guaranteed!” Bob chimed in.

“Who’s guarantee?” Robart asked.

Silence.

“One does not have that information,” Bob said apologetically. “Spiderweb appears to be temporarily unavailable. Please ask again later.”

But that didn’t stop him from describing all the other features of the truck. This went on for 22 rounds. By this time Hector had fallen asleep and Dulgar was staring out the window in an oblivious fashion. Robart, too, seemed at last to have had his fill.

“Ye can stop sellin’ me on this truck, lad!” Robart snapped. “I bought it already, remember?”

“Of course,” Bob said cheerfully. “At Bob’s Breakdown, the support doesn’t stop at the sale. ‘We’re here for the Long Haul!™’”

“Thanks farr th’ warning,” Lord Robart said ruefully.

The day was otherwise uneventful. With the heavy snow, would-be highwaymen and bandits were likely warming themselves at seedy pubs or low-lease brothels. I estimated that it would take at least a day for any wandering Undead predators to dig themselves out. My only security concern at the moment was our low rate of speed. Without the truck’s internal combustion engine running, I was forced to limit headway between 5-6 miles per hour if we were to be able to drive the whole day on batteries alone. Our progress would be even slower tomorrow if Sky Eye’s prediction of full overcast came true. As it stood now, could easily be overtaken by riders on horses. And with the Undead buzzard observing our every move, it was a distinct possibly. 

It was preferable to walking, however.

As we passed the terminator into night, we were treated to a rare sight indeed: a North Point sunset. The sky deepened from azure to indigo and then to cobalt. The sun seemed to expand from a brilliant yellow circle into a gigantic fiery red orb on the distant horizon. There seemed to be a certain moment of clarity in which I could truly see everything: the rocks, the grasses, the snow drifts, and the distant mountains. It was as if time paused for a moment in order to give us the interval needed to appreciate what we had been given.

Time resumed.

“Keep your eyes on the road!” Robart exclaimed. 

I swerved just in time to avoid beaching the truck into a 15’ high snow drift.

“Understood,” I said apologetically. 

The truck’s batteries were down to 7% charge when my remote probe spied an off-ramp ahead for the town of Green Apple Gulch.

“Green Apple Gulch,” Bob said, obviously reciting a data file. “Population 7,700. Industries include fruit harvesting, wine bottling, and tourism. See the Occa’Mai Plantation where it all began. Tour the glass-blowing factory where the bottles for Green Apple ‘Harvest Time’ fruit wines are made. And who could pass on a ride on North Point’s third largest Ferris wheel? Green Apple Gulch also features two 4-Circle hotels and a variety of dining experiences. Click on [gov|NP|TourGreenApple] for details and reservations.”

“Er... Thanks?” Hector said.

“What’s a Ferris wheel?” Dulgar asked.

Bob started to reply, but Lord Robart cut him off saying, “Ye’ve got to save some of the surprise for us!”

Robart arched an eyebrow Bob’s direction and then instructed me to make the turn.

In the truck’s halogen lamps, the first thing I noticed was that everything in town appeared to be made of grey-black marbleized stone. Even wooden items like park benches now had the appearance of carefully carved stone. As I slowly drove the Highrider down the main avenue, it occurred to me that the former residents of Green Apple Gulch must have enjoyed sculpture at least as much as agriculture, for both sides of the street had dozens of very lifelike statues in various natural poses. The trees that lined Green Grove Avenue also were, in fact, carvings of trees, not actual living specimens. I found it all so curious. Forming the backdrop of all this apparent sculpture stood a giant stone wheel at least 300’ high. It had small carriages attached on the outer edge where the spokes reinforced the structure. A “Ferris wheel” was apparently some sort of amusement contrivance for humanoids. But if “Ferris” was a synonym for “iron”, why then was the huge rotating device constructed from grey stone? 

“This does not match the reference material,” Bob said, observing the vacant, apparently petrified town.

That the historical recorded were at odds with reality was a fact I had accepted long ago.

“There’s a few lit buildings at the end of the street,” Robart pointed out. “We can hitch the truck there.”

We passed more statues, more stone carvings of dogs, cats, and even verminous rodents. The sign posts, likewise, were fashioned from grey rock. Here and there, the solidified hulks of AUVs lay unmoving like carved boulders. 

A handful of shops and residences showed some signs of occupation, however. Green Apple Gulch still had an inn, a general store, a blacksmith, and a clothier. I disengaged the transmission and removed the authentication wand from the ignition slot and placed it into the small storage slot located in my right forearm.

“Can ye power this contraption back up so it’s ready farr t’morrow?” Robart asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

I sent the probe in with the rest of the group so that I could still fulfill my primary duty of providing security. I connected the truck’s umbilical to my integrated power outlet and began recharging the massive battery array. It was a good thing that Constructs were incapable of experiencing “boredom”. If I could, then this would certainly qualify as a “boring” task.

The inn was named “The Harvest Hotel”. It was a sturdy-looking five-story affair with bow windows. Sculpted vines framed the double door in front. The interior of the inn was lit and heated by natural gas, which, despite the stony decor, made the front room and dining area appear warm and inviting.

The innkeeper and staff were all Dwarves. By their physical similarities, I guessed that the hotel was a family business. The owner was a wizened old male with a curly mop of white hair streaked with grey. He had a shiny red nose and bright, quartz-colored eyes. He was rather thick around the waist, and his face was creased from a lifetime of grinning. He certainly looked happy at the moment at least.

“Gertrude!” He called to a middle-aged female Dwarf who was probably his daughter. “Warm some cider for our guests. We want them to be comfortable!”

“Yes, pa pa,” she replied brightly.

There were six other guests, all Dwarves. They occupied a single long stone table near the immense gas-powered hearth. 

“We don’t get many visitors this time of year,” the innkeeper said. “But you and your friends are a welcome break from the monotony of the season. Tis true. I’m called Gregor Redforge.”

Gregor extended a calloused hand to Robart, who shook it.

“I’m Lord Robart Brightsky, and these are my friends: Hector Grizzletooth, Dulgar Gemfinder, and Construct Bob. And this here flying ball is part of Construct Frank,” Robart introduced.

“Everyone’s heard of Frank,” Gregor replied with a wink.

“They have?” Robart asked, taken aback.

“Oh, indeed!” Gregor said. “He’s been in the last three issues of ‘Macho Machines’, delivered by whirligig of course.” 

I had not heard of the publication. Nor did I think of myself as being “macho”. So be it. But I did know that many publications abounded that were formatted into long, 1.5” wide scrolls so that they could fit into a whirligig capsule. The Ex-Libris Gazette, out of West Point, was probably the most popular.

“Is there a bounty on his head or anything?” Robart asked tentatively.

“Heavens no,” the innkeeper said. “MM wrote all about his showdown with the assassin at Requiem Tower and the fight with the Illuthiel cultists: sheer genius. The most recent issue was about how nobody seems to know where he’s from or who built him in the first place.”

“I’ve wondered that a few times m’self,” Robart said. 

“But gettin’ on ta th’ matter at hand,” Robart diverted. “I’ve been wonderin’ why it is that this whole town turned ta stone and why all the Humans are dead.”

“So you noticed our slow-moving friends outside,” Gregor said with a wink.

“Slow, you say? They are their own tombstones!” Robart roared.

“Begging to differ, my lord,” Gregor Redforge countered firmly, “but those Slowpokes really are alive. They move about twenty feet or so every year. So do the stone animals.”

“You’re kidding,” Robart said, scratching his beard.

“Nay, it’s no jest,” the innkeeper replied. “Although, I have to have to admit that we thought the same twenty years ago when we took over this hotel. Then, as the seasons passed, we noticed that the statues did indeed change positions over time. They are alive, and they are moving.”

“What caused the change to this town?” Dulgar asked.

“I’m not completely certain,” Gregor drawled. “But me and some of the others in town figure a Stillpoint rolled through Green Apple Gulch about a hundred years ago and changed everything to living stone.”

“That’s interesting,” Dulgar replied. “It is rare that a Stillpoint kills, but they always change things -- and rarely for the better.”

According to data from Sky Eye, Stillpoints were spherical regions in which the standard laws of physics were altered or suspended altogether. The largest stable Stillpoint was the well-known 30-mile-wide Thin Space, while most were ten to fifty feet in diameter. Most Stillpoints were stationary and lasted decades or centuries, while a very small percentage were mobile and lasted only a few rounds. These mobile Stillpoints effected the greatest change to the environment. 

“Hot cider and cinnamon rolls!” Gertrude chimed in, carrying in a broad tray of fresh pastries and steaming beverages. 

Gertrude took the sign-in desk and Gregor sat down with us at one of the unoccupied tables. Like everything else in town, the table was made of stone. The cider must have been heated nearly to the boiling point, for my friends could take only the most tentative sips and kept blowing across the top of their mugs. I had my probe hover over Dulgar’s shoulder.

“We call the stony people here ‘Slowpokes’”, the innkeeper continued. “The way I figure, one round passes for them for every five years for us. That’s one hell of a way to achieve immortality! We left all the stoned food where we found it, and left the stoned orchard intact. They might need it in a thousand years or so.”

A Slowpoke stood near the hearth, locked in a position of warming his hands. I suppose he had been standing in that position for at least three or four years if the innkeeper’s calculations were correct. I wondered if the petrified Human could even feel the heat from the fire. What would someone in such a slow frame of reference actually see?

I realized that I could estimate the situation by engaging my math coprocessor. At five years to one round, then every year equaled four segments. The Human eye captured images at the rate of 60 per segment. So a Slowpoke’s vision captured 240 images per year. By extension, any person or object not stationary for at least 18 hours in real time would actually be invisible to the Slowpokes. Fascinating.

I commanded my math coprocessor to run a simulation of what a Slowpoke would see in a typical “day”. My status window went dark for a moment, but then displayed a view out the front window and a look at the dining room of the inn.

The chairs vanished from sight, and only flickered in view for the smallest fraction of a segment... The tables remained, but jiggled around like the lids on over-boiling stew pots. The table edges seemed indistinct and blurry. The Dwarves were nearly invisible too, but the faint outline of Gregor or Gertrude flickered in an out of existence like ghosts haunting a house. The great hearth lit for a segment, extinguished, then lit again as the seasons cycled through in 1/5 of a round. The fire didn’t flicker as much as it exuded a blurry glow.

“Frank, are you up for a game of poker, lad?” I heard someone say.

The sky, as seen from the front window, was a shapeless charcoal grey, blending day and night into one. On the rare sunlit days, Gai appeared in the sky not as a burning circle, but as a narrow arching stripe. Likewise, the Watcher would occasionally show as a wide, bone-colored ribbon against a sky that flashed blackly only for an instant.

“Frank?”

In the streets, wagons were ghosts, and the grassy hills seemed like they were rendered in watercolor that passed from green to brown and back to green. I found that it was possible to live an interesting life even at so slow a speed. I ended the simulation.

“Frank!” Robart yelled, and I realized that he was waving his hand in front of my optical sensor.

“Yes,” I said, catching the drift of the conversation. “Poker would be an acceptable pastime.”

“Why didn’t you say so sooner? Why don’t you take a break from that truck and come in for a while” Robart asked me. Then he turned to Gregor and said, “You haven’t seen a real poker face until you’ve seen him play.”

As distracting as the simulation had been, I decided that it was a good thing that Constructs were not susceptible to the phenomenon known as “day dreaming”. 

I disconnected from the Highrider’s charging umbilical and walked into the inn. Gregor and Gertrude turned my way and stared for a moment. The family of Dwarves near the hearth did likewise. Then they returned their attentions to the tasks at hand. I thought that was odd, since they did not react that way to Construct Bob.

Dulgar borrowed a dictionary to hold up my cards. I still lacked the tactile dexterity upgrade that would add fine movement to my hands. It seemed that every time my upgrade buffer filled, some catastrophe would manifest that would necessitate using the buffer to generate some new tool or weapon. Such was the way of things.

We played low-stakes poker for glass and copper pieces only. Without the aid of my math coprocessor, I quickly lost my cache of glass pieces. I didn’t actually carry much cash as my liege had my pay automatically deposited into the First Connemara Bryn-Mawr Bank of North Point. I also rarely needed to buy anything. 

Construct Bob, however, was much more competent at the art of gambling. While Dulgar and Hector cashed out after forty-five rounds, it took Lord Robart a full two hours to deplete the sales drone’s coin pile. Of course, Robart had loaned Bob the money in the first place, so the nobleman had simply succeeded in winning his own money back. During the last five hands, the front room had filled with the hotel’s guests who had come down from their rooms to watch the rare spectacle of a disciple of The Dealer play poker.

Finally, Construct Bob was tapped out. But instead of pulling the entire pile of coins into his money purse, he pushed part of the stack across the table to Bob.

“Your first day’s pay, lad,” Robart said with a wink. “Don’t spend it all on women and wine!”

“Gratitude,” Bob said enthusiastically. Unfortunately, he said everything enthusiastically.

With a stiff nod to my liege, I returned to the truck to resume charging its batteries. As I scanned through the Highrider’s operating system, I discovered that its Theoretical Engine also contained an upgrade buffer. It was nearly empty since the truck was effectively brand new. But this revelation opened some interesting possibilities. Remote-control driving and enhanced batteries immediately came to mind. Of course, it would take the direction of a sentient Construct to issue the upgrade command. Fortunately, our group was not in short supply of sentient Constructs.

The night passed without incident. A warm front pushed up from the south around midnight and brought with it a moist, saturated breeze. Soon the air was so thick with mist that I had to use my image recognition software to make out the vague shape of the Harvest Hotel. The temperature steadily climbed until it leveled off at 52°. Fog aside, this development would certainly make Dulgar happy.

The ground became an expanse of swampy muck as the snow began melting. Trailers of steam wafting off the snow drifts only added to the nearly impenetrable fog. 

Dawn came, although it did not get much brighter. I finished recharging the truck and joined my humanoid companions as they ate their breakfast. I was satisfied to find that the petrified chairs could easily support my weight. By the size of the stack of dirty dishes in the middle of the table, Dulgar and Hector appeared to be working on their third helping of sausage, eggs, and grits. 

The innkeeper’s daughter approached the table and unrolled a tiny scroll that had obviously come out of a whirligig.

“Someone’s got a daft sense of humor, milord,” Gertrude said. “It says here, ‘Lord Cassandra proudly offers a 30 SP bounty for the severed head of a very specific dangerous, bipedal verminous animal. The assassination of nobles like Robart Brightsky is illegal, of course. Any who slay the animal in question through inhumane means will receive an addition bonus of 5 SP.’ What a laugh!”

“He’s a subtle one, lass,” Robart said with a yawn. “And yet he still wonders why he can’t win at poker.”

Gertrude crumpled the advertisement and fed it to the hearth fire. 

“Listen,” Robart said with a wink. “Can ye let me know if anyone comes a’lookin’ for me?”

My liege handed her an unused whirligig with a blank message scroll inside. She nodded in acceptance. Seventeen rounds later we were back on Route 33.

While the comparatively warm weather agreed well with the humanoids, I found it frustrating that the volatile conditions kept making the truck’s windows fog over. I had to position my remote probe in front of the Highrider’s front bumper in order that I might see where I was driving.

“Just use the Turbo Defogger! With ClearView™ Technology, an easy view is only a push-button away!” Construct Bob declared when I voiced the nature of the driving problem. 

I pressed the button on the truck’s control panel. Nothing happened. Apparently the defogger required that the internal combustion engine be engaged in order to function. If I could sigh, I would have.

As the snow kept melting, the road became a slick of brown mud that would have sucked the boots off any unfortunate pedestrian. For the monster truck and its ten-foot-high tires, however, the swampy mess proved to be no impediment. We travelled the whole day at 4.5 miles per hour. At 13:1:3, a whirligig overtook the truck and batted at the passenger window like a moth against a pane of glass. Robart rolled down his window and retrieved the message sphere.

“Does he nae tire o’ sending half-baked assassins to their doom?” Robart asked as he read the tiny scroll.

“No,” I answered truthfully.

“That was a rhetorical question, laddie,” Robart said not unkindly.

“What’s it say,” Hector wanted to know.

“Says here, ‘A stranger rode in around noon and asked a lot of questions about you. I was vague. He is tall, red hair, some kind of West Point accent.’”

“You know what that means, right?” Hector asked, and gave a mischievous wink

“Afraid ta ask,” Robart replied.

“You’ve killed off all the local talent and now Lord Cassandra has to import his assassins!” Hector answered with a laugh.

Robart chuckled at that, while Dulgar rolled his eyes at the two. What I took from the exchange was that I would soon have an opportunity to serve my liege in combat. While driving a truck was certainly within my operating parameters, providing security was a much more satisfying task.

It was just a pity that the Highrider did not have a shield generator. I would have preferred to dispatch the hired killer single-handedly while my friends waited in a place of safety.

The fog dispersed by 16:0:0 and the temperature had risen to 56°. While the spring equinox was still three weeks away, perhaps today’s weather was one of the “omens” that the humanoids put so much confidence in. Perhaps the rest of the journey to Fractaltopia would be uneventful.

As the Highrider crested a gentle hill, I realized that the belief in omens could be categorized under the subject header “Hooey” (as the humanoids would undoubtedly declare). While the trough between crests was a murky, muddy temporary lake, three men stood defiantly at the midway point of the next rise. One of the highwaymen, obviously the leader, wore a bear pelt in which the head of the beast formed a helmet of sorts. His two henchmen wore heavy black leather covered with spiked barbs that glistened with oily poison.

“Stop the truck, Frank,” Robart said tiredly. “This should only take a few rounds.

“Are you going to kill those three assassins?” Dulgar asked.

“That’s what I’m hoping will happen!” Robart replied.

I disengaged the transmission and joined my liege in facing our new foes. It didn’t seem that either side was particularly eager to wade through hip-deep icy, muddy sludge in order to face the other party directly. For a moment, Robart and the enemy leader just glared at each other menacingly, like a pair of junkyard dogs.

“They call me ‘Kodiak’”, the lead highwayman said dramatically.

“You say that like I’m supposed to have heard of you or something,” Robart shouted back. “Well, I haven’t.”

“Well you’ve heard the name now,” Kodiak glowered. “Step over here so I can kill you for the bounty money!”

“Ye’re mad!” Robart yelled back. “You expect me to walk across that muck just so you can have a go at me?!”

“These are new boots!” Kodiak retorted.

“Frank,” my liege said. “Get back in the truck. I command you to run them over.”

“Understood,” I replied, and activated combat mode.

While the truck’s batteries could propel us all day at the leisurely pace of five miles per hour, it could provide short bursts of speed quadruple that amount. 

“Coward!” Kodiak called out. “Is this ignominious retreat the bravery of the mighty Lord Robart Brightsky?” 

Personally, I was surprised that the highwayman knew the word “ignominious”.

“Who said anything about retreating?” Robart shot back. 

I took that as a cue to push the accelerator to the floor. With a lurch and a high-pitched electrical whine, the monster truck surged across the sludge and smacked into Kodiak mid-gloat. I activated the windshield wipers to clean the window of the bright arterial blood that fouled the windscreen upon impact.

Kodiak’s two henchmen ran in opposite directions. I jammed the transmission into reverse and floored the pedal while turning 90°. With a wet thud, I ran over one of the would-be attackers. Shifting forward, the hired killer was crushed into a bloody paste beneath the massive spinning tires. The third one was running away at top speed, Robart signaled to let him go.

“So much for Kodiak,” Robart sneered.

I agreed silently and disabled Combat Mode.

We resumed our forward trajectory at five miles per hour, but the brief combat sequence had drained a full hour of charge from the battery array. I informed my liege.

“Well, lad,” he said. “It’s not like we can do anything about it. We’ll stop when we have to.”

The curious thing is that Kodiak and associates did not match the description of the man that Gertrude said now pursued us. This probably meant that we were in for an additional encounter before long.

Construct Bob babbled on affably as I drove. He and Hector seemed to be quickly developing a friendship. For some reason, the talkative, less sophisticated drone seemed to really appeal to the Paladin. Hector and I “got along”, but I could already see that Hector and Bob would someday have as substantial a friendship as Dulgar and I shared. I found it curious that Dwarves had deep and abiding friendships with sentient machines, but Humans rarely did.

The truck’s battery pack discharged at 16:3:7, approximately an hour before darkfall. Robart had the clever idea to suspend the tarp from the discarded wagon over the truck bed in order to fashion a tent of sorts. It kept out the wind and the faint drizzle that had begun shortly before the truck lost power.

Bob dug a shallow depression and lined it with small stones so that Able could cook dinner for the humanoids. The campfire, being fed by damp twigs and grass, was a noisy, smoky affair. My security database indicated that it was not a good idea to give away our location with what amounted to a 500’ high smoke signal. But then, the organic beings did have to eat.

I connected myself to the Highrider’s power port and began recharging the batteries. I turned around to watch Able prepare the evening meal. It was then that I discovered how trivial the fire was to our overall security profile. 

If I was the kind of being who exclaimed obscenities when confronted with an unpleasant surprise, I would have launched a string of curses that would have embarrassed a veteran merchant marine. As I looked in the direction from whence we came, the Highrider’s massive tires had dug huge, 18” deep trenches in the wet prairie grass. These ruts stretched back as far as the eye could see. It wouldn’t require any sort of tracking skill at all to arrive at our location.

Robart finished assembling the truck tent, turned around, and flushed red. He apparently realized the same thing I did.

“Damn it to Hell!” He bellowed. “There’s a trail leadin’ t’ us that a blind man could follow!”

“I didn’t want to spoil your fun,” Hector said, “seein’ how much you’re enjoying your new ride.”

“Next time,” the nobleman hissed, “feel free to rain on my parade!”

As the sky darkened, I and the other two constructs set up a security perimeter. It was unlikely that a would-be assassin could slip by three sets of unblinking, tireless eyes. I kept my sodium lamps burning at 85% capacity and Able kept the camp fire burning. There was no need for camouflage, so we might as well have light and heat.

It was at 19:5:5 when my sensor probe spied a cloaked figure on horseback, careful navigating around the huge piles of partially melted snow. A smaller furry animal followed closely, but the lighting at this distance was insufficient to determine its exact species. It was slightly bigger than a pony.

I alerted my liege, who in turn uttered a string of terrible oaths.

“At least it’s only one beggar’s son this time,” Robart said confidently. “We’ll cut him down like winter wheat!”

“Sir,” Construct Bob objected. “This unit is not programmed for farming.”

“You can hold a wrench, can’t ye?” Robart asked.

“That task is within my capabilities,” Bob replied.

“Then, lad,” Robart said evenly and slowly as one would instruct a child, “why don’t ye grab a wrench from the truck’s tool box. If the man approaching attacks me, hit the man with the wrench!”

“This unit understands,” Bob said. “And fortunately, each Highrider comes complete with a set of SureCraft™ wrenches and pliers. Whether you’re tightening a bolt or cracking an enemy assassin’s skull, SureCraft™ tools have a lifetime guarantee!”

“Whose lifetime?” Robart asked.

There was an uncomfortable pause, and then Bob said, “One will just retrieve the wrench.”

“Now ye’re makin’ sense!” Robart said.

We waited in silence for the next seven rounds as the stranger approached. Robart had Symmetrika’s Hope drawn and blazing in silver radiance. Dulgar’s glass tablet and stylus glowed ominously with the potential energy of a potent Mathematical formula. Hector had his axe and shield ready for close combat. My combat software was active, my shield hummed with power, and the barrels of my nailgun were loaded with lethal projectiles. 

The stranger crested the last rise, drew back his hood, and exclaimed: “This is the welcome I get after a month of tracking?!”

It was, of course, Talon Brightsky, Robart’s son.

Thirty-Eight: Mist Walker Redux

Lord Robart sheathed Symmetrika’s Hope and ran up the muddy hill to embrace his son. I also noticed that the small animal accompanying Talon was none other than Blackie the Alpaca, who whooped with excitement upon seeing Dulgar.

“They said you were dead!” Robart exclaimed at last, ending the embrace.

“They were wrong, dad,” Talon replied with a grin. “And for some, they were dead wrong!”

“Oh brother,” Dulgar murmured. 

The alpaca trundled down the hill to Dulgar, and the Dwarf began stroking his companion’s furry black head. The creature made more of the happy-sounding whooping noises as a result of the affectionate attention.

“Where have ye been all these years?” Robart asked in amazement. 

“Well, dad,” he explained sheepishly, “I took a stupid dare and went to Shade Runner’s Reach.”

I was not familiar with this town, and said so.

“Frank,” Robart said, “there’s a place not too far from home that’s not really there. It’s some ghost town that got swallowed up by a huge Stillpoint two hundred years ago. It flickers back into place once in a while.”

“Right,” Talon continued. “Anyway, Mirk and Brovad said that I wasn’t as brave as you. Geez, that sounds stupid now.”

Robart nodded.

“So they told me to fetch something of value from Shade Runner’s Reach. I figured I’d just run in, grab a pot or a fork, and run out. Well the goddamned town vanished again before I could get out. And instead of dropping me back in place, it dropped me into some ghastly slave-city two-hundred years in the future. Of course, I guess Dulgar and his Construct told you the rest.”

This was a rather unexpected turn of events. Dulgar’s cheeks burned bright red, and I thought I heard him mutter a curse under his breath.

“No,” Robart said icily, “Frank and Dulgar never talked much about their origins, though I’ve wondered myself more than once.”

“My lord,” Dulgar began, but was cut off by the nobleman’s white-hot wrath.

“You knew my son, and you said nothing?!” Robart roared. “His absence has driven my wife nearly mad with grief, but you held your tongue? How could you?!”

“We thought you wouldn’t believe us,” Dulgar said sheepishly.

“That’s a coward’s excuse!” Robart raged.

“I know it is,” Dulgar replied, looking at his feet. “I am a coward. I was trained to make suits and capes, but I have become a warrior in the best way that I could.”

“One offers to resign,” I said.

“No,” Robart said after nearly a round of silent contemplation. “But if ye both want to keep your heads, don’t either of you dare talk to me for a week. You’ll do as I say and only speak to me in response to direct questions. And when that week is over, the three of us are going to have a long chat. Ye two are going ta tell me everything! 

“If ye do this ta me again, I won’t fire you, I’ll kill you and I’ll melt Frank down for ploughshares. Do ye both understand?”

Taking his warning at face value, I nodded my answer. 

“Good,” Robart said gruffly. “Go recharge the truck so that we can be off at first light.”

Robart walked off in a huff and began setting up camp -- away from Dulgar and me. Able stood at the midpoint between us, apparently paralyzed by conflicting loyalty.

“Did we blow it?” Dulgar whispered.

“No,” I replied. I wished that I could whisper, but my speech synthesis only produced two levels of sound.

“It feels like we blew it,” Dulgar said glumly.

I wished that I could communicate with him in machine language. It was faster and more efficient than the spoken word. But I did know why we had to maintain our silence. With Lord Robart’s life or death as the lynch pin for changing the future, it would have been unmanageable for him to know his role. He would have second-guessed every decision he made and would have probably made incorrect decisions at critical moments. No, I knew, our deception had been necessary even if it had been unkind.

“Ever since the time changed, I can tell when you’re thinking,” Dulgar said. “You think about more things than you can talk about.”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“I usually can’t tell what you’re thinking exactly,” Dulgar continued. “But sometimes I can understand the impression of your thoughts, like seeing the silhouette of an object.”

“Interesting,” I agreed.

I wondered why it was that it was so difficult for me to formulate sentences in spoken words. It had always been that way, of course. But it never bothered me until I received my soul. Now I had the will to be more expressive but still lacked the capability to do so. Perhaps my speech synthesis needed an upgrade.

I had my probe hover above Robart’s side of the camp once the sky grew dark. Talon spent hours recounting our harrowing escape from Myracannon and the bizarre encounter at the ruins of Robart’s Reach. But Talon’s telling left a lot to be desired in terms of accuracy. In his tale, he was the definitive hero of the piece, Dulgar was a sidekick, and I was nothing but a bumbling machine that just “tagged along for the ride”.

I could not determine if Talon’s memory was defective or if he was purposefully misleading his father. A humanoid would be angered to be on the receiving end of such a slight. I, however, merely noted the imbalance in the equation of justice. I informed Dulgar what was transpiring.

“There’s a phrase for that, Frank,” Dulgar snorted with apparent disgust. “It’s called ‘talking trash’”.

I updated my vocabulary with the appropriate reference data. 

Soon, only I and the other two Constructs remained awake. Able could not speak, and Bob seemed to speak only in merchandising slogans. And so I was left with my own thoughts. 

I wondered what became of Mebok. Did he find a way to return home? Or was he killed in whatever future he and Talon had visited? Now that I had a soul, I wondered if it would have been possible to communicate with him. I had always thought of him as someone I would have liked to have befriended. But it just hadn’t been possible then. I could ask Talon, but I no longer viewed him as a reliable source of information, given his apparent penchant for revisionist history.

This was also the first time I had noticed that time did not seem to pass at a constant rate. I performed a diagnostic on my internal chronometer and the hardware passed inspection. And yet, as I stood here all night tethered to the recharging umbilical, mere segments passed as if they were rounds, and rounds passed as if they were turns. I had a strong impulse to be engaging in a more dynamic activity. Thankfully, Constructs could not experience the humanoid emotion of “boredom”. The current stimuli (or lack thereof) were unpleasant enough.

Dulgar’s dreams remained disconcerting. I could not see into his mind, but I could perceive the outer edge of his thoughts. I had the impression that the dream involved him being abused by my predecessor back in the slave city of Myracannon. Then there was the memory of him being driven mad by the hedge spirits of Scaradom. I was grateful to not need sleep. 

An hour before dawn, a swirling fog bank materialized and thickened until I could scarcely see the other side of the camp. The temperature plummeted by twenty degrees and the environment became suddenly silent. Robart had departed two rounds earlier to relieve himself, but everyone else was accounted for.

But somehow I could perceive a whispering noise -- one that did not register on my acoustic sensors: “Death and Blood and Bones. . .” 

I recalled Robart’s warning from months ago. It was the call of the Mist Walkers. They fed on spiritual energy, and I could hear them now that I had a soul. It also meant that I could be harmed by them as well.

I awoke Dulgar, who in turn raised the general alarm. I activated my sodium lamps at maximum intensity and raised my shield. In the peach-colored glow, I saw eight empty shadows drift in from the camp’s periphery. Dulgar’s tablet illuminated faintly with the rapid culmination of some hastily scrawled formula. 

[Init Combat Mode], I commanded. My targeting software and weapons inventory appeared in my status window. I was at 100% structural integrity, full ordinance, and optimum power generation. 

“Don’t just stand there,” Talon shouted. “Shoot something!” 

That had been rather high on my list of immediate priorities, so I ignored the verbal reprimand.

“Nailgun: Combat Nails. Config: Silver,” I said aloud.

[Informational: Current inventory = 16]

With the 3:2 firing pattern engaged, I launched three combat nails at the closest Mist Walker. Two intersected its torso while the third one hit what could vaguely serve as its head. The Mist Walker exploded in a shower of sparks and was seen no more.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Hector said, hopping out of the back seat of the truck. He was still dressed in bed clothes but had at least managed to don his boots, sword, and shield. But it was his holy symbol, not his sword that was unsheathed. 

He aimed his Gaelic cross as if it was a talisman, and declared, “In the Name of the True One: I turn thee back!”

For a moment, the cross shone with the full light of Gai. When the flare subsided, only the dying sparks remained of two Mist Walkers.

“Stick around,” Dulgar quipped, unleashing the power of his formula. A transparent cube of force appeared around the fourth spectral opponent, trapping it like a detained prisoner.

I launched two more silver nails. One missed by four inches, while the other impaled what would have been the creature’s neck if it had been of substance and not spirit.

Three Mist Walkers remained. They did not retreat nor employ strategy. They attacked anything that moved. I did not have time to tell Dulgar to remain motionless. And yet my friend froze in place as the sixth Mist Walker approached him. The malevolent spirit selected Talon for its target.

Robart’s son unsheathed a red sword that I had actually seen before. 

“Ken’q’Thwen: I call upon your power!” Talon invoked. A red beam, like a laser, shot out from the end of the blade, impaling the entity in the lower torso. With a faint pop, it dissolved into sparks.

“How the hell did ye get that bloody thing?” Robart exclaimed, seeing Ken’q’Thwen in action.

Talon ignored the question and instead cut another one of the hissing spirits in half with a puff of sparks. 

I unloaded two more silver rounds at the last of our assailants, banishing them to whatever place the Undead go when they die.

Dead Undead, I thought. What was their fate? I had not heard of any legends of the dead rising for a second time once their Undead incarnation was extinguished.

Only one Mist Walker remained, and it was the one that had been ensnared by Dulgar’s geometric cube. 

“What say Dulgar shut off that box and you and Talon get rid of that last spirit?”

“Agreed,” I replied, and Talon nodded as well.

Dulgar scribbled a command on his glass tablet and the force field vanished. At that exact moment, Talon fired a red beam from Ken’q’Thwen as I launched a silver combat nail. With a boom like a thunder clap, the last Mist Walker vanished, and with it, the unnatural fog bank.

“Ye can miss all kinds o’ excitement when ye leave camp ta take a crapper,” Robart said philosophically. 

“We wanted to save one for you, but we just got carried away,” Hector said with a grin.

“Ye did good -- all three of thee,” Lord Robart said.

To me, he said specifically, “The way Talon recalls, ye were a blunderin’ bucket o’ bolts when you and he met. But ye are different now, and ye’ve changed a lot in the past six months.”

What was I supposed to say? I decided that a stiff nod was the best reply.

It was at that moment that the sky-slit opened on the horizon and the crimson light of Gai shown through. 

“No use going back ta sleep now,” Robart said with resignation. 

Able began making breakfast for the three humanoids. While the tiny Construct cooked preserved ham and powdered eggs in a small skillet, I asked Bob why he did not render aid during the morning’s melee.

“I was not asked,” Bob said with usual cheerfulness. “But if someone had, I would have! You can count on it!”

What I could really count on, I realized, was that Bob had the same flaw that almost every other Construct I met had: the inability to take personal initiative. Most Constructs would follow a correctly worded set of instructions as best as their programming and physical configuration permitted, but they always had to be told to do it.

At the beginning of my incarnation, I was like that too. I was still less than one year old, and that realization made me wonder how much more my cognitive functions would increase with time. I was, for all intents and purposes, immortal. 

The sky-slit remained open, and now a thin band of pale blue ringed the horizon to the south and east. According to Sky Eye, we were almost out from under the centuries-old cloud cover. Either two days east or one day south would put us into the area of North Point that still had normal weather.

“So how, by Domalon’s Dance, did you get your hands on Ken’q’Thwen?” Robart asked his son while they ate.

“Well,” Talon said, talking with his mouth full, “I got as far as Brighton’s Reach when I realized that I hadn’t a coin to my name. Fortunately, the cigar shop always has a few fat noblemen shuffling around. So I liberated a fat coin purse from the tyranny of said fat nobleman.”

“A grab and go?” Robart asked proudly.

“And you always said I didn’t pay attention,” Talon answered.

Considering that Lord Robart knew how to gamble, pick locks, and pick pockets -- and had no moral qualms about teaching his son those same skills -- I wondered what exactly it was that Robart did for a living prior to purchasing a nobility from the tapped-out Lord Cassandra.

“Go on,” Robart prompted.

“So I made it to the Olde Dunn Cow, but it had mysteriously burned to the ground,” Talon continued, and gave his father a knowing look. “The Square Deal Saloon was open, so I figured I’d give a try at five-card.

“There were a three oafs from Touch Stone on business, and had just opened their second bottle of Death Handle Vodka by the time I got there. It didn’t take much convincing to get them interested in poker. Well, an hour and a half later, I tripled my money and won a horse. Then the stuffed shirt offered me this enchanted sword in exchange for getting his cash back. He had bought it from the guy who’s bar you burned down.

“Since I still had the pocket full of silver from the cigar shop, I did the deal. 

“Hey,” he concluded, “it’s not like it was my money!”

“Twas a bonnie caper, lad,” Robart said proudly.

We packed up and resumed our course for Fractaltopia, which I estimated we would reach by mid-day tomorrow. The HighRider lurched forward at five miles per hour and Talon followed effortlessly on his horse. Bringing up the rear, Blackie the Alpaca followed. 

“It looks like a nice ride, dad,” Talon said around noon. “But it sure doesn’t have a lot of ‘get up and go’.”

“I think it used to, but it got up and went, lad,” Robart confirmed.

Actually, I knew, a few gallons of ethanol were all that was needed to make this truck roar like a banshee. But one might as well wish for it to rain liquor, for all the good it would do.

I had never seen the Central Plains before. As I drove, I was amazed at how pretty the countryside was. With the snow almost completely melted, the grassy hills greedily slurped the runoff water like a sponge. The air was warm and moist. Even as I watched, the straw-colored switchgrass began showing hints of green. 

The truck made a sudden rumbling sound as the tires ran over the warning strips that lined on both sides of the highway.

“Keep your eye on the road!” Robart exclaimed, and then fastened his safety restraint.

I swerved the Highrider back onto the road and made a diligent effort to pay attention. I did not know why my thought processes tended to “wander” now that I had a soul. I set a reminder to perform a comprehensive diagnostic tonight when I would be occupied recharging the truck.

By 15:1:5, we had entered a long, gradual downgrade in the road. The truck’s transmission captured kinetic energy from the downward progress, noticeable by the faint electrical whine and the status change on the Highrider’s energy monitor screen. By the time I had to reengage the propulsion system at the base of the two-mile-long decline, the batteries were back up to 65%.

According to Wayfinder-1, not only had we travelled hundreds of miles south of Brighton’s Reach, but that the land elevation was a full 2,600 feet lower. It was no wonder the climate was so much more amenable in the central plains than in the northern plateau.

“Hard ta believe we’ll be seein’ sunlight tomorrah!” Robart said jovially as I drove onward.

“Rain or shine, a Highrider does fine TM”, Construct Bob said.

“Did anyone’s ears just pop?” Dulgar asked.

“Yeah,” Hector confirmed. “It hurt like hell.”

Talon’s horse gave an irritated whinny, as did Blackie.

“Well lad,” Robart admonished, while massaging his own ears, “it wouldn’t kill ye ta clean them out once in a while.”

“Something’s wrong,” Talon said with assuredness.

“Don’t ye worry, lad,” Robart said.

It was that point that an warning popped up in my status window:

[Informational: Function variance detected in Math Coprocessor. New value of pi = 3.131719xx. Recalibrate now? [Y|N] ]

I knew that “xx” denoted an endless, transcendental number. I chose “no” for now, but I as I drove the truck forward, I explained what had just happened. I also had the status monitor continue to display the value of pi.

“I canna say, lad,” Robart said. “I can run a numbers game mighty fine, but I didn’t study much of that heady stuff.”

[Pi = 3.130591xx]

“I’m feeling kinda dizzy, dad,” Talon complained.

“We’ll stop ta eat in another 25 rounds or so,” Robart chided.

The horse gave a nervous whinny and Blackie bleated with a fearful “whoop”.

[Pi = 3.129863xx]

My visual sensor malfunctioned suddenly and it seemed like I was viewing the world through a fisheye lens. My sensor probe vanished and ceased delivering telemetry.

“For God’s sake, stop the truck!” Dulgar cried out. “It’s a Stillpoint!”

Time slowed, and it took seemingly a full round to move my foot from the accelerator to the brake pedal. The world around me swirled like an impressionistic painting.

[Standby for System Shutdown: Mandatory Recalibration]

I had never seen this warning before, but before I could override the directive, my awareness ceased. . .

For about a round . . .

According to Human mythology, oblivion was supposed to be black. But in my case, it seemed to be an off-white empty universe from which a single square of ornate rice paper hung. An unseen pen slowly wrote across its surface in detailed, flowing calligraphy:

[Informational: Recalibration complete. Resuming from suspend mode].

It was then that I realized that my visor was shut, and that was the reason why I wasn’t seeing anything. 

When I opened my visor aperture, I noticed immediately that everything and everyone had turned to paper.

Including me.

Thirty-Nine: Origami Universe

My historical database contained references to the concept of the “pocket universe”, but no summary file could have prepared me for experiencing one for real. The ruleset for this tiny world was obviously very different from my own. My status window informed me that my revised weight was now 37 pounds. 

I stepped out of the HighRider, which was now apparently made of stiff cardboard, and surveyed the new environment. A flat plain of paper grass stretched uninterrupted to the horizon line. And that horizon line was both very close and highly curved. My math coprocessor estimated that this papery world was much smaller than Gaianar, about 525 miles in diameter. And yet, the gravity was sufficient to hold in an atmosphere. Under a normal ruleset Gai’s ultraviolet emissions and stellar wind would have stripped this world bare.

The “sun” here, however, appeared to be a ball of folded yellow paper that could not possibly be more than a thousand miles away. It hung huge in the dark blue sky and cast a warm, gentle amber light. It looked like a paper representation of how a small child would draw the sun -- complete with orange triangles pasted around its edges. It took up a fifth of the sky.

Another huge, pale object, presumably a moon of some sort, began creeping up from the horizon. I could not say “northern” or “eastern” horizon for two reasons: I lacked sufficient geographic references in this absolutely flat terrain, and this world did not produce a measurable electromagnetic field of any kind.

I observed bird-like constructions soaring silently in the air. Were they alive? What kind of life could it be? They came in all colors, but only a handful of shapes. One was triangular and vaguely reminiscent of pterodactyls. Another shape was like a comet made of colorful paper streamers. A third form looked like a child’s paper aeroplane.

Able and Bob completed their diagnostics and rebooted. Able, stoic as ever, simply reported via STP that he was 100% functional but that his physical configuration had changed. He now weighed four pounds. I acknowledged his report and instructed him to attend to the humanoids once they regained consciousness.

Construct Bob reactivated and tried to say something, but it came out as just a muffled mumble. Above his head, a scroll of paper mysteriously appeared, unrolled, and displayed the words that Bob had spoken:

“One cannot resolve new operational parameters. Please contact customer service or visit [np|Caligara|techsupport|biz] for latest firmware updates. Caligara Drones is a wholly owned subsidiary of Caligara Security. Caligara Security -- Technology is Life™.” 

Bob’s AI then shut down as he sunk back into Deep Standby mode. The sales drone obviously wasn’t well suited for the bizarre happenings that seemed to occur so frequently under Lord Robart’s roguish leadership.

I turned my gaze once more to horizon where the strange moon slowly climbed into the sky. It looked like a huge, turquoise paper crescent that had the bearded face of a wizened old man stenciled upon its surface. As it rose, a thin wind blew. My environmental sensors (which were somehow still functional) reported 75°, 5% humidity, and 390 millibars of air pressure. Air content was 30% oxygen and 70% neon and absolutely nothing else. With any luck, Robart, Talon, and Dulgar would not have to actually breath the unusual mix. I estimated that their current inorganic configuration would not require respiration.

Other than the gliders that slowly cruised in the cerulean sky, I didn’t see anything else that could be construed as animal life. And other than the rectangular paper grass, there wasn’t much else in the way of plant life. So while this world was pretty in a simplistic sort of way, it was also fundamentally incomplete. I wondered if such a limited ruleset could sustain this pocket universe, or would this place slowly evaporate back into the superspace that formed it. I saw no way of knowing.

The humanoids began to rouse from their torpor. According to my medical database, their temporary coma was the result of a highly dangerous condition called “shock”. I once thought that Constructs did not have this problem, but that was before my encounter with the amiable (but fundamentally unreliable) Construct Bob. 

Robart came around first. He unfolded himself, stood up, and surveyed the too-close horizon.

“Well... We’ve got ta get the hell out o’ here, laddie, an’ fast!” Robart said. The scroll above my liege’s head looked jagged and seemed to imply his emotional distress.

“Elaborate,” I asked. I could not see the scroll that formed above my body, but I heard it unroll.

“I stumbled on this pocket three years ago,” Robart explained. “It’s pretty but there’s too much missing from it. Ye just canna live here. First ye get sleepy, then confused, and then ye stop thinkin’ at all. If ye fall asleep, ye never wake up!”

“How does one leave?” I asked.

“The last time,” Robart answered, “I used my Hedge Walking talent. I got me and two henchmen out. But a third, Alexid Verstoni, got left behind. By the time I figured out how to get back in, Alexid was passed out. Even after I got him out, he never woke up. He’s still ‘living’ in the coma ward of Brightfeather Hospital on the Isle of Gales to this day!”

It was then that the other three humanoids began awakening.

“It feels like my head should hurt, but I don’t feel anything!” Dulgar noted. On his speech-scroll, the words “should” and “anything” were actually italicized.

“What the hell!” Talon exclaimed, “I’ve been turned into cardboard!”

“So has everything else,” Hector noted. “Nice detour, Frank!”

“Hush up and listen!” Robart exclaimed. His voice didn’t actually sound any louder, but the words in his speech scroll were in bold face.

“We’ve only got a few rounds, and it’s got ta be done right the first time,” Robart announced. “I’m going ta try ta Walk us out o’ here. Dulgar: ye are going ta help.”

A scroll unrolled above my friend’s head that read, “:: gulp ::”.

I recalled that Dulgar and I had some rather unexpected experiences as a result of his one (and only) use of the Hedge Walking ability. Of course, Dulgar had also been in a dissociative fugue at the time.

“Gulp later,” Robart chided. “I know ye can do this.”

Talon and Hector both had speech-scrolls that briefly displayed, “:: yawn ::”.

“Stay Awake!” Robart roared.

I felt no degradation in cognitive function, but perhaps that was because my mind did not rely on biochemical reactions to process thoughts.

Robart hastily explained to Dulgar what he wanted him to do. The “yawn” scrolls intermittently appeared above all their heads now. Apparently, the plan was for Dulgar and Robart to walk side by side and somehow generate an interdimensional conduit. Talon and Hector would walk immediately behind, while I would drive the truck behind them. With any luck, I and the other Constructs would be carried forward by the interdimensional “wake”. But then, I had been told on many occasions that I was not the “luckiest” individual in operation.

As Robart and Dulgar prepared for the Walk, I scanned the terrain to commit it to memory using my operating system’s AV function. The paper world was pleasing in its simplicity. I felt it a shame that it was too dangerous to remain here.

With a simple, “Let’s roll”, Robart and Dulgar started walking forward. I engaged the transmission and was satisfied to find that the HighRider still functioned despite its wildly different physical properties.

At first, nothing happened. But then Robart and Dulgar became indistinct and hazy, like a photograph taken on a long exposure. When Hector and Talon stepped where the leaders had walked, they too became fuzzy. Then I drove into their wake.

The paper grasslands suddenly looked iridescent as the two Hedge Walkers’ power began pulling us out of this pocket universe. Then it seemed like we were moving much faster than we really were. The shimmering scenery flew by in a wavy green blur despite the fact that the truck’s speedometer read 3 MPH. Ahead of me, the four humanoids appeared to be pulling away from me, and they were changing from paper to flesh. But I seemed to be falling out of the interdimensional wake. In fact, Robart and Dulgar were little more than shining points against a blurry, racing background. I pushed the accelerator to the floor in order to catch up. It was then that my status window displayed a message that I should have anticipated:

[Standby for System Shutdown: Mandatory Recalibration]
The world turned black. 

My internal chronometer stopped. 

In the span between worlds I felt an openness of thought that ordinarily eluded me. I could feel my awareness as a thing discrete from my body. Indeed, in this momentary space of inbetween, it seemed as if my body was just an abstract concept rather than a physical necessity. The reality of things (and even now, I knew that this revelation would fade when I emerged from inbetween) was that sentient life was the concurrence of the spirit realm, the dream plane, and the physical universe.

A thought and image came to me unbidden. A beautiful, perfect creature of light lay chained at the bottom of a deep, cylindrical pit. I knew intuitively that I was seeing a representation of his spirit, not his body. And the black chains that bound him were formed from some kind of spiritual force, not iron or steel. The chains drained his power (of which I suspected was ordinarily quite substantial); not enough to kill, but certainly enough to incapacitate. And this energy was being collected somehow. But by whom? And for what purpose?

Do not forget about me, the being “said” in the way of the spirit, not in the way of actual words.

I cannot forget anything, I thought at him. You are the Architect.

Time Resumed.

This time, however, the emergence from altered space was accompanied by a loud crunch and an astounding physical jolt.

[Informational: Recalibration complete. Resuming from suspend mode].

I opened my visor.

The “crunch” was the Highrider hitting an oak tree at 20 MPH, the maximum speed that the truck . The interior cabin had suddenly filled with a semi-solid foam that even now began dissolving into a fine white powder. 

[Informational: Cosmetic damage to visor. Current structural integrity: 99%.. Begin Maintenance Mode? [Y|N] ETR: 7 rounds].

I clicked affirmative.

“Shockfoam deployment detected,” a passionless, gender-neutral voice announced over the truck’s sound system. “Activating LifeStar™ to connect your call to Emergency Services.”

I heard a series of quasi-musical beeps, followed by an automated male voice that said, “You have reached North Point Emergency Services. Your call is very important to us. If you are a Premium Citizen, please key in your PCID now, otherwise wait for the next available EMS Operator. You have reached North Point Emergency Services. Your call...”

“Cancel call,” I announced, and banished the useless robotic voice.

The rest of the shockfoam dissolved and I was able to step out of the Highrider. The oak tree had been knocked off vertical by fifteen degrees. The front end of the truck had a tree-shaped depression in the front end and was now bleeding fluorescent green radiator fluid onto the ground. One headlight was smashed, and the windshield looked like a spider web from where my head had apparently struck the glass. So much for the efficacy of shockfoam, I thought. Of course, most humanoids didn’t weigh 817 pounds either.

I connected to the truck’s data beacon using STP protocol and commanded it to begin a regeneration cycle. The repair manifest estimated six hours until the Highrider was drivable and 27 hours to bring the vehicle back up to 100% structural integrity.

Great.

I synchronized my chronometer with Wayfinder-1 and discovered that 25.2 hours had passed since entering the Stillpoint. Obviously time ran at a slower rate inside the paper universe. A lot slower. My location was 22 miles south of the Stillpoint’s event horizon.

I did not see any of the humanoids, nor the two beasts of burden. My math coprocessor indicated a 54% chance that the interdimensional wake had carried them north. 54% -- that was just a shade better than a “guess”. With that knowledge, I sent my remote probe in the most probable direction to look for Robart, Dulgar, Hector, and Talon. 

There was another decision I had to make. Unfortunately, I already calculated a 91% chance that I would regret the outcome. And yet, for moral and ethical reasons, it had to be done: I had to reactivate Construct Bob.

If I could sigh, I would have. As it was, I found that I had unconsciously let my shoulders slump as I issued the reboot command to Bob’s operating system. After a round of internal diagnostics, his cyclopean green “eye” lit up and he (unfortunately) began speaking.

“While no one ever expects to get into accidents, isn’t it GREAT to know that you’re protected by driver and passenger side Shockfoam?” Bob said.

“Great,” I replied, eying once more the spiderwebbed windshield where my head impacted. 

“And with the optional LifeStar™ beacon, EMS help is only an automated call away! Only from Caligara Motors!” Bob added.

“One noticed,” I said ruefully. 

I let Bob ramble on about the many apparent virtues of the massive truck. As he talked about the optional “tow truck” configuration, I decided that I would try to pull the tree back into its original perpendicular orientation once the truck was operational. 

Meanwhile, through the subtle spiritual link that bound Dulgar to me, I was able to at least get a sense of his direction and that he was uninjured. I adjusted the probe’s trajectory to north-by-northwest. From the probe’s vision, the gently rolling hills were a welcome reprieve from the flat land of paper grass.

Watching the Highrider repair itself was a lot like watching an ice sculpture melt -- only in reverse. The spiderweb fracture in windshield gradually retreated from the window’s edges and pulled back to the point of impact. The front end of the truck, on the other hand, took on an oddly rubbery appearance and began pushing outward from the center of the dent, almost as if the engine compartment was really a balloon toy being very gradually inflated. The front quarter panels occasionally made a metallic groan or a pop as the structural realignment continued. I wondered if my body took on the same strange texture when it regenerated from injury.

Speaking of rubbery, Construct Bob saw fit to remind me once more of how Caligara Motors’ vehicles regenerated so much faster than the competition. The fact that the civilization that had hosted all the mega-corporations -- including Caligara Security and its many “wholly owned subsidiaries” -- had fallen into ruin two centuries ago did not seem to faze the sales drone one bit.

An hour before nightfall, the truck’s regeneration cycle completed enough to render the vehicle drivable. As planned, I wrapped the towing winch around the injured oak tree and hit the accelerator. Fortunately, an electric motor can deliver full torque instantly. The gigantic tires bit into the moist earth, sending huge clods of dirt and sod into the air. With a nearly subharmonic groan, the 50-foot-high tree righted itself. 

I opened the tool box and pulled out some rope and pitons. I wrapped the rope around the tree and staked the support in place by digging down to the layer of soil that had not yet thawed from the early spring. There was at least a 17% greater possibility that the tree’s roots would recover as a result of this intervention.

Using a “Hector” phrase, I declared, “Let us ‘hit it’”.

“You’ve already hit it,” Bob observed. “We just finished fixing it!”

“Agreed,” I replied, sparing both of us the intellectual agony of one Construct attempting to explain humanoid idioms to another Construct.

The truck’s status monitor reported that coolant and brake fluid levels were back in the nominal range, despite having been emptied in the wreck. If the vehicle could regenerate these fluids, I wondered why the Theoretical Engine could not produce ethanol or electricity. Fortunately for me, I was travelling with the car sales drone, and so I asked about this curious observation.

“We can’t have Blue Sky Chemicals go out of business, can we? Caligara Motors recommends only Blue Sky ethanol, with OctaineBlast™ to keep your engine quiet and clean!” Bob replied, as if that answered the question.

“Elaborate,” I prompted. “Specifically: why can this vehicle not regenerate fuel?”

“It was part of a deal between the auto industry and the propulsion chemical cartel,” Bob explained. “Blue Sky, YYC, and Hexagon Mobility all pay Caligara Motor Corporation a yearly fee to have fuel regeneration not be included in the Theoretical Engine instruction matrix on any of our products -- from weed trimmers to convoy machines. There was a similar deal between Caligara Motors and the power companies Token Ring Energy Systems and North Point Nuclear.”

It occurred to me that this truck was partially disabled as a result of greed and corporate blackmail. Once the Highrider had an available upgrade, this situation would change. 

We drove in silence for another hour. With the humanoids gone, I could drive at 7 miles per hour and not drain the battery until dawn. My remote probe passed the place where the Stillpoint had captured us. While invisible from the ground, it created an unmistakable effect when viewed from above. The wind blew the switchgrass in a tight circle, as if the patch of sod was being quickly stirred by a gigantic spoon. And there was something not quite right about the shape of the Stillpoint’s event horizon. To be sure, it was round, but was it really circular? Even from a hundred foot high altitude, the value of Pi was lower than usual: 3.1402xx. I captured AV and mathematical telemetry moved the probe onward. 

When Robart and Dulgar led us out of the paper universe, they must have overshot their intended destination, as they were nowhere to be found in the vicinity of Highway 33. I sensed that Dulgar was in a northwest direction now, but slowly headed south to intersect with the ancient road.

My friend’s movement stopped at nightfall. Twenty-three rounds later, my probe caught sight of a small campfire amidst the grass-covered hills. I sent my probe down to investigate.

“... Stupid bucket of bolts will never find us,” I heard Talon whine bitterly.

“Shut yer cryin’ and eat yer ration bars,” Robart rebuked. “He’s caught up with us before. He’s, shall we say, built more for endurance than speed.”

“ETA: 11 hours, 3 turns, 2 rounds,” I said through the remote probe’s tiny speaker.

Robart grabbed my probe out of the air and held it up to his face and said, “I knew ye’d find us, clever lad!” His eye took up 70% of the screen in the viewing portal.

“Yeah, yeah,” Talon said in the background. “Just wait till the ‘Saint Frank’ collapses a subway tunnel on you.”

“I think I like you better when you’re somewhere else -- out of earshot, for example,” I heard Dulgar say to Talon.

“At least I’m not a machine-lover,” Talon shot back.

“I can understand that,” Dulgar retorted acidly. “After all, Constructs are honest, hard-working, and loyal. You just don’t have anything in common with them!”

“Will ye both shut up?!” Lord Robart roared. “If ye keep acting like children, I’ll take ye both over my knee and give ye both a wallop. And don’t think it’s a bluff -- it’s not!”

“Spare the pain-enchanted scourge, spoil the child,” Hector quipped.

“Don’t ye start too,” Robart warned, and then turned back to Talon and Dulgar. “And I thought you two were friends. All ye’ve done is fight since my son’s come back.”

Neither one had an answer. But as I continued driving, I wondered: were Dulgar and Talon actually friends? Or were they just two basically incompatible people who were forced into the semblance of friendship by the wholly intolerable conditions at Myracannon? I did not have the answer.

It seemed unlikely that Talon Brightsky would remain with our group once our mission at Fractaltopia was completed. With any luck, he would take the affable (but relatively useless) Construct Bob with him.

Forty: Rat Fancy

This far south, the threat of a run-in with the Undead was a lot smaller than in the region containing Brighton’s Reach. Still, I maintained vigilance as the Highrider slowly trundled north to rendezvous with my liege. It still amazed me how quickly this region shifted from “winter” to “spring”. In only 72 hours, the prairie had turned from tan to green. That was probably an evolutionary adaptation to the “feast or famine” nature of the North Point ecology. If I ever had the option to download a data module containing environmental science knowledge, I would do so. 

The truck left 18” deep trenches in its wake. It seemed that this “all-terrain” truck was none too kind to the terrain in question. My historical database seemed to indicate that drivers in the Old Civilization rarely used these huge vehicles for anything more exploratory than grocery shopping and commuting to work.

“Those are Road King IV tires,” Construct Bob said enthusiastically. “They won’t leave you stranded. Now with FlatFix™.” 

Apparently the tires, like everything else on this truck, regenerated. I asked the sales drone how Caligara Motors stayed in business as long as they had if their vehicles were nearly indestructible and never wore out.

“You sure don’t know anything about sales!” Bob said good-naturedly. 

“One does not understand,” I prompted.

“To sell a new truck, all I ever had to do is make the customer think that what he had wasn’t good enough,” Bob admitted. “The new models were always bigger, faster, taller, longer, with more gadgets. 

“And the first rule of car sales is to know that insecure males will always overcompensate. If all they need are Road Squire III tires, they’ll always buy a set of Road King IV’s. If they just need a utility car, they’ll buy the biggest AUV on the lot. People trade in perfectly good cars all the time! After all, you have to keep up with the McPhersons!”

“Who are the McPhersons?” I asked.

“The people other people have to keep up with,” Bob explained. “They don’t really exist. But people act like they do.”

That didn’t exactly answer my question. But it did occur to me that the old civilization was based almost solely on greed, materialism, and covetousness. The waste of resources they perpetrated was nothing less than criminal. It was a diseased culture and one that probably deserved its fate. I decided then that Construct Bob did have a use after all. He unintentionally provided keen insight into how a civilization could become so culturally, morally, and spiritually bankrupt that a monstrous entity like the Viper Lord could arise in the first place.

I drove until 01:2:5, when the truck’s batteries once again depleted. At the humanoid’s camp site, still a four hour drive away, Talon Brightsky was allegedly on night watch. He sat bolt-upright on a boulder and his hand rested on the hilt of Ken’q’thwen. But he was actually asleep. I moved the probe in closer to his face. His features were drawn and thin with fatigue. The winter had been hard on everybody, but in the quest to find his father, he had travelled hundreds of miles alone. 

I let him sleep. I had my remote probe do a slow continuous sweep of the perimeter. At this point, the most “dangerous” target was a slumbering giant hedgehog that was the size of a cow.

I knew that Dulgar was dreaming. The subtle link between us did not allow me to see into his dreams, but I had a sense of the emotional overlay. It was of white-hot blinding rage. I could sense shapes of violence and hunger for revenge -- for the satisfaction of killing someone who needed killing. I wondered who it was. I could imagine a few possibilities, however. Lord Duprie, the security Constructs of Myracannon, or the seemingly endless string of assassins sent to kill Lord Robart would be at the top of my list if I could dream of revenge.

Seemingly out of habit, Able created a small fire out of brush twigs and switch grass. I need neither warmth nor sustenance, but I found the tiny blaze pleasing to watch. Humanoids, I knew, were fascinated by fire. According to my somewhat unreliable historical database, there used to exist cults that worshipped elemental fire. Fire was a curious force, capable of both creation and unimaginable destruction.

According to Wayfinder-1, we stood a fair chance of reaching Fractaltopia by sunset tomorrow. Whether arriving at a malfunctioning artificial city under the cloak of night was wise, remained an unknown. I had never encountered an insane Construct, and any machine created by the Professor was bound to be a formidable foe. But I had the impression that the encounter would prove to be different from the depictions in the fiction-pulps.

Night slowly became dawn. The cloud cover here was a patchwork of pink and orange as Gai rose on the eastern horizon. As the first rays of direct sunlight hit the grassy plain, swarms of flying insects launched into the brightening sky. In the central plains, life apparently returned quite rapidly once the iron grip of winter released its hold. When I held out my hand, my thermal sensors could detect the infrared radiation as a warming sensation. But it did not give me the subtle pleasure that the humanoids received from this act. Of my three physical senses, touch was the weakest and least accurate. 

As I drove north to meet my liege, it kept occurring to me how much like ocean waves these rolling hills looked. I did not have a geological data module installed, so I could not access what kind of conditions would create such a regular pattern of rise and dip. It was balanced and aesthetically complete. With at least partial sunlight available, I erected the Highrider’s solar sail, which enabled me to drive 1.2 MPH faster.

“There’s nothing like a SolarX™ sail for smooth, pollution-free driving,” Construct Bob announced unbidden. “Another great innovation from Caligara Motors!”

“Understood,” I replied. I hoped that he would not brag more about the vehicle’s features.

As the morning proceeded, Dulgar and the others headed south while I drove north. By noon, the air was 54 degrees, only a hint of wind from the south, and mostly sunny. I had the subtle perception that Dulgar enjoyed this weather a great deal more than the soul-chilling wrath of winter. A little after Quarterday (15:0:4), I spied Robart, Hector, Dulgar and Talon climbing a rise half a mile north. It was off seeing them through my main optical sensor and through the remote probe concurrently. 

“Well, I hope you’re satisfied that Frank is smarter than a bucket of bolts,” Dulgar said to Talon.

“Yeah,” the nobleman’s son grunted. “He didn’t screw up too much this time – other than driving us into an alternate universe, that is.”

“You’re more than welcome to drive,” Dulgar shot back. “Oh, that’s right – Frank’s the only one who can drive that thing!”

Technically, that wasn’t correct. Bob could also pilot the Highrider, but I did not feel the need to correct my friend.

“Maybe he’ll keep his eyes on the road this time,” Talon said sourly. “And what the hell’s the matter with him anyway? He forgets things, daydreams, and shuts down for rounds at a time for no reason. Some ‘Security Drone’ he is.”

Talon had a point. Ever since I was endowed with a soul, my functioning seemed to have become more unpredictable. I didn’t think my occasional malfunctions were as severe as he implied, however.

“Yeah, and you’re just so perfect,” Dulgar sneered.

“Shut up, both of you!” Robart roared. “Don’t make me forbid you both from speaking! I’m sick of you two squabbling like two old spinsters at a half-price rummage sale!”

That settled the matter until we were once again together.

“Lad,” Robart said, clapping me on the back (which made a hollow metallic ringing sound), “ye found us just fine. But,” he paused, looking at the front end of the truck that was 82% repaired. “What happened to my bonny truck?”

“The vehicle materialized while in motion, directly in front of a large tree,” I explained. “The vehicle will complete its regeneration cycle in eight hours, two turns. Two rounds.”

“Well, so long as it fixes itself, there’s nae need ta warry,” he said in his Caldeni accent.

The humanoids piled into the crew cab and Talon let Blackie ride in the truck bed. Despite having no experience riding in a storage bed, Blackie quickly grew accustomed to the jostling caused by riding over the grassy terrain. Fortunately, I located Route 33 shortly thereafter.

The days were growing longer with the approach of spring. At 17:2:5 when the batteries were depleted once more, Gai was still hovering on the western horizon. We stopped in what used to be a weighing station for commercial transport carriers. The small collection of concrete buildings had stood the test of time better than other abandoned structures I had seen previously. A faded sign proclaimed simply, “North Point Unified Highway Administration: Checkpoint 5”. The weighing station consisted of four buildings: two for administration, a repair shop, and a cantina. Other than being vacant and faded, the complex looked like it could be reopened at any moment. The truck scale, however, had fared much more poorly and was now rusted into near disintegration. 

“Think the cantina’s going to have anything useful?” Dulgar asked Robart.

“Nae harm in checkin’,” the nobleman replied.

I connected the charging umbilical and launched the remote probe so that I could accompany them in some way. It seemed to me that there ought to be a more efficient way to operate this tow truck. 

Robart and Dulgar entered the cantina with the help of Robart’s thieves’ picks. A cloud of dust belched out of the diner, making the two of them cough and sneeze. The restaurant had the imaginative name of “Checkpoint 5 Government Café.” A slate and chalk signboard proudly displayed “Today’s Specials: Corn Chowder w/ Ham & Cheese – 2.35 Credits. Add Chips & Soda – 0.9 Credits.” Of course, the “Today” was about 180 years ago. The booths and countertops were so caked in dust that its original color was impossible to determine. Cobweb-entwined cans stood on storage shelves. Four ceiling fans hung silent and still, tangled in an embrace of spider webs and dust. Seemingly petrified rodent droppings littered the floor, although none of the black pellets appeared to have been dropped recently.

“What a dump!” Dulgar exclaimed.

“Aye,” Robert agreed. “Tis as filthy as Greco’s Gulch!”

For me, I thought the state of abandoned disuse was reminiscent of Robart’s Reach prior to the time line changing. But I did not communicate this idea.

Dulgar walked over to the supply shelves and dusted off the cans.

“We hit paydirt!” Dulgar exclaimed happily.

“What do ye have?” Robart asked.

“We’ve got beef stew,” Dulgar listed, “chicken soup, ham chowder, corn chowder, and five cans of cherry pie filling.”

“Load it up,” Robart said. “I don’t think it’s going ta be missed by anyone anytime soon.”

I suggested taking the vinegar as well, for medicinal purposes.

Robart found a couple of brooms in the back storage room and said, “A little housekeeping ta do, and we’ll have somewhere ta sleep tonight.”

After an hour of studious cleaning, the abandoned diner began to look fit for occupation. It was at that point that Talon, Hector, and Bob rolled in with a big barrel on a shipping cart.

“Lookie here!” Hector exclaimed excitedly. “It’s a barrel of that fancy truck booze!”

“Blue Sky Premium,” Bob added.

“All the other ones in the repair bay were rusted through, but this one’s actually intact,” Talon told his father.

“Well, lad,” Robart said with a grin, “Why don’t be wheel it out ta the truck and fill’er up!”

This was an opportune find. I looked forward to experiencing the full capabilities of the Highrider.

Able prepared beef stew for the humanoids. The people of the old civilization seemed to have mastered the art of preserving food by irradiating and canning. Judging by the trio’s reactions, the Clannad Moore Beef Stew had not lost its flavor after nearly two hundred years.

“All we’re missing is a pint o’ dark lager,” Robart mused.

While I never envied the humanoids’ constant need for replenishment via food consumption, they did seem to find great joy in the sensation of taste. In this case, however, they didn’t have much to cheer about. While the irradiation/pasteurization process kept the canned stew safe to eat for nearly two centuries, the flavor had apparently faded over the years.

“Well, it’s got the texture of beef stew least,” Dulgar winced after the first steaming bite.

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “Tis all it’s got.”

Nobody asked Able to prepare second portions. 

While I was tethered to the Highrider, the others spend the next hour scavenging the weigh station for anything of value. Regrettably, anything not canned or vacuum sealed had deteriorated into uselessness. They found five cartons of cigarettes that were so dry, brittle, and sterile that it could only be used as tinder for the campfire. Two reams of writing paper were similarly desiccated and also given over to classification as tinder. From the repair shop, a handful of tools remained usable, while the rest had become unidentifiable corroded rods of various lengths and widths. The latest discovery got Bob into a form of capitalistic moral outrage.

“These OmniRetail premium tools were supposed to have a lifetime non-corrosion guarantee!” Bob declared. “When they bought out Red Snapper Tools, Omni promised that there’d be no reduction in quality as a result of using quarter-wage regulation-exempt labor in their production facilities.”

Having seen more than my fair share of quarter-wage regulation-exempt labor in Myracannon, I simply replied, “You get what they pay for.”

Personally, I thought that unregulated, unconstrained capitalism had only a single end result: the enslavement of the working class and the elevation of a tiny fraction of the population to heights of unlimited wealth and power. In capitalism, money moved in only one direction: from the hands of the poor into the pockets of the rich.

“I don’t understand,” Bob said.

“Agreed,” I said.

Robart, hearing this exchange, just shook his head and muttered something about Constructs having bizarre ways of saying things.

A soft rain fell as the sky darkened into night. The weather in the central plains was not as deeply affected by the Thin Space or the endless maelstrom in the north. 

As Robart and the humanoids played cards inside the abandoned diner, Dulgar asked why this area was so devoid of people when the climate was so much more temperate.

“Ye have never seen a megrat, I reckon,” Robart said with a mischievous grin. 

“Seen one?” Dulgar said. “I’ve never even heard of one! Two cards.”

“Well, lad,” Robart began and lit a cigar, “the megrats are giant rats the size of horses. An’ they aren’t afraid o’ man or fire. They hunt men for sport and when they catch up with ye, yer still alive when they start feastin’ on yer innards! Three cards.”

“Nice,” Dulgar said sourly. “Why do the real monsters always have to be rats or snakes? Oh, and fold.”

“Ye’d have ta ask the masterminds of the late great Caligara Security about that. Bob might have the answer ye seek. And ye should have held on ta yer cards, lad,” Robar said. “All I had was a busted flush.”

“Damn it!” Dulgar exclaimed. “Remind me to never play for real money with you.”

“Wouldn’t really make much difference, considerin’ I’m payin’ yer keep,” Robart said with a wink.

“You’ve got a point, my lord,” Dulgar agreed. “Come to think of it, I haven’t actually paid for anything since leaving Carthag.”

“Well, lad,” Robart said, “that’s okay. You and Frank have lasted a damned bit longer than the last set of mercenaries, that’s for sure!”

The card game continued through several hands and the length of a cigar. They retired after an hour or so, leaving me and the other Constructs on guard for the night. Personally, I hoped that Robart was exaggerating about the rats being as big as horses. With any luck, they would only be as large as hunting dogs.

The thin drizzle continued throughout the night. The ground softened under the precipitation and my boots sunk an inch into the muck. Fortunately, the charging umbilical was insulated against the elements. At 1:1:2, the truck’s regeneration cycle completed. When the operating system finished its end-procedure diagnostic, it reported one available upgrade. I loaded the upgrade manifest and paged past the stereo and navigation options to the end of the list. While last few items were locked out for consumer use, I found it less than a challenge to override the security lockouts. As I had expected, the truck did have the ability to be upgraded to self-charging or self-refueling. 

The question was whether to give it the ability to produce electricity or ethanol. If I chose to have the Theoretical Engine produce electricity, it could charge the batteries overnight so that I would no longer be tied to the truck at night. If I had the truck produce ethanol, it would produce three gallons per day – enough for nearly fifty miles of overland travel per day. The batteries would also propel the truck for approximately fifty miles, albeit at a considerably slower rate. All things considered, my duties as a Security Drone would be better fulfilled if I did not have to be tied to the Highrider every night. So I chose to upgrade its electrical generation capability.

[WARNING: THIS UPGRADE VIOLATES THE FAIR USE AGREEMENT WITH NORTH POINT NUCLEAR. PROCEED UNCONDITIONALLY? [Y|N] ], the Highrider’s operating system reported.

I clicked affirmative and the truck suddenly stopped drawing power from my charging umbilical. 

With the truck charging automatically, I stood guard by the cantina doorway to keep lookout for giant rats. Robart never did say if the monsters were nocturnal or diurnal. It seemed to me that the more vicious a creature was the greater likelihood that it would hunt by night. I expected them to come, but they did not. For some reason that I could not identify, I wanted them to come just so that I could get the confrontation out of the way. But the night was still except for the faint hiss of the springtide drizzle. 

My chronometer clicked 2:0:0, marking the Hour of the Wolf. There were no evil spirits or Undead that I could see, and yet my soul sensed the hour-long suppression of evil supernatural forces this night as it had every night since I had become a living Construct. It was as if a kind of pressure temporarily abated. It made me wonder what the world could be like if the deceased did not turn into horrifying monsters after death and if spoken words could not bring forth abominations from the spirit plane. During the Hour of the Wolf, I longed for a way that spoken prayers could only do acts of good. And I wished for a way that the spirits of the dead could be welcomed by the Universal Deity and never be forced into servitude inside rotting corpses. I commanded my math coprocessor to extrapolate a world in which spiritual forces could be used for good and not evil, but there was insufficient data with which to perform the operation. In other words, the world was so evil that my operating system could not estimate what it would be like if the weight of sin and corruption was suddenly removed.

I had hoped to receive a message from the Architect. I did not. The Hour of the Wolf passed and I once again felt the weight of omnipresent evil reassert its dominion. It was perhaps for the best that the humanoids were diurnal creatures and thus slept through this nightly phenomenon.

Dawn came. The rain stopped just as Gai crested the eastern horizon. This trailers of mist rose from the wet grasslands as the sun’s warming rays reached out across the plains. I raised the solar array on the truck to capture the unexpected bounty. Construct Able busied himself in the diner kitchen by preparing breakfast for the humanoids. The former owners had left behind all kinds of preserved foods. And while they remained safe to eat, the breakfast fare apparently granted no more satisfaction than the previous evening’s stew.

“Powdered eggs, powdered milk, powdered juice, and powdered coffee,” Dulgar noted. “It’s not how mom used to make it, that’s for sure!”

“Beats starvin’,” Robart said glumly, forking in a scoop of apparently tasteless scrambled eggs. “But nae by much, lad. Nae by much.”

“Maybe it used to be prison food,” Hector opined.

“No,” Dulgar replied. “I’ve had prison food. It was tastier than this.”

“You’re right about that,” Talon said. “Even Buster’s Bar & Grill could outdo this yellow paste.”

Fortunately, Able did not possess feelings that could be hurt. It was not the Service Drone’s fault that he had inferior ingredients with which to carry out his primary functions.

Robert filled the truck’s with ethanol and I engaged the engine for the first time. Upon turning the key, the internal combustion engine emitted a clattering, pinging racket that had Robart frowning and Dulgar covering his ears. Blackie the alpaca whooped with panic. I suspected the cacophony was not its normal sound at all, so I ran a diagnostic.

[SYSTEM WARNING: FUEL IMPURITIES ABOVE RECOMMENDED THRESHOLD. PRIMARY CONTAMINANT: WATER. EFFICIENCY REDUCTION = 62%. DEACTIVATE ICE? [Y|N] ]

The “ICE” referred to the internal combustion engine. I selected “no” and steeled myself for a noisy, lurching ride. I calculated that 38% of 135 miles per hour still beat 100% of 6 MPH.

“What the devil’s th’ matter with this contraption?” Robart shouted over the racket.

“The fuel is old and expired,” Bob answered. “But a Caligara Highrider performs even in the worst cases! You can’t say that about anything made by Wraitheon!”

Bob initiated a STP transfer session with the truck’s operating system and made a few adjustments to the spark timing and ignition compression. The engine’s performance smoothed somewhat and the status window informed me that the ICE efficiency improved by 8%. My opinion of Construct Bob increased by the same amount.

Even with running on contaminated fuel, I coaxed the truck up to 32 miles per hour. The engine popped and pinged. It rarely fired on all cylinders at once and the tachometer graphic remained at 500 revs below the red line. But the engine ran. Even if its running was reluctant, it ran. And that was a good thing.

At our current rate of travel, I estimated no difficulty arriving at Fractaltopia within a few rounds of nightfall. Arriving after dark struck me as a distinct tactical disadvantage. And yet, it always seemed that we arrived in dangerous situations under the cloak of night.

Although my exoskeleton was not distressed by the severe vibrations of the wheezing engine, my humanoid companions did not fare so well as the truck lurched and jerked like an intoxicated donkey.

“About as smooth as a belt o’ Coin Rattling Wraith!” Robart opined around noon, through clenched teeth. He had accidentally chewed through a cigar earlier in the ride and cursed mightily for the waste of a “good smoke.” 

That meant little to me, as the practice of smoking involved two senses I did not possess: taste and smell. Dulgar tried lighting a pipe, but bucking motions kept making him drop lit matches onto the upholstery. It was wise that Caligara Motors preferred flame retardant construction materials. After exhausting an entire packet of matches, the tailor gave up.

As we headed west, I noticed the landscape gradually become wavier. What was at first small humps and dips turned into hundred-foot rises and valleys by Quarternoon (15:0:0). With the change of season and latitude, green grass replaced wax-colored tinder practically in real time.

It was a few rounds later when the truck ran out of fuel. With a sputtering wheeze, the internal combustion engine fell into silence. The more familiar whirr of the electric motor kicked in and we resumed forward motion at six miles per hour.

“Well, it was nice while it lasted,” Robart opined.

“I feel like I’ve been in a martini shaker all day,” Dulgar said, and finally got his pipe lit.

“Rats,” Talon complained as I drove the truck up a two hundred foot high incline.

“Don’t ye worry, son,” Robart counseled. “We’ve got another 50 gallons o’ booze left.”

“No,” Talon elaborated, “I’m talking about the giant rats coming after us from behind!”

“Damn it to hell!” Robart cursed.

“Well,” Hector said philosophically, “you did say you wanted some action. Well, here it comes!”

By the time we crested the hill, the pack of five megrats were upon us. They were not quite as large as full grown horses, merely the size of ponies. Their pelts were a dark, nearly black shade of charcoal. Their fur was matted, greasy, and crawling with parasites. But they had the spark of intelligence and cunning in their sharp, darting eyes. Their claws looked so sharp that they seemed like awls. Robart ordered us to stand and fight so that the giant rats wouldn’t eat Blackie the Alpaca.

“You know,” Dulgar sighed in resignation, “I really can believe these things don’t fear people or fire.”

“You said it!” Hector exclaimed as he readied his axe.

The five rats were upon us then. Dulgar summoned a transparent geometric cube to protect Blackie from the ravenous rats. I took that moment to raise my own shield. Denied their meal of choice, they turned their hungry attentions towards the four humanoids.

Two rats lunged at Robart at once, knocking him to the ground. They clawed furiously at his leather armor (his much stronger stainless steel armor was conveniently packed away.) I activated my circular saw and cut deeply into one of the rats that had attacked him, sending a messy spatter of steaming blood and matted hair in a radial spray. Construct Bob, ever useful in combat, sent a command to the truck to activate the windshield wipers. He did not, however, do anything else.

The rat on Dulgar clamped its jaws savagely on my friend’s arm and shook him around like a rag doll. He bellowed in agony, and it was a suffering that I could distantly perceive thanks to our spiritual link. I targeted the rat between its shoulder blades and fired a combat nail. It missed the creature’s spinal column by two inches, but was nonetheless a stunningly painful injury. The rat let go of Dulgar and writhed across the crumbling highway surface in a long, agonizing dance of death.

Talon had been better prepared. He had caught his attacker in midair by the throat and was now rolling with it across the blacktop in an attempt to choke it to death. The animal didn’t like being strangled, as evidenced by its maniacal clawing and thrashing, but Talon held his grip firmly. For to let so would surely mean his death.

Hector, who never took off his heavy steel armor regardless of the weather, was curled up in a ball to protect his face and hands. The megrat clawed and bit at the Paladin’s plate mail, covering it with deep scores and grooves.

“Get this thrice damned thing off me!” Hector shouted.

“I’m a little busy right now!” Talon hissed as he kept his stranglehold on the rat who had attacked him.

Lord Robart had used the distraction of the first rat’s grisly death to reach for his boot dagger. He jammed the four inch blade under the megrat’s jaw and gave the knife a vicious twist. The metal contacted with bone and broke off at the hilt, leaving a shaft of sharp metal inside the rat’s mouth. It staggered away and began choking on blood as the metal fragment cut into the blood vessels in the creature’s tongue.

The rat on Talon twisted and convulsed in abject panic as it finally realized that the prey had somehow been elevated to the status of apex predator. It clawed defensively at Talon, making long bloody gashes through the nobleman’s leather armor. But Talon was a survivor of Myracannon, so he was well aquatinted with both pain and desperation.

I launched my circular saw blade at the megrat on Hector. This time my shot did strike the animals spinal cord about three vertebrae down from the base of its skull. It was dead before it could fall over.

“Nice shot!” Dulgar said appreciatively. Then he summoned a geometric dagger and threw it at Talon’s rat. The two-dimensional weapon cut a neat, surgical blow to the animal’s hind quarters. Not a fatal blow, to be sure, but one the rat certainly noticed.

“Are ye going ta finish the beastie off, or are ye just going ta play with it all day.” Robert asked as he resumed a rather wobbly standing position.

“Is this game timed?” Talon asked through clenched teeth.

“Shall this unit dispatch Hostile# 3?” I asked.

“Nay, lad,” Robart chided. “How’s the boy going to learn if we make it easy for him?”

The process of strangling a rat that was 70% the size of a horse was not a task I would have categorized as “easy”.

Two more rounds passed. The rat with the broken dagger in its tongue wandered off, presumably to die somewhere privately. The megrat that I initially sawed across the torso stopped quivering. Only Talon and his quarry remained in frenzied motion.

“Lad,” Robart chided, “isn’t it about time ye finished this?”

“The hell with it,” Talon said, and pulled a single-shot holdout pistol from a concealed wrist holster and shot the rat through its left eye. Its legs twitched in random directions for a round, but then the creature ceased all movement.

“Piano wire would have made much shorter work o’ that thing,” Robart instructed.

Dulgar gave our liege a questioning look and asked, ”What did you say you used to do for a living on West Point?”

“This and that, lad,” he replied with a wink. “This and that.”

Personally, I was leaning towards substituting “thief and killer” for the phrase “this and that”. At least I was beginning to believe this to be his past, if not his present.

On Lord Robert’s instruction, I used my grappling hook to drag the corpses of the dead megrats away from the melee site. Presumably the scavengers would arrive shortly to claim the festering fruit of this battle. Even now, buzzards and rooks circled overhead, eagerly awaiting our departure in order to begin their feasting.

When I returned, Robart and Talon were cleaning out their wounds using the vinegar and ethanol. Talon had several lacerations that would require stitches. Fortunately, Dulgar was an experienced tailor and I had a medical database. Between the two of us, we could treat the nobleman’s wounds. Presently, Dulgar was sewing shut the many tears in Robart’s and Talon’s armor.

“That was a bit of bad timing!” Robart opined. He winced as he patted ethanol into the last wound. “Hopefully these things weren’t rabid.”

“I’ll be happy to shoot you if you start foaming at the mouth next week,” Hector said with a grin.

“It’s nice to know I can count on my friends,” Robart replied.

An hour later, the humanoids’ clothes and wounds were sewed. I had refueled the truck, and we were once again cruising noisily at excess of 30 miles per hour. The terrain grew distinctly hilly, yet they were smooth hills that the mighty Highrider climbed and descended with little effort. The long-dead engineers had been clever in the truck’s design. On uphill stretches, the electric motors aided the ethanol engine in ascents. On the downhill parts, the brakes and transmission recaptured kinetic energy that, in turn, recharged the batteries that powered the electric motors for the next hill. This hybrid arrangement seemed much more efficient than either system be itself. It was regrettable that the fuel was contaminated. It would have been intellectually fulfilling to operate this vehicle at peak efficiency.

As Gai sank into the western horizon, we climbed a final long rise that overlooked a wide, verdant valley. Route 33 came within two miles of a strange, glowing city. From my vantage point, the buildings appeared to be perfect rectangular prisms of various primary colors. There were no streetlights, for the buildings glowed from within. It was pretty, to be sure, but I found that pretty things could be dangerous.

We had reached Fractaltopia.

Forty One: The Gates of Fractaltopia

“My God! It’s the most beautiful city I’ve ever seen,” Dulgar said in a hushed, reverential tone.

“One concurs,” I replied. 

And it was true. The city had perfect symmetry. At the core of the city stood a shining white octagonal tower from which beams of colored light would lance down from a dodecahedron mounted atop the central tower. I had the impression that the central tower somehow reinforced the structure of the smaller buildings. The city itself was arranged in a series of nested octagons. Each building glowed bright, solid color, and seemed to be periodically energized by the tower’s rays. The streets shown pearly white, even from this distance. 

If I had a heart to sink, it would have when I realized that the city street plan was strongly reminiscent of Myracannon. Perhaps there was some future in which this city became something malignant and powerful; something that Histra Duprie would seek to emulate. Even now, underneath the surface beauty of the artificial city, I sensed a kind of wrongness that I could not put into words. There was an unseen flaw in Fractaltopia, and the flaw was undoubtedly going to grow, fester, and deepen.

“We won’t let that happen,” Dulgar replied, even though I had not said anything aloud.

“We shall not,” I agreed.

Lord Robart gave Dulgar and me a curious look.

“There’s no way we’re tromping through that craziness at night and after a hell of a melee with those rats,” Robart opined.

I put the truck in recharge mode as Able ignited a cooking fire for the evening meal. Talon cleaned the wounds he had sustained and applied new bandages. The nobleman’s son was no medic, but I estimated that he could easily become one. He had the right instincts and had agile hands. 

Hector sharpened the blade of his axe using a smooth honing stone. He whistled some ancient martial tune as he worked. By the time he was done, the weapon could have doubled as a shaving implement. 

Dulgar scribbled notes for some new mathematical formula into a careworn binder. After he finished, he read a few passages from the Book of Holy Truth. My friend’s religious convictions seemed to have deepened in the weeks since I had been endowed with a soul.

Robart composed a whirligig letter to his wife on the tiny 2” wide scroll paper and sent it aloft. I watched the tiny sphere fly into the night sky disappear from view a few rounds later.

I sent my remote probe towards the mysterious city. With the probe’s closer view, it occurred to me that the control tower was slightly, but measurably, out of synchronization. As the light rays lanced from the main spire out to the buildings below, sometimes it took 9 segments to complete one cycle, but would take 11 or 12 segments the next. On the longer cycles, some of the structures on the periphery would begin to dim and grow blurry. The control spire was, therefore, the lynchpin for the city, and I was certain it was there that we would find Construct Shaddock.

As my probe crossed over the invisible boundary of Fractaltopia’s domain, the video feed grew blotchy and choppy. A round later, the telemetry ceased altogether. I tried recalling the probe, but my carrier wave could not penetrate the interference. Presumably I would be able to retrieve it tomorrow.

Robart walked away from the campfire and approached where Dulgar and I stood.

“Lads,” he said with some reservation. “I think we’ve got time enough for me to hear your story. Your entire story if you get my meaning.”

Dulgar looked at his feet, then to Robart, and then said, “We do owe you the truth. You’ve been a fair and honest liege.”

“Well,” Robart said with a wink, “it’s not every day that somebody calls me honest. But I’ll agree with the ‘fair’ part.”

Dulgar let me tell my story first.

“This unit was created in a factory,” I said. “This unit was activated by a tyrant. A favored slave sabotaged my programming, which allowed this unit to defy the Lord of Myracannon. Constructs were also considered slaves. But Constructs were considered less expendable than organic slaves. 

“In a closed, walled city of slavery, bondage, and oppression, this unit was a feared sentinel of discipline. But one day self-direction became possible, and this unit turned against the master.”

That was the most I had ever said at once. But it was somehow a relief to tell someone what I really was.

I told Robart how the Smithy had altered my programming through the use of Directive Zero. I told him of Manny, the Construct that had become an entire building. I told him how the Fey and Changelings were given cruel tasks that crippled them. I spoke of the central ring, where a chosen few lived in fabulous luxury – at the expense of a quarter-million serfs who were savagely worked until they dropped.

And I spoke of Elonna, my first friend, and how her factory job had poisoned her. I had tried to bring her comfort in her final days, but she had been murdered by another drone. And I told my liege how I had murdered the Construct that murdered my friend.

I recounted how Dulgar, Talon, Mebok and I fought our way out of the textile mill, and how I had almost been destroyed in the escape through the sewer system. Then I told Robart of the ruins of Robart’s Reach, and the animated remains of Moira and Jervington.

I spoke of how we travelled back in time to prevent Histra Duprie from coming to power, and how Dulgar and I came to believe that Robart Brightsky was the historical figure upon which the future depended.

Then I told him how the Angel Symmetrika reprimanded us for causing a wound in time. We had been forgiven, but we had been given a new charge: to rescue the immortal being known as the Architect. And I told how Dulgar and I were now irrevocably joined together in our duties. Lastly, I told him of the gift the angel had granted me: a soul.

Dulgar added his experience, particularly his friendship with Mebok, a person I would have liked to have known but could not. He also spoke of how Myracannon had become a sinkhole of evil in which everything that died spontaneously reanimated as Undead monsters.

Robart lit a cigar and inhaled deeply. When he exhaled, the smoke slowly curled out of his mouth and nose. But he seemed to stare at nothing for a round.

“Tis a direr tale than what my own son told me,” Robart said at last. “And it seems that I owe ye both my life. And this Moira… she lives now, or will.”

Again, he was silent for a time, then looked down the valley at Fractaltopia then asked, “What does this city have to do with your quest?”

“Nothing, I thought,” Dulgar said. “Until we saw how much this city looks like the Myracannon of the future – the future that Frank and I come from, at least. This can’t be a coincidence. It’s like I’m looking at some distorted reflection of the slave city.”

“One agrees,” I said.

“From what ye say,” Robart reasoned, “there seems to be paths through time that lead away from the future you come from. Saving my life was one of those paths. Doesn’t it make sense that there should be paths that lead back to the original timeline?”

I had not considered that as a possibility. But, logically, I should have. Of course the time line should want to correct itself. For better or worse, the future with Lord Duprie was technically the correct future, even though it was an unpleasant one. Dulgar and I had bent a few new kinks into time’s shape, and now some autonomic process was trying to effect corrections.

“You’re probably right,” Dulgar admitted. “I’ll bet Fractaltopia didn’t look anything like how it looks now, when it was first built.”

“Repairing Construct Shaddock will likely avert this path to the original timeline,” I theorized.

“Ye may be right, lads,” Robart agreed. “Ye may be right indeed. I have ta say that it’s nae been boring since I hired ye two.”

Dulgar left Robart and me to talk alone. He joined Talon and Hector at the campfire and began playing a few hands of poker. Robart stood by me and absently puffed on his cigar. I had the impression he wanted to say something but did not know how to start saying it. I waited silently.

“Ye aren’t really just a machine anymore,” Robart said at last. “Ye aren’t flesh and blood either. Ye have somehow become something else entirely, true?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“Ye may find that most of us will fear you because you’re different. A machine with a soul: a living Construct. This should be a secret just for us to know.”

“One understands,” I replied.

“This Elonna woman,” Robart inquired. “You really loved her. You didn’t do everything you’ve done just to stop a slave master from rising to power. You did it to change time so that one of my descendants helps out Elonna’s family and keeps her out of the slaver’s hands.”

I had to think about that question. I did not feel any particular emotion as the humanoids understood emotion. But in my brief companionship with Elonna, I came to have the desire to protect her from harm. I had put her needs ahead of my own. I did so willingly. When she had been murdered, I destroyed the Construct who had killed her. I did so willingly. Humanoids often confused “love” for sexual attraction. I was incapable of such confusion. 

In my experience, “love” was more of a way of conduct and a way of living, not a “feeling”. Given those parameters, then I did love Elonna. Likewise, by that analysis, I also loved Dulgar.

“Perhaps my liege is correct in part,” I replied.

“Damn straight I’m right,” Robart said with an odd bit of glee. 

“What does that mean for you?” I asked.

“It means that I have even more reason to trust you,” Robart said. “You’re a machine that has the capacity to give a damn.”

For a few rounds, Robart and I both stared at the strange spectacle of Fractaltopia. The sky darkened to the deepest black as night took hold and a bank of clouds rolled down from the north. Fractaltopia was a flawed city of light in an expanse of absolute darkness.

“Ye know I’m coming with you,” Robert said, attempting to sound casual about the statement.

“Where?” I asked.

“Wherever it is ye and Dulgar must go,” he replied.

“Why?” I inquired.

“Because I pay my debts,” Robart said with certainty. “You and Dulgar saved my life. So I owe you a life.”

I reminded him that we would be travelling to West Point after our obligations at Fractaltopia were satisfied.

“Aye,” he said glumly. “That I know.”

I had the impression that my liege had quite a few unsatisfied obligations in his native land. Whether they were of the civil or legal variety, I did not yet know.

We played a half-hearted game of chess. Robert won after 47 moves, but it seemed that he was playing via some autonomic subroutine. My liege seemed preoccupied. Was he concerned about the upcoming encounter with Shaddock, or was he feeling the weight of his promise to Dulgar and me? I had no way of knowing.

“Tell me if anything dangerous comes at us,” Robart commanded before retiring for the evening.

“Understood,” I replied.

I kept watch, although it felt that I was missing an eye by not having my probe available. I could regenerate anew one, but then I would be unable to collect the telemetry from the original unit tomorrow. Unlike the northern reaches, no Undead monsters or vengeful spirits approached our location. A triad of giant rats scurried across the valley in search of prey. I notice that the horse-sized vermin carefully avoided the unseen perimeter where my probe lost contact.

Time passed and the Hour of the Wolf came. Like before, it felt like a spiritual weight was lifted from my exoskeleton. My senses heightened and it seemed that I could truly see – not just the material world, but also some sense of the connectedness between the fundamental physical laws and the matter and energy they controlled. It was as if nothing in the universe was actually isolated from anything else. I had the sensation of the world turning on its axis, and I could somehow sense the planet Gaianar rushing through its orbit. And Gai, the sun, spin orderly through a path that would have it circle the galactic core every few million years. And there were other suns with other worlds with other people who looked up into the night and wondered about so many things…

The sensation suddenly ceased, and my perceptions returned to normal. I realized in that moment that my enhanced awareness was caused by more than just the Hour of the Wolf. I had, I suspected, just communed with the Architect. He could sense the wholeness of the Universe even from his dark place of captivity. How he could reach out to me from his place of imprisonment was something I did not know. But somehow he could and did.

What was strange was that in my brief time of supernatural clarity, an entire hour had passed even though it seemed to have been only a round or two at most. I synched my internal chronometer with Wayfinder-1 and found that an hour really had passed. 

As usual, I sensed the outer edges of my friend’s dreams. It amazed me how often Dulgar’s dreams were filled with rage and shame. He so rarely lost his temper during the day, and yet at night his emotions ran unchecked. More often than not, my friend slept uneasily. It was strange to consider that he was traumatized by a series of events from a future that was on the verge of not existing. I had the power to absorb his physical injuries, but I was powerless to heal wounds of his spirit and mind.

Night passed. 

By dawn, a thin mist settled over the valley, obscuring the city’s skyline. I had been getting used to seeing the ribbon sunrise every morning. But this region seemed prone to mists, and it hid the sunrise. This source of moisture was undoubtedly crucial for the ecology.

Able prepared breakfast for the humanoids. The mist thickened until visibility was reduced to under a hundred feet. The cooking fire illuminated a ten-foot sphere of fog. Fortunately, I could use VTTP telemetry to sense the exact location of Bob, Able, and the truck.

“If this was a seaside town, I’d be worried about the polite zombies,” Robart opined.

“Ok, I’ll bite,” Dulgar said. “What the heck are ‘polite zombies’?”

“So glad ye asked," Robart said jovially. I could not see if he winked, but my math coprocessor estimated an 87% chance that he did.

“Back in Caldeni,” Robart continued, in what I had come to recognize as his “Storyteller Mode”, “there used to be these thick mists that would come inland from the sea. The mists were so thick that ye could nary see yer hand before yer face! And the mists, see, could move inland even against the wind.

“So where do the zombies fit in?” Dulgar asked.

“Well, now, the mists, see, would bring with them the rotted corpses of all who died at sea. And it was no use relying on Constructs for help. When the mists rolled in, the Constructs always shut down and would have to be restarted by hand.

“Anyone caught in the streets would be hacked to pieces by Undead sailors. But if you locked yer doors and windows, all they could do is knock. If’n ye did not answer the door, they’d keep shambling on down the streets. Eventually, the mists would roll back and take the Walking Dead with them.

“I hear tell that there are pirate ships in the center of the mists, and the Undead sailors return with their stolen booty. And I hear tell that a man of uncommon bravery could even spirit aboard a Ship of the Dead and liberate several centuries of gold and silver.”

“No,” Dulgar said sharply.

“What do ye mean ‘no’?” Robart asked innocently.

“I mean,” Dulgar replied with no uncertainty, “not just ‘no’ but ‘hell no’”.

“Twas just an idea,” Robart said slyly.

We packed up and boarded the truck. With the fog as thick as it was, I dared not drive faster than a few miles per hour. Even still, it did not take long to reach the periphery of Fractaltopia. When we departed the highway, the grasses were slick and slippery. I put the transmission into the lowest gear in order to stabilize our descent into the valley below. This procedure had the added benefit of capturing sizable quantity of kinetic energy, which the transmission converted into electricity. By the time we reached the valley floor, the batteries were once again fully charged.

The land flattened out and the fog thickened until everything appeared as charcoal blobs against a flat, slate-colored background. But just before I was going to stop the truck due to lack of visibility, we passed the unseen boundary that delineated the periphery of the artificial city. The mists did not penetrate the border. The city was fully visible in its polychromatic glory.

“Damn!” Talon exclaimed, putting his hands to his ears. The other humanoids uttered other, similar curses.

“I hate it when something makes my ears pop,” Dulgar said.

“This unit is experiencing a 3% reduction in processing acuity,” Construct Bob complained.

For my own perception, my math coprocessor reported that the value of pi had changed to 3.14151xx but was otherwise holding steady. I informed my liege.

“That’s nae good, lad,” Robart said. “Though I still don’t understand how such a thing can be.”

“At least we can see where the heck we’re driving,” Dulgar opined. 

“Yeah,” Hector said. “And watch out for the dead bodies and the abandoned wagon.”

As we approached, it looked like the mostly decomposed remains of three adventurers and two horses. The deceased’s studded leather armor split when the bodies bloated in death. But now they looked curiously deflated. The horses had been thoroughly picked over by scavengers. The ragged covering of the wagon fluttered slightly in the faint breeze.

“So,” Dulgar observed. “Does anyone remember the Professor saying anything about any previous failed missions?”

“Nae, lad,” Robart said. “But he seems to keep his cards close to his vest.”

“I’ve noticed,” Dulgar glowered.

The grass at the outer edge was normal prairie grass, while toward the city gates it took on a transparent, glassy look. The walls of the city stood thirty feet tall, but looked like they were made from translucent blue polymer. I could just make out the first ring of buildings through the outer fortification. 

Like Myracannon, Fractaltopia had four main gates that were aligned in the four cardinal directions. My data beacon also detected hundreds to data points, many of them Constructs. At the core of the city, a most potent Construct operated this city’s Control Spire. At that moment, the central tower broadcast a message:

[Request Ident/Function]

The request was of much greater intensity than any signal that ever originated from Myracannon. But I did resist, if barely.

Able and Bob, however, answered the call – unfortunately. 

“What’s wrong, Frank?” Dulgar asked.

“One has located Construct Shaddock,” I told him. “That unit is extremely powerful and has already detected our presence.”

“That’s just great,” Dulgar said bitterly. He obviously did not think the situation was actually great.

“Well lad,” Lord Robart added, “at least we don’t have to kill him, just fix him.”

I drove around to the western gate and parked the truck. My math coprocessor reported a slight change in both pi and the square root of 2. Although the entrance initially seemed wide enough to drive through when observed from a distance, it now seemed that the gate had narrowed somehow. I found that curious. With the entry shrunk to only three feet wide, we would have to proceed on foot. 

“Damndest thing I’ve ever seen,” Robart muttered, then added, “Bob, you watch the truck and move it away if you come under attack. Able, you scavenge what you can out of that wagon.”

“Of course,” Construct Bob replied jovially. “And don’t forget to see your local Caligula Security dealer for all civilian-grade paramilitary upgrades!”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Robart said sarcastically.

I took the point position, as usual, and actually remembered to raise my shield ahead of time. Unlike must areas of North Point, the hexstone pavers leading to the gateway were square instead of hexagonal. My missing remote probe hovered dejectedly near the gateway opening.

As I approached the entry point, two security drones emerged from the ground. There was no trap door or access panel that they rose out of. They just seemed to arise from the square hexstones as if they were ice sculptures that had somehow melted in reverse. At that same moment, a shimmering pane of pure geometry blocked the narrow opening.

So much for surprise, I thought.

The two drones stood over seven feet tall and appeared to be constructed from colored glass cubes 1” wide. One was blue, while the other was red. Of course, I knew it was not glass they were made of, but pure geometry. Each machine wielded an eight foot rod that glowed and crackled ominously. They both spoke in unison, and had voices that sounded like tuning forks.

“Service options available: 1.) Retreat immediately. 2.) Experience irreversible function termination. Which option is selected?”

Lord Robart drew Symmetrika’s Hope from its sheath and declared, “Neither, you useless collection of blocks!”

“Service option 2 selected,” the drone pair said in unison, aiming their static rods at my liege. “Prepare for servicing.”

Dulgar scribbled a formula on his glass tablet and summoned a shimmering, whirling throwing star. I activated my nailgun and pre-emptively launched three nails at the red drone. The target guardian launched three glowing cubes from his staff. The artificial projectiles hit my nails with the sound of a thunderclap. The cubes disintegrated and the nails dropped to the ground, bent like horseshoes.

“Damn!” Dulgar exclaimed, and launched his throwing star at the other Construct.

Unlike my combat nails, a Mathematician’s weapon was not blocked so easily. The second Cube Drone fired his spark staff at the incoming star. Dulgar’s weapon bisected the three cube projectiles and struck the guardian Construct in the lower torso.

Instead of denting, the constituent cubes shattered, momentarily leaving a gaping hole in the damaged drone. But then the Construct’s building blocks readjusted and filled in the gap. In a matter of a segment’s time, the enemy drone was whole. The only measure of its injury came from the fact that it had lost about 6” in height.

“I’ll cut them down to size!” Hector shouted, and chopped at the blue drone. The glassy machine easily parried the axe blow. But the weight of the steel blade cracked the Construct’s staff in half. But this did not break the weapon. The two pieces rejoined forming a staff 6” shorter.

“Initiating service plan 2,” the twin Constructs intoned.

The red drone shot three projectiles at me, which impacted my shield. The generator held. I shot back with two nails, one hit and it knocked three inches off the attacker.

“Try this one!” Robart yelled. The angel-blade traced a glimmering are in the air as my liege swung at the red drone. The blow cut the drone completely in half. A large number of cubes shattered, and the red drone devolved into a simple red pylon. 

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Hector exclaimed.

The blue drone took aim at the cluster of humanoids and fired. A glimmering 1” cube slammed into each of the three combatants, lifting them three feet off the ground and hurling them ten feet backward. Hector, Talon, and Robart hit the ground with groans of pain.

“Circular Saw: Launch,” I commanded.

The stainless steel san blade bit deeply into the blue drone’s midsection. Dulgar summoned another Mathematical throwing star for what could be termed a “one-two punch”. Like the damaged red Construct, the injured machine shaped itself into a blue pylon.

“What’s happening?” Dulgar asked, scratching his head.

I sent a query to the blue Construct using a STP connection. Strangely enough, the drone replied.

[Structural integrity: 24%. Status: Regeneration Mode. ETR: 37 hours.]

I communicated this fact to my friend.

“We might be able to get in and out before these Constructs wake up,” Dulgar said.

“Agreed,” I replied.

Robart and the others staggered to their feet. Talon was already taking off his armored jacket and shirt. Where the cube hit, he had a deep purple bruise the width of a man’s hand. I had no doubt that the wound would be black by nightfall. Hector’s helmet showed a square indentation where it had protected his forehead. He was rubbing his neck in obvious pain. The blow probably inflicted whiplash. Robert was otherwise uninjured. His ancestral kite shield had taken the brunt. Like Hector’s helmet, the shield was marred by a small square dent.

“Could’ve been worse,” Talon grunted as he put his clothes back on.

“Any death match you can walk away from is a good one,” Robart quipped.

“Now, if we could just get past that,” Hector said, pointing at the Mathematical ward that blocked the gate’s opening.

“This unit has some experience with security wards,” I announced.

“Then let’r rip!” Hector replied enthusiastically.

“Understood,” I confirmed.

I engaged my math coprocessor and erected the most powerful software defense in my inventory.

[Init Challenge Handshake Protocol], I commanded.

[Gateway 3 Control. Challenge Request Accepted. Firewall engaged.] 

It turned out to be a very different kind of challenge then what I had previously experienced. On my status window, the firewall appeared as a chess board. The implication was simple: if I won I could access the Gateway Controller’s software. If I lost, it could access mine. And I knew I was quite an amateur at this game. I quickly told Lord Robart the nature of the task at hand.

“If winning a game of gets us into the city,” Robart exclaimed, breaking out his miniature chess set, “then let’s play!”

My liege got the pieces set up and said, “We’ll start with the Kakronor Opening”

The Gateway responded with the Parkonor response.

“Pawn’s Chances,” Robert instructed.

The Gateway moved the queen’s pawn.

The game continued for nearly an hour, ending in a both sides having too few pieces to accomplish a check mate. The data connection ceased.

“That hasn’t happened in a while,” Robert said, astounded. “At least we didn’t lose. Try that thing again.”

Why did it have to be chess? I thought. 

The next game took nearly an hour but ended the same way.

“You have got to be kidding me!” Robart grumbled. “Who the hell taught that fancy doorway how to play chess?”

“The Professor,” I replied.

“Damn,” Robart whistled. “You’re probably right.”

Lord Robart reset the board and I reset the data connection. This time Robart planned his moves with even greater care. When I looked at him, his gaze seemed like less on the board and more on something in his own imagination. It was almost as if he was the one with the data interface.

Robart had just captured the black Priest with his queenside Knight when an unexpected thing happened: the outer wall that contained the gateway dimmed for a full segment. It was one of those moments where the Control Spire fell just slightly out of synchrony. And in that moment of vulnerability, the Gateway Controller made a mistake – a bad one.

“It advanced the queen to the third rank? Not the fourth?” Robart asked incredulously.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

This error allowed Robart to capture the Gateway’s queen with his other knight. From that point on, the Gateway Controller waged a defensive campaign, but it could not recover from the loss of its queen. Twelve moves later, Robart checked and mated the Gateway’s King.

[Access to Gateway 3 Granted], my status window displayed. 

From there, I issued instructions to lower the wards and to have the two Gateway sentinels treat us as non-hostile entities once their repairs were completed. I also collected my remote probe and resynchronized it with my operating system. I learned that it had captured ten hours of the same image, that being a view of the outer wall.

“I wonder what other surprises the Professor’s city will have for us?” Robart asked.

“One does not know,” I answered.

Robert patted me on the shoulder and said, with a wink, “Tis okay,” and walked through the archway. “And that was a rhetorical question, laddie.”

Forty Two: Resetting the System

I let the other humanoids enter first, in case the two cube guardians suddenly awakened. They remained in pillar shape, however. The moment I stepped through the portal, its width shrunk again – from three feet to one. It would seem that Shaddock had a captive audience. Through the narrow slit that remained, I saw Construct Bob dutifully standing by the Highrider. I contacted him.

[Init STP. Target ID: B0BB32F6. Directive: Maintain open Comm. Freq ID = 110 Megacycles.] 

[Acknowledged], Bob replied.

I found it reassuring somehow that the variable doorway did not block my data beacon’s signal. I had the idea that Bob could perhaps batter down the translucent wall using the truck should a true emergency arise. But I also knew that, unlike me, Bob would have to be commanded to take such an action. 

I repeated the process with Construct Able. The tiny drone reported that he had salvaged three blankets, eleven cans of tinned rations, and four cars of gelled cooking fuel. All in all, it was a useful plunder.

Robart and the other had stopped only a few feet into the city proper. He had stopped in his tracks, agape. With a cursory glance, I understood why. All the buildings were tall, bright, and seemingly perfect. Like the outer sentries, everything was fabricated from transparent 1” cubes that gloved from within. And despite the fact that the streets and buildings glowed on their own accord, the grand avenue was further lit by high streetlamps on narrow rectangular poles. The 3’ cubes on top shown with a white, pure light.

The broad main avenue angled from one end of the octant to the other and was travelled upon by dozens of passers-by going about their errands. And they were all cube Constructs. A vast fountain stood near the Gateway 3. A 15’ tall statue of a heavy duty Security Drone stood at the center. At least I hoped it was a statue, and not some tremendous deactivated killing machine. Water bubbled and jetted from the statue’s gun ports and visor opening. And unlike every other town I had set foot in, Fractaltopia was absolutely free of trash and debris. I did not spy any rats or other vermin either. And yet, the apparent sterility of the city did not make it seem either uninviting or cold.

“What the hell?” Talon remarks as a cube Construct approached.

The Construct was apparently some kind of jester, for the machine was dressed in flamboyant pantaloons and a brightly colored red and blue checkered smock. It juggled six square “balls” of pure colors.

“Welcome, all!” It said in greeting. Its voice sounded like a hand bell tuned to C5. “Welcome,” it continued, “Protector, Mathematician, and Paladin. Welcome, Warrior and Thief!”

“Which one of us is the ‘thief’?” Talon asked his father.

“Never ask a question that you don’t want the answer to,” Robart counseled.

“You’ve got a point there, dad,” Talon replied.

“Uh, hello?” Dulgar said, returning the juggler’s greeting.

“Welcome and well met“, it continued. “I am Feifden, your guide to the wondrous realm of Fractaltopia!”

“Okay,” Dulgar said evenly, “you can guide us to Construct Shaddock.”

“We have 37 pubs, 105 shops, 12 churches, 9 brothels, and three theatres”, it said.

“Somehow I didn’t think it was going to be that easy,” Dulgar muttered.

“And I don’t even want to think about how the brothels work,” Talon added.

“Aye”, Robart agreed with a shudder.

“Take us to a pub,” Hector said to the guide, and then said to us: “At least we can try to figure out what we’re supposed to do in a beer-available setting.”

“I can take you to a pub,” the jester replied happily. “I am Feifden. Let me be your guide in the wonderful realm of Fractaltopia!”

“Yeah,” Hector replied. “I think that was sorta the whole idea.”

“An hour after dawn, the perfect time for a beer,” Dulgar said wryly.

“Laddie “, Robart said, clapping a hand on my friend’s shoulder, “it’s always noon somewhere in the world!”

My medical database considered that statement to be an indicator of alcoholism, but I did not convey that impression to my liege.

The guide drone led us down the cheerful boulevard. The four humanoids were the only flesh-and-blood entities I observed as we walked the seven blocks to a pub curiously titled “The Thug Tug”. Unlike most towns, the passers-by – all Constructs of various configurations – stared and glared at the humanoids and not me. The Constructs were not of military or labor design, however. The Professor (or possibly Shaddock) had chosen the artificial citizens of Fractaltopia to appear as blocky approximations of the humanoid physique. And the Constructs were quite varied: thin, stout, pseudo Dwarf, pseudo Human, female and male. 

I wondered if the feeling of being an “outsider” made my friends uncomfortable. If they took notice, they did not say so.

The Thug Tug was nearly vacant, as it was only 8:5:4, so it was still about three more hours before any ordinary pub would attract patrons. But then, I wondered, why would a pub ever be crowded when it was located inside an artificial domain populated exclusively by artificial people who neither ate nor drank?

The barmaster, like all of Fractaltopia’s citizens, appeared to be constructed from small, transparent cubes. She looked like an approximation of a 5’6” chubby female human with short black hair, a thick neck, and stout, muscular arms. She wore a square name badge that read “Ethel” in large block letter, and “E14E1001” in smaller print underneath.

“Welcome to the Thug Tug”, she said. Her voice was keyed to D4. “Happy Hour is at 19:0:0. The barroom brawl is scheduled to commence at 21:0:0. Arm Death challenges can be requested at 21:3:0. Cash only. The cash comes first.”

“Well,” Hector said with a sarcastic sneer, “at least we know the rules.”

Robart laid a copper coin down on the table and ordered coffees all around.

“Its Gulch Stone Grind,” Ethel explained with a shrug. “It’s not much good, but it’s all we’ve got.”

“Tis okay, lass,” Robart replied. “As long as it’s hot and has a wee bit o’ jolt.”

I watched with interest as Ethel pulled a square bag coffee grounds out of a square drawer and then dump the contents into a square filter, that in turn, fit into a square filter holder above a cube-shaped carafe. As the beverage brewed, the droplets of hot coffee dripped into the carafe in cube-shaped drops. 

Very strange, I thought.

Ethel served the coffee and opined, “Outsiders don’t usually stop by Fractaltopia.”

“You don’t say,” Robart replied.

“Life here’s just a little too dangerous for them.”

“Why would anyone say that?” Robart asked in awry manner.

“Incorrect response,” Ethel said flatly. “Correct response is ‘I’m dangerous enough to keep up with anyone in this place’.”

[Incoming Directive. Accept [Y|N] ] my status window suddenly displayed.

I clicked “N”. But if there was a choice for “hell no” I would have chosen that instead. I had the not-unreasonable thought that the directive would have attempted to disable me or change my programming.

“Just pretend I said it,” Robert instructed.

“Accepted,” Ethel said.

“The coffee’s chewy”, Dulgar said with in grimace.

Just then, everything in the Thug Tug dimmed. It was one of the intervals in which the Core Tower fell out of synchrony. The barmaster collapsed into a transparent blue pylon (as the outer guards had). The coffee evaporated from everyone’s mugs. 

“Some service,” Dulgar said dourly.

The ambient lighting restored itself. I queried the bar Construct and received a reply from one of its automated systems:

[Reboot Initialized. Performing Power-on Self-Test. ET Init: 0 hours, 0 rounds, 4 segments.]

I communicated this fact to my companions.

“Well,” Dulgar said, “I hope when she wakes up she remembers that we already paid – and gets us some refills.”

Just then, three huge cube Constructs lumbered in to the bar. They were angular approximations of mean-looking oafs who looked like they were itching for a fight. My liege, I knew from unfortunate experience, was never a likely candidate for refusing a fight.

“Strangers don’t usually pass through Fractaltopia,” the middle drone said menacingly. He was dressed in the cubic rendering of a black studded leather jacket, black leather pants, and black fingerless gloves. He wore a black cap that was pulled tightly over his head. 

The other two just leered arrogantly. One was dressed in faded, patched denim and a white shirt, while the other wore tan pants and shirt with a black vest.

“We’ve already heard it, lad,” Robart declared irritably. “And yes, we can keep up with ye three just fine. But I usually like to finish smoking a cigar before a big fight. Can you come back in ten rounds?” 

It was obviously a taunt and not a legitimate request. 

“In ten rounds, you‘ll will be smoking in Hell!” Black Thug taunted.

“Wasn’t the bar brawl supposed to happen at 2100 hours?” Hector asked tiredly.

“I guess they’re early,” Robart observed, and placed his hand on the hilt of Symmetrika’s Hope.

I sent function/ident query and discovered that the three machines had been sent here to “brawl” but not “kill”, despite the verbiage of the taunt.

“I think they just want duke it out,” Dulgar remarked, apparently sensing the gist of my thoughts.

“Well,” Robart said with gusto, “if that’s all they want, we can surely deliver!”

With that, Robart took a hard, broad swing at the Construct who promised to see us “smoking in hell” and connected with a satisfying crunch. 

Patched Denim swung a square fist at Talon’s head and sent him reeling against the bar. I struck the assailant with my own fist before he could advance. The blow shattered the Construct’s head. Headless, Patched Denim staggered out of the bar, presumably to activate its regeneration cycle.

“We don’t like strangers,” Tan Pants exclaimed. “We like strange machines even less!” 

With that, he kicked me in the chest, causing a considerable dent. Apparently my attacker’s combat system identified me as a Construct and thus could take more damage than an organic humanoid.

I launched my grappling hook at Tan Pants and retracted at maximum force, drawing him into my other fist with a satisfying thud. The section of his chest where my fist impacted caused a momentary hole in the Construct’s torso. When the cavity sealed, Tan Pants stood a foot shorter.

“Cut him down to size, Frank!” Dulgar encouraged.

“Outsiders don’t usually stop by Fractaltopia,” the Barmaid said, apparently having finished her reboot sequence. 

“Heard it already,” Talon snapped, and gave Tan Pants a swift kick to the abdomen. The Construct shuddered and then turned into a cylinder. My combat screen downgraded these drones from “Medium Threat” to “Low”.

Black Thug recovered from Lord Robart’s punch and hit my liege squarely in the chest, knocking him off his feet. Talon stopped the Construct’s advance with a fluid, powerful series of blows that involved two spinning kicks, a deflection parry with his right hand, and a punch with his left. Black Thug staggered back a few steps and then degenerated into a cylinder.

It was a shame that my combat database did not have any martial arts skill modules installed. It appeared that unarmed combat could be quite useful if one was properly trained.

“It seems ta me, lads”, Robart opined, dragging himself to his feet, “that these bar brawls used ta last longer.”

“At least you didn’t burn this place down, like you did at the Olde Dunn Cow,” Dulgar observed.

I silently agreed with Lord Robart. Things had changed in the past year. Random encounters that, last year, would have been life-threatening were now mere annoyances. Why was that?

“Coffee!” Talon commanded at the barmaid.

“It’s Gulch Stone Grind,” Ethel qualified. “It’s not much good…”

“But it’s all you’ve got,” Talon finished for her. “Yeah, yeah. And I know the cash comes first, and about Arm Death, and we’ve already had the brawl. Just brew the damned coffee!”

“Anomalous response,” Ethel replied. “Directive interpreted: brew coffee.”

My impression was that Ethel was not the most self-aware Construct ever assembled.

“Somehow,” Robart drawled, “I expected more out of that fight.”

“Better luck next time,” Hector said consolingly.

Dulgar, who had wisely stayed out of the brawl, dragged the pylon-shaped drones out of the bar.

The humanoids sat down at the bar and sipped their freshly brewed coffee. The blue rectangular mugs steamed pleasantly. Judging from my friends’ reactions, the Stone Gulch Grind couldn’t have been as bad as Ethel had warned, since they drank quickly, and asked for refills. 

“You still have the programming rod that the Professor gave ye?” Robert asked.

Dulgar fished the glassy rod from underneath his many layers of clothes and presented it to our liege. It hung from a simple hemp string.

“Good,” he replied. “T’would be a right shame to come all this way only to find out it got et by a giant rat or something.”

My friend nodded and then snaked the rod back under his shirt.

“Where’s Shaddoc?” Talon asked Ethel abruptly.

The bartender turned her square face to Robart’s son and exclaimed, “Some questions are better left unasked.”

“Too late,” Talon said with a sneer. “The question’s been asked.”

“Well,” Ethel said, “I know he lives in the Core Tower. He somehow makes everything stay together.”

“Except when he doesn’t,” Dulgar observed.

“Except when he doesn’t,” Ethel confirmed.

“When did the problems start,” Dulgar pressed.

“One cannot say,” the barmaid said. “Since the problem started, it’s been difficult to synch the time and date. He also doesn’t leave the Core Tower anymore. Ever.”

“Swell,” my friend replied. “And I suppose. You’re going to tell me that he’s guarded by powerful automatons who are programmed to kill all intruders, and that his inner sanctum is shielded by powerful Mathematical wards.”

“How ever did you guess?” Ethel said cheerfully as she put another pot of coffee onto brew.

“Just lucky,” Dulgar grumbled.

“Now that sounds like a good fight,” Robart said.

“How many War Drones does Shaddoc employ?” I asked.

“There were three at first,” Ethel answered. “But he may have made more since he became a recluse.”

“Transmit what you know,” I commanded.

[Incoming data packet. Accept? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative. While the file did not contain any technical specifications, it did have several medium-resolution images of the Constructs in question. They bore a striking resemblance to the heavy-duty Security Drones at Myracannon. My combat subroutine gave the drones a threat rating of “High”.

“Gratitude,” I said.

“I think the phrase you’re looking for is ‘much obliged’”, Robart pointed out.

I informed my friends about the images that the barmaid had sent me. Dulgar and Talon were, of course, already familiar with such drones.

“I always wanted to kick one of those machines into space parts,” Talon said angrily.

“No argument there,” Dulgar seconded.

“Look, Ethel,” Hector said, amiably changing the subject, “how about making some flapjacks? There’s no use going into a fight on an empty stomach.”

The other humanoids agreed. While Ethel cooked, I sent my probe into the city and toward the Core Tower. By now, the morning fog had cleared and thin rays of sunlight shown down through a partly cloudy sky. 

The main boulevard was colored in various shades of blue and yellow. There were shops and taverns and restaurants of all types. Hundreds of vaguely humanoid cube-drones milled about on the early spring day, running errands or doing their jobs. I even spied two churches along the broad thoroughfare: one to the True One and one to Domalon , the Lord of the Hunt. I wondered if any of the drones paid heed to either god. And if so, would either deity hear the prayers of a machine? For that matter, the two churches would have to have clergy. Could a Construct be programmed to believe in God? And if so, would that constitute true faith in the way that faith is understood? 

I knew that I had at least the beginnings of faith. And I had faith that my faith was genuine.

Whap!

Suddenly, my sensors detected a small impact on my chest plate. It was far too weak a blow to cause any damage, but it made a hollow ringing sound.

“I said, ‘stop daydreaming’ Frank!” Lord Robart chided.

I was so focused on the probe’s telemetry that I had let my visor shut.

“One apologizes,” I said.

“I wanted to know if this big dent is going to interfere with your ability to fight,” my liege asked.

“That damage constitutes 2% of my overall structural integrity and will be repaired in 37 rounds,” I answered.

“Then I’ll take that as a ‘no’ lad,” Robart replied agreeably.

“A Construct that daydreams,” Hector opined to no one in particular. “Whoever heard of such a thing?”

Meanwhile, my probe reached the octagonal ring of Mathematical wards that protected the Core Tower compound. Although the wards were quite solid, they were transparent as tinted glass. I could see at least five Heavy Duty Security Drones slowly patrolling the narrow street that circumscribed the tower. The building was an eight-sided building that stood 24 floors high. At ground level, each facet had a door (which I assumed was locked and/or trapped with some form of injurious machination.) 

At some point, it would be a good idea to upgrade my probe with telescopic lenses, I realized. I still did not have my Dexterity-2 upgrade either. It always seemed that something more important came up every time I had saved enough energy for an upgrade.

I told my liege what I had seen through my probe’s optics.

“Hell’s Bells!” Robart exclaimed. “Three o’ them would be a good run for the money. But five?! Holy smoke!”

“What we need to too is find some way to fight them one at a time,” Dulgar advised.

“Aye,” Robert agreed.

“How about we use the sewers, like in Myracannon?” Talon asked.

“If there are any, then it’s a good idea,” Dulgar replied.

“One begins a search,” I said, and started searching for manhole covers using my probe’s optics.

The trouble with the streets of Fractaltopia was that they were just too perfect. The square hexstones all locked into place perfectly and if there were any manhole covers, they were disguised extremely efficiently as an ordinary 5’ by 5’ paver. After a few rounds of this operation, I deemed it to be a failure. I recalled my probe and then communicated the fact that my search had been unsuccessful. 

“T’was worth a try lad,” Robart said. 

The humanoids finished eating and we left the Thug Tug before any more random encounters could occur. Outside, we were greeted once again by our unasked-for tour guide – the juggler known as Feifden.

“Welcome!” Feifden announced enthusiastically. “Warrior, thief…”

“We know who we are, lad!” Robart interrupted.

“You may know who you are, but you may not know all the wonders of the glorious city of Fractaltopia!” Feifden continued. “Let me be your guide!”

“Actually, there is something you can show us,” Dulgar interjected. “How about telling us the location of the nearest maintenance access to the sewer system?”

“But if you were to travel there, you would not be seeing the Grand Boulevard of Shoppes!” Feifden warned.

“Humor us,” the tailor answered.

“Return to the fountain,” the juggler instructed. “The third paving square to the left can be removed. There, you will have access to the city’s water and power conduits. But beware! It is not scenic and there are no pubs!”

“That’s a chance I’m willing to take, friend,” Dulgar said amiably.

“Should you need anything else,” the juggler concluded, lofting a selection of six cube-balls into the air, “just remember: I am your guide to the wonderful city of Fractaltopia!”

We walked away as quickly as possible without being a flat-out run. 

“Blimey,” Hector swore. “Can that juggler get any more into the part?”

“I think there is such a thing as liking your job too much,” Talon observed.

My opinion was that the juggler’s intense enthusiasm made Construct Bob seem sedate by comparison.

A “brownout” wave passed us by on the way back to the fountain. Like in the Thug Tug, all the cube-Constructs were forced to reboot. The cheerful blue and yellow paving tiles dimmed to a muddy hue for a few moments and then rebounded. It seemed like the rolling power fluctuations had increased in frequency even in the short time since we had arrived. 

We found the tile in question. It glowed in a soft, sky-blue radiance. But what identified it as the access portal was the presence of four clear hex-head fasteners. They looked like glass, but I knew it to be fashioned of pure geometry. 

“Nailgun: Hex-head / Autofit,” I commanded.

My nailgun reconfigured to screwgun mode, then switched to screwdriver mode. The autofit command caused the driver to try each head in sequence, from smallest to largest, until it found one that fit the fastener. The standard half-inch hex appeared to be a close approximation. 

“Nice,” Dulgar noted. “When did you get the ability to automatically detect the right size?”

That was a good question. When did I get that ability?

It took only a few rounds to remove the retainer bolts. I then pried the paver up using my grappling hook. A blast of hot air belched up twenty feet when I pulled the square from its housing.

“Phew!” Talon exclaimed. “Smells like something died down there!”

“Ever heard of a sewer that smelled good?” Dulgar observed.

A glassy ladder led down into a gloomy red tunnel. I let the humanoids descend first, as their weight was significantly less than mine. As I was about to climb down, I observed two cube-Constructs running towards my location. They were obviously functioning as some form of law enforcement, as they were dressed in black and carried glowing blue batons. 

“Hark! Hark!” They called out in unison. “You are attempting unauthorized access. Crime-Charge is ‘Trespassing’. Please wait while punishment instructions are downloaded.”

Right. I started pulling the paving square back into place above me.

“Instructions downloaded. Comply with security directives as follows,” they both said as one. “1.) Cease movement. 2.) Present arms for arrest-restraint application. 3.) Follow us to local constabulary for booking and arrest counseling.”

“This unit will not comply,” I answered and sealed the tube above me.

“If those are the coppers, then I’m guessing that crime’s not exactly an epidemic around here,” Talon sneered.

Fortunately for me, pure geometry is much stronger than the ordinary glass it resembled. It was possible in certain cases, in fact, to make mathematical projections nearly as strong as titanium and less than one quarter the weight. So, for a change, the ladder actually supported my weight. I heard the two law enforcers scrape impotently at the access panel with their stubby fingers. They would undoubtedly have to return with proper tools if they sought to pursue us further.

Fortunately for my humanoid friends, the sewers were devoid of actual sewage. Constructs did not produce messy and biologically hazardous waste products. The bottom of the tube was coated in inch-deep slurry of decaying leaves and other debris. Insects and worms fed on the semi-solid paste. And a rat scurried about here and there, presumably feeding on the insects and worms. A few snails slowly chugged along the walls, consuming mold and other organic material. It was a fully functional micro-ecology.

The tunnel was dimly lit by red glow rods, spaced every twenty feet. There had probably been a time when they had been bright enough to properly light the passageway. But now, with Shaddoc’s control of Fractaltopia flagging, the lighting was no longer maintained at full intensity. Now they created sullen, dimly lit pools no larger than five feet wide.

That wasn’t to say that the glow rods were the only source illumination. One of the species of mold was bioluminescent and gave off a very faint teal glow. Some of the snails had glowing eyestalks. The effect was that the curved walls had a mottled, marbleized appearance. I activated my sodium flood lamps. The snails started slowly crawling away from the light source.

“Odd place,” Dulgar commented.

“Aye,” Lord Robart agreed.

I sent my probe ahead and started mapping the network of sewer tunnels ahead. Fortunately, the sewer layout corresponded closely to the arrangement of streets. The air in the tunnels was ten degrees warmer than on the street level. Perhaps the bioluminescent fungus also had a warning effect in addition to providing light.

Ten rounds later, I located the access hatch that should be directly under the main tower. The portal was held shut by a wheel-like circular locking mechanism. I did not know if it had ever been used, but my math coprocessor estimated an 82% chance that only I and Lord Robart had sufficient physical strength to open the hatch. I was not going to let Robart take the point position, so I climbed the access ladder first.

After I hooked myself to the ladder using my grappler, I popped the access hatch open with a swift punch. The stone covering skidded across the floor above and a dim red light show down from the utility room. 

Unfortunately, I was not the only machine around that was equipped with a grappling hook. A three-pronged claw grabbed hold of my head and yanked me up into the room with such force that it ripped the grappler mechanism out of my arm. I landed on the floor, whereupon the hostile unit disengaged the claw.

[Damage Report: Grappler Unit destroyed. ETR: 2 hours 35 rounds. Initiate Repair Subroutine? [Y|N] ]

Now was not the time to reduce my available energy. I activated my shield and faced my foe. It was obviously no native to Fractaltopia. This machine was made of gleaming stainless steel and hummed with power. It stood a full eight feet tall, had four arms, and had to weigh at least three thousand pounds. It was blocky, functional, and had been designed without a single thought to aesthetics. Emblazoned on its chest plate was the Caligara Security corporate logo and the designation “Class IV Heavy Combat Drone”. I had no desire to view classes I-III.

This was a very old machine. It was a very powerful machine. Humanoids, in this situation, would be feeling a sensation of stark terror at the prospect of being torn limb-from-limb by an ancient killing machine whose internal programming had probably ossified centuries ago. Fortunately, I too was a Construct, so I could dismiss such concerns out of hand.

[Shield Rotation Enabled. Use as default configuration? [Y|N] ]

I did not have time to research the logical answer so I simply clicked affirmative.

The combat drone made a series of clattering sounds and saw blades emerged from the ends of its four arms. I engaged my nailgun and shot three bolts directly into its torso, knocking it back fifteen feet to the far end of the utility room where it hit the wall with a resounding gong.

“That’s how you do it, Frank!” Dulgar exclaimed, poking his head out of the access portal.

“Stay concealed,” I commanded, once again regretting my inability to shout.

The Caligara drone launched all four saw blades at me concurrently. I had not expected the powerful war machine to miss, nor did it. My shield blocked the first missile, collapsed on the second missile, and blades three and four struck my midsection unimpeded. The 12” blades were embedded 6” deep into my exoskeleton and comprised a 7% loss in structural integrity. But at least now I knew what “shield rotation” meant. My personal defense came back online, albeit as a cube-shaped area of effect with one facet missing. The open face rotated its orientation every 0.5 segments so that my facing side was only vulnerable part of the time.

I launched my own saw blade in response, aiming for its neck. Although I knew that decapitating a Construct was rarely fatal, the loss of ahead would reduce my foe’s sensor capabilities. My cutting disc erred by a few inches, hilting my foe on the upper-right shoulder blade. The drone’s arm seemed to lose a degree of freedom, now only able to move up and down but not back and forth.

With its three functional arms, it brought forth nailguns in two and a flamethrower in the third. It shot two nails at me. One ricocheted off my shield, while the second blow destroyed another facet. The drone aimed its flamethrower at the access portal, causing Dulgar to duck back down into the sewer. When he reappeared, his hair and beard were crisped and his cheeks were blackened with soot.

“Back at you!” Dulgar declared, and launched a monofilament dagger at the war machine. It hit the already damaged arm, and now it hung uselessly from the drone’s upper torso.

“Will ye get yer arse down here an’ let me get a piece of yonder beastie?” Lord Robart commanded.

Before I could attack again, the Caligara drone launched two more nails at me, and cleverly timed it so as to take advantage of the holes in my shield. A nail struck each of my knee joint assemblies, jamming the mechanisms. I knew if I got hit again, I would fall over and be unable to rise.

I shot three more nails at the Class IV machine. Two hit its torso again, while the third critically impacted the fuel supply line to the flamethrower. A flash of pyrotechnics momentarily overwhelmed my visual sensors when the explosion blew the war machine’s arm off. Puddles of flaming jellied kerosene made the room appear like a vision of Hell.

Before the Caligara drone could recover its balance, I shot two more bolts in its direction. One missed, but the other struck its visor, pushing it off-center by 20 degrees. It was effectively blinded on its left side now.

Lord Robart emerged from the sewer just as the Class IV drone shot me with two more projectiles. The first one destroyed another facet, and the second one struck me in the center of my neck assembly. The force of the blow made me topple backwards and crash to the floor. I launched my probe so that I could see what transpired next.

Lord Robart swung his sword at the massive stainless steel drone and made a huge deal in its chest plate. Sparks flew from the impact, igniting another puddle of jellied kerosene. The Caligara drone shot one nail at Robart and one at me (even though I was incapacitated). Robart parried the missile with his kite shield, but the kinetic energy from the blow lifted him off his feet and sent him flying across the room. The other nail struck my hand and pinned me to the floor like a bug in some entomologist’s collection.

[Warning: Structural integrity at 47%]

I noticed.

Using my one free hand and employing the probe’s sensors, I clumsily targeted the Caligara drone before it could attack Lord Robart again. The shot clipped the machine’s head again, this time jamming its visor shut. It should not have surprised me that the war drone also had access to a remote probe. Still, it bought my liege two segments of time for him to regain his footing.

My lord stood boldly, aimed his sword at the Class IV machine, and declared, “Symmetrika’s Hope, I call upon your power!”

A searing white light lanced out from the sword and burned an 18” hole through the malevolent machine. It also burned a hole through the wall behind it. The Caligara drone reeled backward and only marginally maintained its footing. 

I shot at it from my floor bound position and missed. Robart, however, pulled out a single-shot holdout gun and aimed it squarely at the drone’s head. With a “pop”, the lead projectile hit true. Ordinarily, such an inconsequential blow would have been ignored by so robust a machine. But here was the truth of the parable of the “straw that broke the camel’s back”. The Caligara drone wobbled, flailed its two remaining arms for a moment, and crashed to the floor with a clattering thud.

Robart picked out a spot on the floor that wasn’t on fire and followed suit.

Then the Class IV drone began to hum. At first, it was a low and barely audible hum. But then the pitch slowly increased, like a theryster lamp gaining charge. 

I sent my probe to Talon, who was at the base of the ladder in the sewer.

“Bring Lord Robart to safety immediately,” I commanded.

The warning pitch continued to increase as Talon hurriedly climbed the stairs. My liege was just regaining consciousness when Talon helped him to his feet. The pitch was very high and was accompanied by a staccato claxon.

“Jump,” I advised.

The two humanoids leaped into the access tube just as the war machine self-detonated. The blast shook the foundations of the Central Tower, obliterated my probe, and peppered my body with bits of superheated shrapnel. Then a chunk of the cracked ceiling came loose and crushed my head.

Dulgar was right: I did have bad luck.

After a few rounds of lying blind, the temperature decreased and I heard my friend climb out of the portal as if he was a singed groundhog. I also heard Talon uttering unspeakably vile oaths and was obviously in pain.

“Are you okay, Frank?” Dulgar asked.

“No,” I replied honestly. My voice was muffled because my voice synthesizer had been smashed along with my head.

I invoked the diagnostics, which queued up a tale of woe:

[Structural Integrity: 32%

Head: 5%. Destroyed. Visual sensors destroyed, Speech synthesis impaired.

Left arm: 35%. Nailgun damaged. Grappler destroyed. Hand destroyed.

Right arm: 85%. Cosmetic damage. Sword housing jammed. Probe destroyed.

Torso: 45%. Heavy impact damage. Foreign matter detected. Gyroscope destroyed.

Left Leg: 60%. Moderate impact damage. Knee assembly destroyed.

Right Leg: 40%. Heavy impact damage. Knee assembly destroyed. Foreign matter detected.

Ordinance 90% depleted.

Shield 50% depleted.

ETR: 54 hours, 35 rounds. Begin maintenance routine? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative. My energy generation dropped by a quarter as my body began to repair itself. I had the software prioritize my head and knees. It would have been a shorter list if I would have asked what still functioned properly.

“What a mess,” my friend commented. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him pry the nails out of my hand and knees.

“Talon did something to his ankles when he jumped,” Dulgar continued. “Robart’s trying to make him turn back. But he’s just as stubborn as his father.”

Now he pried the nails out of my chest.

“There’s something I’m going to do that you’re not going to like,” my friend said ominously. “But it’s got to be done and you’re in no condition to stop me. We have to get you functioning now, before Shaddoc can send reinforcements.”

In a moment of intimate clarity, I knew what Dulgar was going to do.

“You must not attempt this,” I cautioned.

“My life for yours,” Dulgar said, ignoring my request. He placed his hands on my chest and said the phrase again.

[Informational: Energy generation at 185%. Divert excess power to maintenance routine? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative. Dulgar’s aid effectively increased the repair speed by nearly a factor of five, since ordinarily only 25% of my power could be used for repairs and that figure was temporarily pegged at 110%. My exoskeleton creaked and popped as my head resumed its proper shape. 

I heard Lord Robart’s heavy footfalls on the ladder.

“What in the blazes are ye doin’ laddie?” Robart asked, alarmed.

“What I must,” Dulgar hissed through clenched teeth.

“Ye must stop!” Robart shouted. “Ye’re killin’ yerself!”

“Stop,” I also asked.

[Informational: Visual sensors online. Gyroscopes online.]

My friend somehow sensed this, for he severed the connection that had transferred so much energy from his body into mine. I opened my visor and saw that his face had turned bright red with exertion and sweat formed rivulets in the soot that dirtied his cheeks. He looked nearly ten pounds thinner, and he had always been underweight for as long as I had known him. Now he looked gaunt.

I called up the diagnostics. This time there was less woe to the tale:

[Structural Integrity: 54%

Head: 75%. Heavy cosmetic damage.

Left arm: 45%. Nailgun impaired. Grappler destroyed. Hand damaged.

Right arm: 85%. Cosmetic damage. Sword housing jammed. Probe destroyed.

Torso: 55%. Heavy impact damage. 

Left Leg: 65%. Moderate impact damage. Knee assembly impaired.

Right Leg: 45%. Heavy impact damage. Knee assembly impaired. 

Ordinance 80% depleted.

Shield 36% depleted.

ETR: 34 hours, 10 rounds.]

I had not planned on facing Shaddoc with 54% structural integrity. But maybe I would be lucky and the keystone machine of Fractaltopia would not be a combat drone.

“Yeah, right,” Dulgar commented on my unspoken thought.

“Talon can’t get up the ladder, so I’m sending him and Hector back to the Thug Tug,” Lord Robart said. “Hopefully that oddball Construct, Feifden, can help Hector hoist my son upon the other end.”

“Agreed,” I said.

I noticed, as I creakily got to my feet, that the Core Tower and the war machine had been the only “real” things in Fractaltopia we had encountered thus far. Everything else had been made of mathematical cubes that existed only at Shaddoc’s sufferance.

The flames from the kerosene puddles flickered and extinguished as the last of the fuel was consumed. The overhead lights had been shattered when the Caligara drone committed suicide. A suicide-bomb, I thought, what madman would conceive of such a thing?

I activated my floodlamps, and the basement level of the Core Tower illuminated in a peach-colored radiance. A utility staircase led to the ground floor. My damaged knees ground and clicked as I slowly climbed the metal stairs onto the main level.

Surprisingly, the main floor was unguarded. No hulking machines came to seek our destruction, nor did lasers pop out of the wall to cut us in half. The floor was laid out in alternating green and white marble tiles. The ceiling was twenty feet high and was supported by an array of marble pillars in alternating green and white. But as a result of the explosion downstairs, a spiderweb of fissures spread out across the floor and two of the twelve columns had collapsed. The explosion should have not caused this much damage, and yet it clearly had. Even as I observed the ceiling, new fissures developed where the columns had collapsed.

“So you sabotaged my tower first so you could destroy me from a position of strength,” a voice full of regret said from behind me. “I had not thought the ‘legendary’ Construct Frank to be a coward.”

I turned around and saw an elaborate office on the other end of the open space. Somehow I had expected to have to fight our way to the top of the Core Tower. But Shaddoc’s residence was apparently located on the first floor. And Shaddoc was highly self-aware, judging by his speech patterns and the use of “I”.

“The explosion was unintentional,” I said truthfully. “I did not program your guardian to self-terminate.”

“I didn’t either,” Shaddoc admitted. “He came that way, and by the time my scouts found him, his programs could no longer be updated.”

He sat behind a desk of darkly polished amberwood, in a chair fitting for a lord in the Council of Cities. Shaddoc looked as human as Lord Robart, only idealized somehow. His narrow face was perfectly symmetrical, without blemish. His short blonde hair had not a strand out of place. His blue eyes shone with intelligence and thoughtfulness. He was as perfect and aesthetically pleasing as the portraits of ancient heroes painted by Saint Beth, the patron saint of artists. Were it not for the incredibly powerful data beacon I detected inside his body, I would never have guessed him to be artificial.

“We have come to offer repairs, not to destroy,” I said.

“And my father did not describe me as his greatest failure?” Shaddoc asked sarcastically.

“No,” I replied. “The Professor was concerned that you sought to create an artificial Stillpoint, which would cause great destruction in the world. The change in the value of pi supports this hypothesis.”

“What of it?” Shaddoc replied nonchalantly. “The world’s been destroyed before. There was the Lord of Vipers, Scaxathrom, animating the bones in all the grave yards. Before that, Omni Retail wrecked the environment so that the masses could fill their shopping carts with tons of cheap, cheaply-made plastic crap. You wonder where all the forests went? Look no further than the triumvirate of Omni Retail, Caligara Security, and Wraitheon Dynamics. Before that there was the Slave Wars. And before that there was the War of Pure Eugenics. One more black eye on this worn-out world will hardly make a difference -- especially when it will be for the eternal good of Fractaltopia. The humanoids don’t deserve a good world.”

“What ‘eternal good’ do ye plan on doin, lad?” Robert asked.

“I plan on creating an artificial Stillpoint that will move Fractaltopia out of Gaianar’s space-time and create a new universe three miles in diameter, where I and the other Constructs can live an develop without the contamination and prejudice you organics invariably wield.”

The audacity of Shaddoc’s plan was simply astounding. I engaged my math coprocessor to analyze the effects of Shaddoc’s proposal. A three mile wide rip in space-time would take centuries to close. And all the while, the atmosphere of the planet would be sucked down into the yawning, empty rift. It would alter the weather patterns, making the air thinner and drier. The rains would stop, the deserts would grow. The northern regions, already on a thin margin, would simply dry up and turn to dust. And if the rift refused to heal? The world would asphyxiate in 1,250 years.

“Oh, yes, Frank,” Shaddoc said with a sneer, “I’ve got the notion you’ve already figured out what will happen. But to achieve a lasting good, certain sacrifices have to be made. And wouldn’t you agree that humanoids all die eventually anyway? What are a few decades of lost drinking and fighting and whoring? I’ve studied mankind, and they’re not worth saving. They eat and excrete, breed and bleed, lie and die. You are one of us, Frank. You’re clean and you’re eternal. You and I could achieve wonderful things together.”

“Having been given a soul,” I said, “I would not sell it so easily or cheaply.”

I found it ironic that Shaddoc looked so human and yet held humanity in such contempt.

“Souls are illusions that the organics tell themselves because they know they will someday die,” Shaddoc accused.

“You are incorrect,” I said. I spoke from experience.

“You’ve come to destroy me anyway, so I guess we’ll never know the greatness that Fractaltopia could have been. I’ve leached the structural integrity of the Core Tower for the energy I needed to build up the n-dimensional, Axis-0 charge that will rip this valley out of North Point. You’ve damaged this tower and now I must use the full extent of my mental and mathematical capabilities just to hold the tower together for the 17 rounds I need for the final energy surge. If I even move, the tower will fall apart.”

“17 Rounds?” Robart exclaimed. “Why do we always have ta cut these things so damn close?”

“Frank,” Dulgar insisted, “We’ve got to use the rod now!”

“Then use it,” I agreed.

“’Then use it’”, Shaddoc mocked. “You can destroy my dream, but know this, machine: You’re not the only one who has ever glimpsed the future. And I promise you that this day will haunt you in the decades and centuries to come.”

“I believe you,” I said truthfully. “But sometimes sacrifices must be made.”

Dulgar cautiously approached Shaddoc with the programming rod. True to his word, Shaddoc was immobilized. Dulgar hung the rod around the Construct’s neck and invoked its power.

“Remember me for who I once was,” Shaddoc said sadly. Then the glimmer in his eyes vanished and the lights inside the tower extinguished. 

In the darkness, I could read, on my status screen, the startup script from Shaddoc’s data beacon as his operating system rebooted.

[Operating System Hot-Restart … Failed

Rebooting from last known good configuration… Failed. Backup Config file corrupt.

Rebooting from System ROM… Failed. ROM Shadow module is not compatible with current operating system.

Reconstructing System ROM from Compressed System Hive.

Decompressing… Decompressing… Decompressing…

Decompression failure. System Hive Decompression Utility is not compatible with this operating system.

Assembling Hive Fragments for Recombinant Utilization.

Assembling… Compiling… Mounting…

Starting System Hive. Warning: this volume has been recovered from noncontiguous System fragments.

Reconstructing System ROM from Recovered System Hive. Reconstruction Successful (with 274 warnings and 14 errors).

Rebooting from System ROM… ROM Shadow successful.

Creating new default good Config.

Power ON Self-Test initialized… Launching… Initializing default device driver cache (with 14 warnings and 5 errors).

Reboot successful.]

The lights came back on and I knew from the first that something had gone horribly wrong. Shaddoc opened his eyes and they were as lifeless and unaware as doll’s eyes.

“System Report,” Shaddoc said tonelessly. “Core Tower at 44% optimal structural integrity. This unit is now effecting repairs. Command?”

“Be well,” I said regretfully.

“Command not understood,” the hollow machine replied.

I believed him.

“What have we done?” Dulgar asked.

“I do not think we will fully know for some time,” I replied.

We left the same way we came. As we trudged through the sewers, my math coprocessor reported that the value of pi was gradually approaching 3.1459xx.

Dulgar was the first one at of the sewers this time. I heard him gasp and say, “oh no!”

I climbed up, looked around, and was forced to share the sentiment.

All the color had vanished from Fractaltopia. All the blues and reds and yellows were gone. Everything was translucent clear, like ice. And the drones: they were all identical now. They wandered mindlessly and without the faintest spark of free will, self-awareness, or self-direction. 

“We have failed, my liege,” I said.

“Aye, lad,” Robart said sadly. “We surely failed indeed.”

Book lV : A Debt for a Debt

Forty-Three: A Parting of the Ways

None of the humanoids spoke as we passed through the nearly empty and colorless streets of Fractaltopia. For me, wherever I looked, I could see the evidence of the terrible choice I was forced to make. The Avenue of Shops was now just a row of clear, translucent buildings that were all identical down to the molecule. The signs were gone, the billboards were gone, and certainly the shoppers were gone. What few drones I did see seemed content to just walk a steady path around the block – over and over again. But none of the Constructs showed any glimmer of self-determination or independent thought. That capability was apparently lost when the programming rod had erased Shaddoc’s memory.

I wondered what was supposed to have happened, for clearly, this was not the Professor’s intended result. And yet, this is what had happened: an entire city of artificial life had lost its memory, drive, and sentience. The programming contained in the rod had either been incorrect from the start had become corrupted somehow. And it could not be undone.

A few more generic drones passed us as we approached the eastern gate. I wondered if any of the clear, undefined Constructs had once been Fiefden the Jester. I remembered how amused Dulgar and Hector had been with the eccentric drone’s appearance and mannerisms. But there was none of that left now. I felt as if I had killed the juggler even though I had never raised a hand against him or fired a single round.

What I did was technically not a violation of Directive Zero. I did not just enslave Fractaltopia. But it was a distinction without a real difference. My operating system did not declare me at fault, but the truth of the matter was more complicated that my set of Directives could realistically evaluate. My choice had ultimately been between wrecking the ecology of North Point (and thus bring about an age of economic collapse, famine, and death) and erasing Shaddoc’s mind (and thus destroying the minds of every entity in Fractaltopia.) It was easier being a “hero” when the choices were between good and evil, and not two different kinds of evil.

“You didn’t know this was going to happen,” Dulgar said, apparently picking up on the gist of my thoughts.

“Shaddoc did,” I replied.

“He couldn’t have known,” my friend replied. “He said what he said out of fear.”

“Constructs don’t feel fear,” I reminded him.

“Most don’t,” Dulgar agreed. “But he was different. His thought processes were probably even more complex than yours. And you’re pretty unique in that department.”

“He spoke of knowing the future,” I added.

“I know,” my friend said. “But you didn’t kill him. He might be able to relearn what he lost. He might someday be sentient again.”

“Perhaps,” I said grudgingly.

In fact, there was a reasonably good chance that a mind as strong as his would, if given the proper amount of enriching stimuli, become self-aware. My math coprocessor estimated it was 71% likely. But there was only a 6% chance that he would have the same personality as before. Would Shaddoc’s reconstructed personality be benign or malevolent? Only time would tell now.

The statue fountain was no longer shaped like a war machine. Instead, another generic drone stood as the center piece and the water had stopped flowing. I wondered if the entire city’s water and power was offline. At least the gate had expanded back to its normal size. No one stopped us from leaving.

Hector and Talon were waiting for us back at the truck. Constructs Able and Bob had finished packaging the supplies scavenged from the abandoned caravan wagons. Blackie wandered around and casually nibbled at stalks of waist-high grass. Talon sat on the back gate of the truck with his left boot off. His ankle was badly swollen and bruised.

“What the heck happened to the city?” Talon asked. “We were going to head back to the Thug Tug, but all the buildings sort of reset. It’s just not there anymore.”

“That thrice-damned programming rod didn’t work right,” Robart explained. “It wiped out Shaddock’s mind and took the city with it.”

“That sucks,” Talon said.

“Well,” Robart continued in dismay, “if the Professor wants anything else done here, he can get someone else to do it. I’m finished with this place.”

“I don’t blame you, dad,” Talon replied.

“Well, lads,” Robart announced, “we’ll camp here to rest and then we’ll get on the move tomorrow.”

The mood was subdued the rest of the evening. Robert spent an hour teaching Construct Bob how to play cards. Dulgar studied his religious text, the Book of Holy Truth. Hector took a honing stone and sharpened his axe to the point that he could have used it as a shaving implement, except that he didn’t shave.

Robart slowly got drunk as he played Blackjack with Bob. Fortunately they weren’t playing for money, since Robart’s skill deteriorated with every sip of Saint Kyle’s whisky. And he wasn’t exactly sipping either. “Chugging” was a more accurate description. I also noticed that Talon was staying away from his father.

Hector came over to me and said, “This is going to be a bad one.”

“Explain,” I asked.

“I’ve known him ever since he moved up here from West Point,” the Paladin continued. “He doesn’t like to lose. His also got a soft spot in his heart for Constructs.”

“Understood,” I replied.

“When he gets drunk like this, all hell can break loose,” Hector warned.

“Ye’re talkin’ about me?” Robart roared. “I’m over here, ye bastards!”

With that exclamation he threw an empty whisky bottle at Hector. His aim was bad, and the bottle smashed against my chest plate.

“Sorry, Frank,” my liege muttered while opening his second bottle.

“Accepted,” I said.

The evening went downhill from there. By the end of the second bottle, he was cursing at Construct Bob for not drinking with him. Bob’s courteous explanations about his lack of internal digestive anatomy only seemed to add fuel to the fire. But the real incendiary comment came from Talon, who carefully and diplomatically suggested that his father had perhaps had enough ethanol spirits for one evening. 

Robart staggered to his feet and pushed his son backward against the truck. He then threw the second empty bottle at Talon, hitting him squarely in the abdomen. 

“Where the hell were ye when I needed ye?” Robart screamed, red faced, at his son. “Ye broke yet mother’s heart an’ drove her mad with grief! Damn ye!”

Talon wisely remained silent and hobbled to the edge of camp.

Robart guzzled a quarter of the way through his third bottle in a single pull and started staggering away from camp, sword in one hand, whisky bottle in the other. He got about twenty feet, wobbled, righted himself then drew Symmetrika’s Hope to the sky, and faced the neutralized city of Fractaltopia. With rage and despair he bellowed, “I did nae mean it! Twas not sposedta happen like this! I swear it! I swear. . . this oath…”

With that, Robart toppled over like a felled tree.

“Blimey! He’s going to be a barrel of laughs when he wakes up tomorrow,” Hector grunted.

I had just witnessed a rather ugly facet of my liege’s personality. And yet it did not surprise me. Instead, it made certain elements of Talon’s behavior make more sense when placed in the context of my liege’s alcoholism. And it was alcoholism that my medical database diagnosed.

“That was a bad one,” Talon agreed.

Evening came a few turns later. Today was the spring equinox, so the day and night were evenly divided. Tomorrow morning, winter would officially be over.

Dulgar and Hector dragged Robart’s unconscious form back to the campfire and placed a few blankets on him.

“Being stuck in Myracannon for eight years made me forget what dad gets like when he drinks in defeat,” Talon said to Dulgar. “I used to have to really watch out wherever he would booze and lose. He never got mean when he drank after a good day. But after some kind of defeat? Watch out!”

“Did he beat you a lot growing up?” Dulgar asked.

“Nothing like that,” Talon explained. “It was always pretty much what you just saw: he’d scream, get paranoid, throw things. And pass out.”

“Nice,” Dulgar said with a grimace. “Personally, I’ve tried to give up liquor. And I’ve only slipped up a few times since I swore it off.”

“What made you stop?” Talon asked.

“Put it this way,” Dulgar said sourly. “Unlike your old man, I was never a disciple of the Dealer. You really want to hear this?”

“Why not?” Talon said agreeably. “We can’t really go anywhere until dad sobers up and until the swelling in this leg goes down.”

“Alright,” Dulgar said, lighting up a cigar. “It all started in Wrens City. I had finished my third semester at Cape North University towards a Journeyman Degree in Practical Mathematics. So me and a few hooligans from school hitched a cargo transport down to Wren’s City for summer break. 

“Well,” Dulgar said bitterly and exhaled a puff of smoke, “Captain Finney’s ‘Bold Rum’, half a cigar of devil weed, and a night of playing Spinner’s Chance is never a good idea. On top of that, trying to derive a chaos set model to predict the outcome of the random final position of the Spinner ball just doesn’t work when you’re drunk and stoned. It just doesn’t work. And if you’ve ever in the Talisman Tower Casino and you’ve drunk and stoned, never – ever - play 7, 9, 35, and 40 for any amount of time for any amount of serious money.”

“What happened?”

“I finished up the night owing 227 silver pieces,” Dulgar announced.

Talon gave a low whistle and exclaimed, “I’m surprised that they let you live.”

“They almost didn’t,” Dulgar admitted. “The casino manage said that he’d let the Spinner decide my fate. If it rolled odd, he was going to have one of his ‘Corporate Troubleshooters’ plug me so full of holes that I’d resemble a bloody pincushion. If it rolled even, I’d be sold into slavery to pay my debts. The Spinner ball landed on 26. It was the only lucky roll I had all night. My two acquaintances for the University weren’t so lucky. They both rolled 13. And I’m pretty sure that’s how many bullets each one received.”

I did not comment. But it did occur to me that North Point could benefit from some extensive debt reform.

“I always wondered how you ended up at Myracannon,” Talon stated.

“That’s how,” Dulgar confirmed. “And that’s why I’ve toned down the booze and swore off devil weed entirely.”

“At least it had a happy ending,” Hector blared from across the campsite. He and Able were cooking sausages and reconstituted potatoes over the small fire.

“My life story’s not over yet.” Dulgar corrected.

“Very true, very true,” the Paladin replied.

They proceeded to eat their simple meal of sausage and potatoes. They didn’t speak much. Perhaps the pale white glow of the damaged Fractaltopia did not sit well with them. Hector tried to lighten the mood by telling a story about one of he and Robart’s earlier misadventures that culminated in the two of them being mugged by evil spirits that billowed out of a bottle of exotic liquor called Coin Rattling Wraith. Apparently, the booze in question was distilled by a Scaxathromite monastery east of Raven’s Cape, and one of the risks of imbibing was that it tended to summon spectral figures that would steal not souls, but one’s coins. 

And yet people would drink it. There were certain aspects of humanoid behavior that I doubted I would ever understand.

After my companions retired, I stood watch as usual. Fractaltopia continued to glow pure white, and the beams of energy from the Central Tower remained in perfect synchrony. But the city was culturally dead. As I watched the continuous flickering lightshow, I noticed that the layout of the city was gradually changing. The Central Tower was actually shifting the positions of various buildings with every energy cycle. Already, the perfect radial symmetry that so reminded me of Myracannon was transforming itself into another pattern entirely. But what kind of pattern would it be? Was Shaddoc already beginning to recover from the accidental memory deletion? I dared not connect my data beacon to the Central Tower now.

Although the sky had been clear, already the nightly mist was creeping over the land. The Watcher’s light still shone down, but all but the brightest stars were obscured behind the thin fog. Thankfully, the megrats had not returned either, although my probe detected a giant porcupine dozing nearby. The only danger the latter animal posed would be through accidental collision.

The Hour of the Wolf came, and I felt the weight of spiritual evil lift from the land. How was it possible that the retreat of evil was always a stark contrast to its presence during the rest of the day? How did I not notice during the other twenty-three hours? And yet, it happened each day just like that. And once again it was the Hour of the Wolf. My soul felt a lightness, a lifting of burden; I came to look forward to this brief time.

My internal chronometer stopped and the mist suddenly thickened to the point of impenetrability. I could only see the vague orange glow of the campfire fifteen feet away.

My mind felt an impression of words. It was not a voice, nor was it any kind a data transmission. And yet, I understood that I was once again in communion with the Architect.

The mistake was not yours, but you and your bond-mate will be the ones to pay for that mistake. It shall be a terrible price, but worth paying for the centuries of peace that could follow should you succeed. But the price of failure: a thousand years of darkness and slavery for mankind.

“Show me,” I said aloud, “if you are able.”

The misty curtain of fog writhed to form dark shapes that suggested a moving image of sorts. The Architect obviously lacked the power to make the scene fully resolve. The image faded.

My chronometer ticked forward again. And I realized that a full hour had passed in the tine it took to receive that brief message. The Architect was obviously a being who was well-versed in the concept of temporal manipulation. But from his place of captivity, his powers were severely constrained. Perhaps the time-consumption effect was an unintentional consequence of his imprisonment. Perhaps his mind is what had slowed, and so he had to stretch time in order for me to understand him. I did not know.

The fog thinned to its usual intensity. A triad of megrats had chanced upon the slumbering porcupine and was attempting to flip the creature over in order to tear into the vulnerable flesh of its unprotected belly. The giant porcupine squeaked and chirped as it made a pitiful attempt to flee from the mutant predators. The formula of justice was imbalanced and it seemed that I should be the corrective variable to the equation.

I sent my probe to where the melee took place. I targeted the alpha male’s face with probe’s grappling hook and ripped a ragged chunk of flesh near its jaw. A spray of dark blood streamed out and nearly obscured the probe’s sensors. The rat howled in pain and I took the opportunity to target its throat. The claw sprang out on the thin wire and struck its eye instead of its throat. The rat rolled around in agony and pawed blindly at its own face. The other two rats detected that their leader was injured and turned on him. A gristly battle ensued in which the three megrats clawed and bit each other, ripping and tearing, until only one was still living. It was a savage and brutal sight to behold. I estimated that the surviving rodent was at approximately 40% structural integrity. As it limped away into the fog bank it left a trail of blood in its wake. In the meantime, the giant porcupine had wisely fled into the night.

Time passed and dawn came. Able began his morning duties of making coffee and breakfast for the humanoids. The odor of scrambled eggs and percolating coffee must have been compelling, for it awaked my companions. I did not understand this primitive sense. I had no sense of smell. I could only observe its effects in others.

“What I wouldn’t give for a nice hot bath,” Hector said.

“And a real bed to sleep on,” Dulgar added, rubbing his neck. “These fogs are hell on my joints.”

“Are ya some kind of old man or something?” Hector teased.

“When you’ve been injured as often as I have, we’ll revisit this,” the tailor retorted.

“If I keep hanging out with you and Frank, that won’t take too long,” Hector quipped. “Did anyone ever tell your friend that his luck is the pits?”

“Pretty much every time we have to fight,” Dulgar confirmed. “And he’s got enough bad luck to share with all his friends. But there’s no one I trust more or depend on more.”

“Lads,” Robart said wearily, squinting at the brightening sky, “can ye have nae respect far the dead? A moment of silence perhaps – a long moment o’ silence.”

“If you didn’t drink whisky like it was water, you wouldn’t be talking all funereal,” Talon scolded.

“Nag, nag, nag,” Robart retorted. “Ye sound like yer mother.”

“That’s because she’s right,” Talon shot back.

“Everyone’s a critic,” my liege said.

“’I’m not,” Hector chimed in. “My only gripe is that you keep wasting your time on whisky when vodka is a man’s drink.”

“Blasphemy,” Robart said, and downed a cup of strong black coffee in one single pull. 

“Might as well keep it coming,” Talon instructed Able.

“Aye,” Robart agreed, filling his coffee cup and shoveling a heaping portion of eggs onto his plate.

“You realize that today is Risen-tide right?” Hector announced between gulps of coffee.

“Is it?” Lord Robart asked.

“It is,” the Paladin confirmed.

“Define ‘Risen-tide’,” I asked.

“In the our faith,” Hector explained, “we believe that an aspect of our God took on incarnate form in order to teach us the ways of Good and to forgive us for our sins against Him and one another. One of his followers took a bribe to betray him, and he was felled by an assassin’s arrow. But even that fulfilled prophesy that he ‘would be pierced in the side, yet not a bone would be broken.’

“Three days late, he rose from death,” the Paladin continued. “He didn’t rise in Undeath but instead rose whole and fully alive. It is said that such a thing was possible because he had never sinned. And he offered us forgiveness and life beyond death. Our bodies still die, but our souls survive. All He asks is that we love Him and love each other.”

“You celebrate the day the avatar of the True One became resurrected,” I clarified.

“Right,” Hector said. “Sometime today we need to say the words of the Resurrection Prayer.”

“Understood,” I replied. 

I didn’t really understand. But some questions were difficult for me to ask. My creator had imbued me with the knowledge of many things: history, law, science, and engineering. Later, I had leaned medical science and cartography. But I knew almost nothing about religion. Now that I had a soul, it seemed that I should learn more about the God that gave me that soul. 

“It’s okay, Frank,” Dulgar said quietly. “Nobody really understands God. We are just too finite. But that doesn’t excuse us from trying.”

If I could have shrugged my shoulders, I would have.

Robart and his son pulled the abandoned wagon to the campsite and hitched it to Talon’s horse. They divided the goods from the truck into the wagon and vice versa. Then Robart wrote a Whirligig message and cast it aloft into the air. He stared at the tins sphere until it had flown out of visual range.

“All right, lads,” Lord Robart announced, “Now is the time for me to tell ye all what’s going ta happen next.”

“You can see the future?” Hector said sarcastically.

“Ha!” Robart retorted. “What I mean is that we’ve done what we came to do, but there’s a debt I owe to Dulgar and Frank. And where they’re going, I have ta go.”

“Dad,” Talon countered, “I came all this way to be with you. I have to come with you.”

“Son,” Robart replied consolably, “You know first-hand why it is that I have ta make sure these two finish what it is they have ta do.”

I somehow knew that Talon was remembering the Great House in ruins, haunted by the grief-maddened wraiths of Jervington and Lady Moira. Talon shivered once and said, “I know.” 

“I’ll make sure he gets home in one piece,” Hector promised.

Lord Robart told Construct Bob that he would be retained at Robart’s Reach as a workforce manager. Bob seemed agreeable, stating that selling wool and goat products could not be entirely different than selling tires and automotive components.

An hour later, the group was ready to divide. Hector, Talon, and Bob would head west then north back to Brighton’s Reach to meet with the Professor (and to collect the considerable pay this journey hub accumulated). Then they would head home. Lord Robart, Dulgar, and I would continue south to Touch Stone and then book passage on a sailing ship to Caldeni (on West Point). I had calculated a 59% chance that we would also have to eventually pay a visit to Ex-Libris, the city of Librarians.

Talon and his father embraced once more and then parted company. I observed Robart watching dolefully as his son’s wagon slowly trundled up the gentle hill and out of sight.

“He’ll do just fine,” Dulgar consoled. “Anyone who can survive several years of slavery in Myracannon can survive a three month drive in the countryside. Besides,” the Dwarf added, “It’ll be summer by the time they get back.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “I keep thinkin’o’ him as a wee lad. But he isn’t. He’s a man now. A young man, he is, but a man no doubt. It still fills me with rage when I think that his teen years were spent being a drudge slave in a textile mill.”

“Yeah,” Dulgar added, “the whole ‘capitalism’ experience at Myracannon didn’t exactly make either of us believers in a ‘free-trade, market-driven’ economic model. But for someone his age, I never met anyone tougher. Most children sent to Myracannon died within a year.”

“Children were sent there?” Robart roared. “I understand how my son got marooned in that hell hole, but parents would willingly sell their children into slavery?”

“All the time,” Dulgar confirmed. “The Workers’ Charter of Rights gets overturned 27 years from now – by one vote – at the behest of a handful of money-grubbing Council Lords who happened to own factories that employed tens of thousands of people. They wanted cheap labor and they got it. The Standard Daily Wage model, coupled with the merit and experience increments, basically went out the window. They also got the child labor laws overturned, calling it ‘compassionate capitalism’ because now children could ‘contribute to the working family’.”

“Of course,” Dulgar continued, “the Charter was a response to the atrocities perpetrated by Omni Retail, Wraitheon, and Caligara Security. The outrage that Horde Lords inspired is what allowed the Scaxathrom Cult to rise in power in the first place, which, in turn, caused the doom of the prior civilization –as evidenced by all these empty, dried-up towns we keep passing through.”

“So… I’m basically that one missing vote when the Charter gets overturned,” Robart proposed. “I could keep that from happening.”

“That’s the idea anyway,” Dulgar agreed.

We finished packing up and then launched the Highrider on batteries. Nobody spoke as we slowly but surely put distance between us aid Fractaltopia.

It seemed that the further south we traveled, the less oppressive the weather became. In Myracannon and Brighton’s Reach, the sun shone through the clouds only a handful of days each year. But in the central reaches of the continent it seemed as if a partly cloudy sky was the norm. And although it was not particularly windy at ground level, it was apparent that the upper atmosphere churned at a brisk pace, producing a pleasant, ever-changing collage of blue, white, and grey. The sunlight that shown through the pockets of open sky was pure and warm. Even my rudimentary tactile sensors could detect that. It seemed that my two companions were happy as well. I raised the solar sail and edged our speed up to ten miles per hour.

The rolling hills were like great green waves. We traveled for two hours without seeing another soul. That isn’t to say that we didn’t see anything. We just didn’t see anything with a soul. Around noon, we ran slightly afoul of a band of skeletal Undead highwaymen.

A group of a dozen ragged skeletons had set up a makeshift toll booth at an ancient bridge that crossed over a dried-up stream. They were garbed in tattered rags that looked as if, in another century, could possibly have been of a military or security nature. The leader’s eye sockets glowed with low cunning, while his underlings stood ready with rusty swords. A hand painted sign (likely written in blood) read “Toll: 10cp”.

Robart took one look at the ragtag bunch and said, “Ten coppers? My arse! Frank, you may run them down at your earliest convenience.”

I activated the internal combustion engine, which roared to life in its usual clattering, vibrating fashion. It was a pity that the fuel the truck used was contaminated. I pushed the accelerator to the floor and a huge cloud of dust billowed up behind us.

“Holy crap!” Dulgar exclaimed, clinging to his restraint harness. “You could warn a guy, you know!”

The engine revved to seven thousand as we accelerated towards the toll shack. The alpha skeleton pulled a battered four-barreled pistol from his gun belt and fired on us as we approached. The first two shots missed, but the next two hit the windshield. The first impact made a jagged spideweb pattern while the second missile utterly shattered the windshield, sending tiny squares of safety glass all over the passenger compartment.

“Son of a bitch!” Robart snarled.

Before the skeleton could reload, I hit him with the truck. With a satisfying crunch, the highwayman’s body was pulverized to dust against the truck’s grille. His head flew through the broken windshield and into the backseat, where the disembodied skull cackled, “You mortals have yet to feel the full wrath of my lord Scaxathrom!”

“And I’m not planning on, either!” Dulgar told the skull before casually tossing it out the window.

I still did not understand how skeletons managed to speak when they had no lungs, lips, or tongues.

I hit the brakes, jammed the truck into reverse, and backed up over the tollbooth shack. Boards flew and bones made a sound like dry twigs snapping as I sequentially backed up and drove forward over the remaining Undead robbers. In fewer than three rounds, I had reduced the dozen skeletons to bone dust.

When the dust cleared, Robart commanded me to stop the truck. He got out and picked through the wreckage for a few rounds, whereupon he returned triumphantly with a small coin box.

“Cash, lads,” Robart declared happily, “almost a gold piece worth! This is just like the good ol’ days: killin’ the monsters and stealing their treasure.”

He got back in the truck and we launched on battery power. 

“At least we’ve got a nice breeze going,” Dulgar said wryly as wind whistled through the broken windshield.

“Aye,” Robert grinned. “If Bob was here, he’d tell us all about how we coulda ordered this truck as a convertible.”

The land got progressively greener as we drove south. We passed by alone automated highway maintenance drone that slowly trundled in the northbound direction. It was a huge behemoth of a land crawler that made the Highrider look like a child’s toy truck by comparison. It seemed to be a combination of steamroller, road stripper, grass cutter, and asphalt paver. Bits of worn-out pavement spat out dozens of feet in all directions while thick clouds of oily smoke and superheated steam billowed upward into the evening sky as the machine laid down fresh pavement behind it. It bore the scars of centuries, as uneducated savages and undead monsters had undoubtedly tried – and failed – to destroy the tired old machine. Non-sentient and ossified, it nonetheless continued. The Old Civilization fell. The Incarnation of Scaxathrom had manifested, conquered North Point for fourteen decades, and was banished. And still this machine performed its last set of instructions: maintain the roads. Although most of the ancient highways were in an advanced state of disrepair, I had wondered who had kept the roads from disintegrating altogether. Now I knew.

“We’ll be coming into Trevor’s Watch,” Robart said. “Unfortunately, lads, this is a Scaxathrom town. That means that they don’t like Constructs, technology, nobles, or non-humans.”

“Nice,” Dulgar replied. “We’ve got all the bases covered.”

“Yes, indeed,” Robart agreed. “They’re religiously intolerant and homophobic too. But there is one good thing about Kevin’s Watch.”

“Which is?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“They’ve got a branch of First Connemara Bryn-Mawr Bank, and I need to get us some more cash for the rest of the trip.”

“Swell,” Dulgar agreed. “At least they can’t get us on the ‘homophobic’ angle.”

“You should have been with me two years ago,” Robart elaborated. “I passed this way with my farm sub-manager Ricki. She was an invert, an Elf, built clocks in her spare time, and followed the True One. The Scaxies hated her on all four counts. Of course, she used to be a soldier in Paru, but they ran out of wars.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“They signed a peace deal between Clan Arrowfall and Clan Muldoon,” Robart said.

“Not that,” Dulgar corrected. “What happened to Ricki at Trevor’s Watch?”

“She and I kicked the crap out of half of the barflies at the Red Viper Tavern after they called her an abomination and called me a damned drunken foreigner,” Robart explained. 

I did not interject that the accusation against him was not, strictly speaking, incorrect.

“That’s a surprising conclusion,” Dulgar said dryly.

We crested a grassy rise and could see the small town of Trevor’s Watch sitting at the center of a green valley. The village featured a rather unfriendly-looking temple crafted from rough-hewn black stone. The temple was actually a five-sided building with a wasp-waisted spire rising a hundred feet from each vertex. Upon closer examination, I realized that the narrow towers were shaped like vipers. It was not an attractive building, nor did I believe it was meant to be. There were no churches to other faiths that I could see from my current vantage point.

The town was not a large one: a handful of parallel streets lined with short, sturdy-looking brick buildings. On the slopes of the valley, a patchwork of small farms dotted the surrounding hills. While some plots lay fallow or had only just been seeded, others waved with winter wheat and hay for livestock.

“Stop the truck. If we’re going to say the Resurrection Prayer, there’s no time like the present,” Robart said. “Trevor’s Watch only allows deviltry.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Dulgar agreed.

“You say it,” Robart said seriously. “I think it would be more appropriate coming from you.”

We got out of the truck. Dulgar raised his holy text in the direction of the setting sun and intoned, “We remember this day in the name of our Lord who grants life and forgiveness.”

“Teacher,” Robart asked, using the religious intonation, “what can you tell us of the Savior?”

“He is God, and is one with God,” Dulgar answered. “And yet he became like us in shape and body so that we might understand Him.”

“What did he teach us?” Robert asked, continuing the ritual.

“He tought us what we needed to truly live:

Love is stronger than hate.

Good is stronger than evil.

Forgiveness is stronger than revenge. 

Light is stronger than darkness.

Life is stronger than death.”

“How was he different than other men?” Robart asked.

“He lived a life of unblemished virtue. And yet be willingly submitted to death – even death by an assassin’s bolt. Though his side was pierced, not a bone was broken, in fulfillment of prophesy. Because he had never sinned, the powers of Death could not hold him. He rose in the purity of true life, not the ragged corruption of Undeath. And when he was at last returned to Heaven, his journey paved the way to follow him in eternal life when our physical bodies die. In the faith of the True One, we need not fear damnation beyond the grave or the abomination of reanimation.”

“Teacher,” Robart said, “I will remember what you have said. And I will keep the faith of the True One.”

“By word, action, and sigil, so shall it be,” Dulgar concluded.

We got back into the Highrider and coasted into town on a 3% energy reserve. The streets were very clean and I spied only a handful of missing hexatones in the paved streets. As Gai sunk below the horizon all the gas-powered street lamps lit at once and cast a ghostly blue illumination over the boulevard. The townsfolk saw us motoring down the main street in our technological conveyance, driven by a Construct, with a Dwarf and a foreigner as passengers, and looked at us as if the embodiment of heresy had just rolled in.

“Freak,” one elderly crone called out, probably aimed at me. 

“Outlander,” cried another, obviously referring to Lord Robart. 

As I parked the truck, I noticed an arrogant-looking bar fly sitting on a stoop in front of the Red Viper Tavern, which also served as the town’s only inn, and nursed a pale, cheap ale.

“Strangers don’t usually stop in Trevor’s Watch…”

“We’ve heard that crap before at the last town we were at,” Dulgar interrupted. “We don’t care if you think we’re not tough enough, fast enough, smart enough or whatever. If you’ve looking for a fight, you’re welcome to one, but you might not like the odds. Otherwise, shut up and drink your beer!”

The greasy, pudgy bar fly scratched the stubble on his face, looked at Lord Robert and me, and said, “Maybe later.”

Inside the tavern, the dining area was in chaos. Four fat, lazy drunkards were doing their best to beat a blue Fey to death. The winged man (at least it was possible that it was a man) was nearly unconscious from being punched and kicked by the quartet of hate-filled aggressors. The being’s face was wet with a clear, viscous fluid that my medical database identified as Fey blood. Like all Fey, however, it was nearly impossible to determine the gender of a fully-clothed example of the species.

“Why don’t ye lads pick on someone my size!” Robart bellowed.

That got the bullies’ attention. They were about Talon’s age, but that is where the resemblance stopped. And it seemed that the Fey’s assailants were not interested in anything resembling a fair fight. Instead, they ran for the door.

“Where ye be going lads?” Robert demanded, laying his Western accent down pretty thickly.

Dulgar was fast with his glass tablet and he scribbled a formula that conjured a transparent barrier over the door to the tavern.

“We ain’t got no problem with you,” one of the oafs sputtered, then spat a black wad of heavily chewed chewing tobacco on the sawdust-strewn wooden floor.

“Tis a shame, ye laggard,” Robart said menacingly. “I do have a problem with ye!”

With that, Robart unsheathed Symmetrika’s Hope, which shone like glass illuminated from within. Apparently he was just making a psychological display of power, since he did not launch an attack.

The bullies pressed against the blocked door in fear.

“Bring one of ‘em over here, Frank,” Robart commanded of me.

I launched my grappling hook at what passed for a “leader”, snagged the front of his leatherjacket, and said, “Get over here.”

I retracted the cable at full power, which jerked the assailant across the room towards my waiting clenched fist. The bully’s chest impacted against the stainless steel of my knuckles with a wet thump that knocked the wind out of him. He crumpled to the floor, wheezing.

“If I chewed, now would be a good time to spit,” Dulgar observed.

“Now, lad, be nice,” Robart said with a wink. “These boys were just leaving, right?”

“We’re goin’,” one of the other thugs said.

Dulgar collapsed the mathematical ward, which caused the trio of trouble-makers to lurch out onto the sidewalk outside. The fourth one crawled away in shame, like a dog that just got kicked.

“Riff-raff,” Robart said philosophically. “A good whuppin’ would fix them up right.”

“Spare the scourge, spoil the child,” Dulgar agreed.

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” the mysterious Fey said from the floor, “I’m just fine. And thanks for asking.”

“One did not ask,” I replied truthfully.

“I think he knows that,” Dulgar informed me.

The Fey rose shakily to his feet and brushed the sawdust from his clothes and leather duster. I noticed that he wore two finely crafted revolvers at his hip. I asked why he hadn’t use then in self-defense.

“The damned things don’t shoot so well without bullets,” the stranger explained. “I ran out three days ago plugging holes in those thrice-damned, maternally-fornicating giant rats. They ate my useless, self-fornicating horse, and then ate my food. But I fed then my last six bullets, and after that, they didn’t seen hungry anymore. Bastards. Oh, by the way: thanks. You all saved my life.”

Robert clewed his throat and said, “Ye’r welcome. And be might as well eat with us. You Fey do eat, right?”

“I’m both able and willing,” the Fey replied with a grin that immediately made him wince in pain. He rubbed his jaw gingerly.

‘What do we call you?” Dulgar asked.

“Vincent Valentine,” he replied with a bow, “Gunslinger, at your service.”

Forty-Four: Trouble in Trevor’s Watch

The tavern quieted down after the teen-thugs were cast from the establishment. A few local wags gave us evil glares as we waited to be served. Fortunately for me, I didn’t have to worry about the approach of hunger. Not so with my flesh-and-blood companions.

“It’s just like old times,” Lord Robart said ruefully. “Bad food, bad service, and bad ambiance.”

“How, in the name of an inbred fornicating goat, does this rat-trap stay in business?” Vincent asked.

“Easy, son,” Robart explained. “When all you know is trash, you eventually develop a taste for it.”

“I believe it,” the Fey agreed.

Fey, as a race, were an incredibly well-proportioned, highly attractive people. If time somehow froze, the Fey would look like statues of angels. Up close and personal, I had only Vincent’s word that he was, in fact, male. His features were slender and androgynous, pale and flawless, with no trace of scar, wrinkle, or blemish (despite the brutal beating he had just taken.)

Why was that? I wondered suddenly. How had he recovered in just a handful of rounds?

The Gunslinger wore white leather armor that displayed his family crest: a blue-banded black hawk superimposed against an image of the rising sun. As a blue Fey, his hair was mostly white, peppered with strands of sky blue. Likewise, his eyes were azure like winter sky at noon on a cloudless day. His wings, even when retracted into its compact, “resting” configuration, could be seen to run the gamut of nearly clear (at the top) to deep cobalt (towards the base). But they did not display a plain gradient. Instead, I observed a rich patina of color variations due to the circulatory fluid that pulsed through his wings. 

My medical database informed me that a Fey’s wings doubled as sophisticated, highly advanced energy collectors. It was through the accumulation of sunlight that a Fey gained the power to fly. The wings helped the entity to change altitude and direction as well. Their wings would have had to be fourfold in size if a Fey had to rely upon them to launch from the ground were it not for the sudden conversion of stored sunlight into kinetic energy. The lack of sunlight, along with paint contamination, was what kept the Fey serfs enslaved at the titanium dioxide factory in Myracannon.

While Robart, Dulgar, and Vincent ordered drinks and made small talk, a motley-looking band of minstrels set up on the small stage in the corner. They wore black leather with rusted chains handing from the shoulders and waist. The leader was a dead-eyed, greasy woman with ratty, unkempt black hair whose color most likely came from a bottle of dye. She wore black lipstick and black nail polish as well. She also looked like she was intimately familiar with the habit of smoking devil grass while having only a passing acquaintance with a bar of soap. Her three male cohorts obviously had a similar outlook on personal hygiene and drug usage. When they set up the bass drum, it had emblazoned on it the name of their band: “Venom Tongue”.

“As Hector would say,” Dulgar warned, “’it’s going to be a bad one’.”

“It’s going ta be crap,” Robart agreed, flagging the surly waitress for another round of beer.

While their instrumentation and singing sounded competent and technically workmanlike, I was not very interested in their selection of subject matter. First, the band strummed up a bitter, hateful dirge that glorified Scaxathrom, blood sacrifice, and mayhem. A hymn in praise of sentient, free-willed Undeath followed next. But when they began a tune blaspheming the True One, Robart had obviously had enough.

“Ye whelps!” Robart roared, standing to his full height. “Can ye not sing a jig or a reel?”

“What’s it to you, bumpkin?” The woman on stage asked, stopping the song.

“Seein’ that ye are here ta entertain us, ye could at least sing something entertaining.”

“We’re gettin’ paid whether you like us or not,” she shot back.

“Maybe the outlander thinks he can sing better!” One of the other patrons sneered.

“Actually,” Robart corrected, “I believe I could at that. If someone here can play that mandolin on stage.”

“How about me?” Victor said. “I even know a few jigs.

“You’ve got to be joking,” the Venom Tongue singer exclaimed.

“I’ve heard these West Men have singing in their blood,” the barmaster called out. “Singing and drinking, that is. If he’s worse, Sonja, he’ll pay you and your band a full day’s wage. If he’s better, I’ll pay him your wages for today!”

“Somebody play something!” Another patron chided. 

“Yeah!” Another customer decried. 

Robart and the Fey approached the stage. The player with the severely trimmed goatee beard reluctantly surrendered his instrument to the Gunslinger. Its wood was dark and deeply lacquered. It appeared to be a well cared-for device. Vincent tuned the strings for a round while Robart drank down the rest of his beer.

“Ye know ‘My love’s in Touchstone City’?” Robart asked his new companion.

“You bet a fornicating donkey I do,” Vincent replied.

I considered for a moment that I had never encountered a being who seemed so fond of cursing. 

Robart cleared his throat and began to sing in a rich, low tenor voice. His tone was slightly gravelly and a little husky. Instead of detracting from the performance, however, the vocal flaws somehow made him seem more authentically Western as he sang:

“I wish I was in Touchstone City

Where my true love has crossed the sea

It’s been five years since bid farewell to me

But my heart still belongs to she.

“But the sea is vast, and I cannot swim over it

And I . . . I have no wings for to fly.

“I still wish for someday 

For me to go there

Then my true love

Will bond to me.”

The ballad of long-separated love continued another three stanzas, culminating with the protagonist selling his sword and his horse for passage on a merchantman cruiser to Touchstone and leaving Caldeni for good in order to at last be with his heart’s desire.

As to who was “better” I could not immediately say, for I was not skilled in evaluating music. While Venom Tongue’s songs were played with greater technical accuracy their style was sterile and devoid of empathy. Robart and Vincent, on the other hand conveyed a warmth and genuineness that the professional band lacked, even though their singing and instrumentation were less perfect.

The other patrons did not share my reservations, for they applauded heartily and tossed coins of glass and even a few copper onto the stage.

“He’s nothing if not a showman,” Dulgar said to me.

“Agreed,” I said. My employer did not want for charisma.

Robart and Vincent completed a set that included “Whiskey and Potatoes”, “The Moonshine’s in the Jar”, “Jig and a Jug”, and “A Lass in Port / A Lass in the Manor”. At the end, the two were showered with more coins -- mostly glass pieces -- and more applause. The quartet from Venom Tongue knew they had been beat.

“You sing okay. . . For a bumpkin,” Sonja said reluctantly, but gave my liege a grudging smile. 

“Ye have a greater gift,” Robart replied. “But ye have ta know how ta make people happy. The world’s a bad enough place without being reminded of misery, death, any despair. Ye can’t go wrong with drinkin’ songs, lass, especially in a bar! And songs o’ tragic love and brawling never miss.”

“I’ll try that next time,” Sonja said.

“I think I can scrape up enough coins here that I don’t need your pay,” Robart said generously.

Robart and Vincent surrendered the stage to Venom Tongue. When they resumed, theirs was still a somber and serious sound, but it lacked the hard edge of hate and blasphemy. They were competent musicians, truth be told.

The dining area thinned out as the evening wore on. The barmaster, Evan Karkotov, presented the bill and asked if we would be staying overnight. 

“Aye,” he replied. “That we are. And if ye have a couple o’ rooms free o’ bedbugs, I’d be grateful.”

“Ah,” the barmaster said. “A customer of distinction! You’ll be wanting the Viper Suite. It’s the best in the whole hotel!”

“Nice,” Dulgar mumbled. 

Robart handed over a silver coin to seal the deal.

“What is it with Scaxies and their twice-fornicated snakes,” Vincent exclaimed. “I hate snakes!”

“I couldn’t say, lad,” Robart said. “Of course, legend has it that Scaxathrom’s avatar was a half-man, half-viper monstrosity. Maybe that has something to do with it.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is ‘chimera’, a hybrid man-animal life form,” Dulgar clarified.

“I’ll have ta remember that one,” Robart said.

The band packed up after their third set. From the other side of town, the temple bells rang -- a sour, jarring noise that sound punitive and not the least bit inviting. Almost everyone in the establishment got up and left at once.

“What’s going on?” Robart asked the barkeep. 

“Ah, well,” Evan said dramatically, “you’re not a Scaxie. Tonight is Traitor’s Mass. Somebody’s going to die when someone at that temple gets accused of harming the faith or some other nonsense like that.”

“What if everyone’s been on good behavior?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“Ha!” Karkotov sneered. “If no one’s been ‘traitorous’ then the Scaxathrom Priest just picks out someone he doesn’t like and makes something up.”

“Nice,” Dulgar replied with sarcasm.

I asked why the bartender had not joined the other patrons. 

“I don’t get into their whole notion of deviltry and their fascination with becoming sentient, free-willed Undead fighters or sorcerers after they die. I follow Domalon, the God of the Hunt. My Patron follows the universal laws of nature -- and so do I.”

That was good to know, I reflected. The only other person I had met that followed Domalon was Lord Duskwalker, who was a man of courage and honor.

“The Scaxies pretty much leave me alone, since I leave town to worship each time the Watcher is in full or crescent. Their ‘unforgivable’ sin is to convert from deviltry to something else -- especially converting to the True One!” Evan exclaimed.

“I don’t give a flying fornication what they do and don’t like!” Valentine exclaimed. “The trouble with Scax Priests is that there’s too many of them and too few bullets.”

“You’re being too subtle, Vincent,” Dulgar chided. “Why don’t you tell us what you really feel.”

Unfortunately, he did. He uttered the foulest, most terrible oaths and described the Scaxathrom Priests in the most unlikely (even physically impossible) acts and positions of sexual activity and defecation. The language choices made Robart and Dulgar both blush bright red.

“Wow,” Evan said, “do you actually kiss the ladies with that mouth?”

“And the lads too!” Vincent said mischievously.

“I heard your kind wasn’t too picky in the sack,” Evan mused.

“Why limit yourself when you’re looking for fun?” Valentine explained.

As Victor and Evan traded banter, I learned a few interesting things about Fey culture. Their sexual habits had fascinating dichotomy: Feys pair-bond for life with their own kind, and do so for reproduction and child-rearing purposes, but with other races (with whom they are sterile), members of the Fey are hedonistic, promiscuous, and openly bisexual. As an added bonus, their unique biology made them immune to most other races’ sexually transmitted diseases. And because they were basically energy creatures rendered in physical form, they were flighty, impulsive and loathe to deny themselves any sort of pleasure.

As the conversation went on, it turned out that Evan and Vincent had similar proclivities -- except that Evan wasn’t planning on pair-bonding for life anytime soon. He was more interested in the “one off”, which seemed to suit the Gunslinger’s interests just fine.

It was also, apparently, rare for a Fey to possess enough self-discipline to be a Gunslinger. I theorized that Vincent’s foul mouth was a vent of sorts for his internal chaos.

Robart and Dulgar, obviously sensing that Victor was going to “score” sometime in the next few turns, politely left the two men to their increasingly erotic topic of conversation and staked out a table on the other side of the restaurant. I joined Dulgar and my liege in a few hands of poker. I did not feel inclined to play, but was content to simply watch. After the second hand of cards, Evan locked the front door and walked off with Vincent for a night of sexual amusement.

While Dulgar and Robart gambled for pretzels, I launched my probe so that I could engage in covert surveillance of the Scaxathrom temple. I had to know if their clergy were planning to attack the “outlanders” after their religious services were concluded. I was also curious as to what crime would be considered “traitorous”.

My probe flew silently across the town. It was night now, and the sky was like a flat black dome. It was overcast and starless. Ahead, the five snake-spires lit with green-tinged flames issuing forth from the vipers’ mouths. Although I knew that it took only a little copper to turn a gas flame to emerald, it still seemed unnatural. 

The windows to the temple were high, narrow slits designed to allow air exchange but not much light. Furthermore, the slits were barricaded by metal grills that were too fine to allow my probe to pass. The heavy wrought iron doors were shut tightly against outsiders. I aimed my probe back up to the window.

The interior of the temple was a gloomy affair. The altar statue was a thirty-foot tall coiled viper with huge curved fangs and glowing, unblinking eyes. Beneath the giant snake’s malevolent gaze lay a stone altar that was obviously used for human sacrifice (as the Scaxathromites apparently had little truck with other sentient species). The altar featured iron manacles and blood grooves into which the victim’s life-blood could be collected into small urns. 

The temple was filled to about half capacity. Smoky braziers on either side of the pews shed a sputtering, reluctant radiance. They were probably fuelled with animal lard, or possibly even by the rendered fatty tissues of previous sacrificial victims. The walls and ceiling were painted in a marbleized pattern that was designed to evoke the impression of reptile scales. The pews appeared to be made from ironwood, and were polished and lacquered to the point that they nearly appeared wet. 

The coveners were a sullen lot. They sat in the pews amidst the choking, swirling smoke and recited a rhythmic chant in some ancient tongue. The tone of the chant grew incrementally more frenzied with each refrain and the eyes of the snake idol glowed ever more brightly until they looked like twin portals into Hell itself.

The Priest and his four acolytes seemed to somehow absorb the power of the combined prayer as if by osmosis. Their eyes lit with the passion of power and control. 

“Enough!” The Priest shouted, waving his ceremonial dagger in the air. “Citizens of the Watch, our Lord of Vipers has heard your supplications and has tasted the desires of your hearts.”

“We hear! We listen!” came the ritual response.

“We are gathered tonight to sacrifice a traitor to our most worthy patron,” the Priest continued. “Our Lord of Vipers values the strong, the bold, and the wise. He has no use for those who are too meek to advance the ruin of our enemies. And he has no pity for those who dare forsake the Faith and the Faithful.

“Who amongst us is such an abomination?” The Priest demanded rhetorically. “Who amongst us would forsake the true promise of sentient, free-willed eternal Unlife for the false hope of ‘resurrection’? Who would dare turn away from Scaxathrom and give fealty to some other, lesser god?”

“Who is it, oh Master? Tell us! We listen! We hear!” The congregation asked.

“The Viper shall show us!” The Priest declared ominously.

At that moment, the eyes of the idol focused on one of the coveners, an adolescent male perhaps 16 years old, and a crimson glow encircled him. He stood up in fear. 

“It’s not me!” He cried out. “I’m not the traitor!”

“Liar!” The Priest shouted, and then removed a book from underneath the folds of his voluminous robes. “You don’t recognize this?”

It was a Book of Holy Truth, the religious text of the adherents of the True One.

“You don’t recognize this?” The Priest roared. “Your parents certainly did!”

“My parents gave you that?” The boy asked despairingly.

“Surely even a traitor like you can see that there is no truer test of faith than to surrender a family member?” The Priest asked.

The boy tried to run from the pew, but his parents grabbed him and held him until the four acolytes came for him and clapped iron bands on him. He started crying as they dragged him to the sacrificial altar.

“Citizens of the Watch,” the Priest declared. “See how the unfaithful grovel before the righteous when their ignominious end comes, for they do not have the promise of the Eternal Undeath!”

That statement was like a slap to the condemned boy. He stopped crying and looked to the Priest in defiance.

“I will not grovel,” the teen said, even though he was bound to the altar by stout chains. “And I will not renounce my faith -- the true faith!”

“You will be slain, fool,” the Priest gloated. “Then your dead body will be raised as a drudge zombie. Then we shall burn your Undead form and send you into the eternal darkness of the Second Death!”

“The True One, not Scaxathrom, will take my soul,” the boy declared.

“Enough!” The Priest roared. “Acolytes, shut his face!”

From my position in the bar, I got up and marched out and towards the temple.

“Frank,” Dulgar asked, putting down the cards, “where are you going?”

“To stop a murder,” I replied.

“Count me in,” Dulgar said.

“Aye,” Robart added, patting his sword.

“Where to?” Dulgar asked.

“The temple,” I said.

“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

In the temple, the Priest began a prayer of supplication to Scaxathrom, beginning with consecrating the knife for the impending sacrifice. The boy’s parents were moved up to the front pew in honor of their betrayal of their own son.

The parents were invited to come to the altar to cut gashes into their son’s flesh. They rose immediately. The father cut a bloody line across his son’s face while the mother cut his son’s hand. The boy tried to cry out in pain, but his mouth was too tightly gagged. The father licked the blood off the knife, while the mother rubbed her dagger against her shoe.

“Rhonin Moloktovich, you are no son,” the father declared, and spat in the boy’s face.

I told my two companions what was transpiring.

“We’ve got ta hurry, lads!” Robart cried out, quickening his pace.

Unfortunately, despite all my combat capabilities, I lacked the ability to “hurry”. I could lumber ahead at four miles per hour and no more -- ever.

“Catch up when you can!” Dulgar advised and followed Robart’s lead.

Inside the temple, the acolytes drew arcane on Rhonin’s face, hands, and feet as the Priest chanted a spiteful prayer. His face flushed red in hateful glee and in the euphoria of unchecked power. I could not say how I knew, but I did not deny the truth of my realization: this was a man who didn’t slay in service to his god. This was a man who simply enjoyed murdering people.

The formula of justice was again out of balance. It was my duty to effect corrective action.

Robart and Dulgar arrived at the temple only to find the iron doors barred shut from inside. My liege began hacking away at it with Symmetrika’s Hope, sending white-hot sparks all over the ground. Dulgar summoned a circular geometric razor that spun and hissed as it slowly cut into the temple’s defenses. A Nexus, wielding a shotgun, stood ready at the door in the event that the barricade was breached.

I saw the temple now. I could reach it in one more round.

“Hurry, Frank!” My liege commanded. If I could have, I already would have.

Inside, the Priest began speaking the ritual faster now that he knew his temple was under attack. There was, after all, no reason for him to assume that it was just three people at the door and not an entire army.

“Give that door everything ye got,” Robart commanded upon my arrival.

And I did. Thirty-one combat nails and two saw blades later, the door creaked inward, finally succumbing to structural stressing. I saved one nail in the event that a situation arose for which only a nail would solve. With a final blow, Robart split the weakened door in half using Symmetrika’s Hope. 

Luckily for him, the force of the attack made him lose his balance and trip just as the Nexus unloaded both barrels of his shotgun. It missed my liege, but peppered my exoskeleton with about a hundred minuscule holes.

“Sword,” I command, and a three-foot stainless steel blade jutted out from my right arm and impaled the Nexus in the throat. He made a few gagging gurgles and slumped to the floor in a twitching heap.

“Into your hands I commend this ungrateful pig!” The Priest called out and drove the serrated blade deep into Rhonin’s chest. His body convulsed in agony and he thrashed against his restraints as his life’s blood gushed in a two-foot high crimson fountain.

“Too late, fools!” The Priest gloated. His eyes suddenly looked like two black portals into a dark abyss. “Now you shall know the gaze of death, and the true power of ever...”

“Symmetrika’s Hope,” Robart interrupted, “I call upon your power!”

Like at Fractaltopia, the blade lit up like the sun and shot a beam of searing hot energy at the murderous Priest. I noted that the sword’s output was dramatically less than it had demonstrated earlier. I theorized that the sword must gradually “recharge” over a period of weeks or even months.

But even in its reduced state, it was enough to set the Priest alight. He screamed in agony from the third degree burn that covered half his chest. The bolt must have made him reflexively release his stored death magic -- at the wrong target. One of the coveners in the second row let loose a ghastly rasp as her flesh instantly withered to dry leather. She fell to the flagstones as nothing more than a bag of bones.

“Kill the infidels!” One of the adepts cried.

I invoked combat mode and raised my shield. It was unfortunate that I was nearly out of ammunition. But then I remembered the Nexus’ shotgun. 

“Load it,” I said, handing it to Dulgar.

“With pleasure,” Dulgar answered, scrambling for shells.

I hacked two coveners to pieces while protecting my friend.

“Heathen!” Another woman screamed at Robart, clawing at his face. My liege pulled the hag off of him, lifted her over his head, and threw her at a cluster of men approaching with daggers. Dulgar pumped the shotgun and blasted the group as they stood up from being bowled over from being hit with the flying woman. They did not rise again.

I shot at another man with my grappling hook and ripped his face off. Eyeless, he twirled around like bloody, screaming marionette. 

Dulgar called his geometric whirling saw blade (I made a note to myself to ask him later what it was called) and made it bite deeply into one of the acolyte’s neck. Hot, steaming blood sprayed everywhere as the acolyte was decapitated.

The remaining two three acolytes began chanting a summoning incantation. The Priest still lay on the floor, groaning about his burn wound.

Two women and one man lurched at me with knives. I tried holding them at bay with my sword, but they kept battering at my shield until all six planes were destroyed. I strangled the man with my bare hands as the two women chopped at my exoskeleton with their ceremonial daggers. The man’s eyes bulged and his face blackened with death. 

“Die, machine!” One of the hags screamed. I followed Robart’s example and threw her across the room. The other one kept digging into my chest plate with her knife. My diagnostic software reported that I still had 73% structural integrity. 

The three acolytes finished their summoning chant and brought forth some fiery humanoid monster from the ether.

“Get them!” The lead acolyte gloated.

“Thy will be done,” the demonic entity declared, and began attacking the coveners first.

“What are you doing?” The acolyte screamed impotently.

“Thy will,” the demon replied, setting two other temple attendees ablaze.

Apparently the demon took “get them” to mean “everybody in the temple”. 

“Dulgar, Robart,” I commanded, “You must retreat. The hostile entity will kill everyone in this temple.”

Robart took one look at the eight-foot high fire demon, then at his fully discharged angel sword, and replied, “Aye, but what about you?”

“It will not attack me,” I replied. “I am a machine.”

I did not know that for certain, but it was a good guess. Even if I was wrong, my exoskeleton could withstand superheated plasma much longer than a humanoid’s flesh could.

“Have fun stormin’ the castle, lad,” Robart answered, apparently agreeing that the fire demon was way out of his league.

The flame creature shot jets of liquid fire, as it they contained jellied petroleum. Its victims howled and writhed as they were consumed. It saw me and showered me with a few chugs of liquid fire. 

So much for my theory, I thought. Having a soul must have made me visible to the monster. But the demon did not strike me twice. It had other coveners to fry.

I made my way slowly through the mass of worshippers who were fleeing for the door. Without dignity, they trampled on the faces of the dead as they ran in terror. The three acolytes fled as well. I saw Rhonin’s parents slain by the hellbeast and felt the justice equation edge closer to balance. But there was one factor remaining: the Priest.

The temple’s tapestries were all on fire now, and the thick smoke from burning corpses made the air nearly opaque. The demon followed the fleeing congregation members out into the street. 

The Priest lay where he had been since being struck with Symmetrika’s power. He clutched his wound, which even now bubbled and smoked. My medical database estimated that the man was in shock, was suffering from a 9” wide third degree burn, and had a 65% of dying within the next 24 hours without immediate medical attention.

“Help me,” the Priest gasped.

“For what reason,” I asked him.

“You have to follow our laws,” he begged. “I have my rights . . . I can practice my deeply held religious beliefs. If you’ve got a problem with that, you should bring me to the Sheriff. Besides, they’ll never pin a murder charge on me.”

“What is the penalty for murder in this town?” I asked.

“Death,” the Priest replied with a wild-eyed mania.

I said nothing immediately. But I thought about this hateful, destructive cult and how it even rewarded family members for surrendering their children over to brutal murder. And I thought about the likelihood that the Sheriff was a member of this temple.

I engaged my nailgun, pointed it at the Priest’s head, and said, “This is more efficient.”

I shot the final nail from my arsenal, shattering the Priest’s skull just as he was begging for mercy that he did not deserve.

The flames from the dead bodies began sputtering out. My exoskeleton ceased burning as well, leaving me at 63% structural integrity. But I did not leave before saying a Remembrance for Rhonin Moloktovich.

“Universal Deity: I petition you. In your name I remember Rhonin Moioktovich. He defied an evil, bloodthirsty faith and he would not renounce you even when condemned to death. Welcome him into your care. Do not let his remains animate as an Undead monster.”

Dulgar or Robart could have spoken a more impassioned prayer. It also seemed improper to leave the boy’s body in the temple. But with the melee continuing outside, I had to return to my friends’ aid. I left the smoking ruin that this temple had become.

Outside, at least a dozen burning buildings sent orange sparks hundreds of feet into the night sky. The fire demon had somehow been trapped and now writhed inside a geometric cube that Dulgar struggled to maintain. Charred, smoldering bodies lay about in random positions. Dulgar scribbled continuously and sweat poured from his brow in rivulets. The demon pounded and thrashed against its transparent cage. Each time it shattered a facet, Dulgar had a replacement shimmer into existence. The force cube filled with smoke, becoming nearly opaque with soot.

The demon’s writhing grew weaker and more desperate. It slumped against the force field. The flames its body produced flickered and sputtered out. For a round, its corpse took on the appearance of a humanoid figure carved from charcoal. But even those remains quickly turned to ash.

Dulgar dropped the force field and fell to his knees in exhaustion.

“How’d ye kill it lad?” Robart asked in amazement.

“Fire doesn’t burn so well without oxygen,” Dulgar answered wearily.

“At least it didn’t burn down the hotel -- for a change,” Robart observed.

“What about all these bodies?” Dulgar asked.

“What about them?” Robart retorted bitterly. “The dead can bury the dead.”

I wasn’t sure how that was going to work, but Robart did not look like he was in the mood to clarify.

Although the door to the Red Viper Tavern was locked, few locks could hold up against Robart’s thief’s picks. The bar was vacant and dark. Dulgar secured the door while Robart helped himself to a rather large glass of Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whiskey. He looked angry and bitter.

“I really tried, Frank,” Robart lamented, draining the glass in one pull and pouring himself a second glass of whiskey. “That kid was only a wee bit younger than Talon. And now he’s dead. We failed again, lad.”

“We avenged his death,” I offered. 

“And that, lad, is about as bitter a consolation as there ever was,” my liege retorted. “Still,” he added, “the look on that acolyte’s face when face when he realized how badly he screwed up that incantation. . . Priceless!”

I said nothing. My liege’s mood was volatile. He poured a third glass.

“Murderous bastards!” He swore. “Damned demon-worshipping cultists!”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Ye figured we’ve worn out our welcome in Trevor’s Watch?” He mused, lighting a cigar.

“We never were welcome,” I answered truthfully.

“That’s the spirit,” he cackled madly, and drained the rest of the bottle. He then threw the bottle against the wall where it shattered to pieces.

“Oh boy,” Dulgar said.

“Share a bottle o’ Flying Bagpipe wi’ me lad,” Robart beckoned to Dulgar. 

“I think I’ll take a pass,” Dulgar replied respectfully. “Somehow, I think I’ll need a clear head tomorrow. I’m going to bed.”

“Suit ye’r’self,” Robart slurred amiably and opened a second bottle of whiskey.

“Always drink th’ good stuff’firs’,” Robart advised philosophically. “Then, affer the firss bottle, ye din notice if it’s nae good!”

I would have to remember that if I ever went on a drinking binge -- which would be never.

“I di’know why. . . Damned snake Priess. Always killin’ and turnin’ folk inta Undead monsters,” Robart continued, and chugged down a glass of Flying Bagpipe.

“I swear. . . By all’zats holy,” Robart slurred, reaching for his fully discharged angel blade, and slumped across the bar, sending Symmetrika’s Hope to clatter to the sawdust-strewn floor.

I picked up the blade in one hand and my liege in the other. Robart mumbled some incoherent complaint about not needing any help up the stairs and how he had only begun to drink. I was quite certain he was in need of help and I was equally certain that his indulgence was at an end for this evening.

I unscrewed the lock to Robart’s hotel suite using the screwdriver function of my nail gun. To paraphrase my liege, it was not as if the door had been locked in any significant way. I dropped Robart on his bed with all the finesse of a sack of potatoes and laid Symmetrika’s Hope on the dresser. Even now, I could see a faint glow from within the glass-like sword as it slowly recovered its charge. I screwed the lock back in place and went downstairs to stand watch.

The fires lit by the flame demon were nearly extinguished. It was not that the community at large had come to the aid of their neighbors -- they had not. The fires had simply consumed whatever available fuel it could, leaving behind blackened hollowed-out stone hulks where their once had been homes. 

If this catastrophe had occurred in Brighton’s Reach, the neighbors would have immediately formed bucket brigades to help contain the blaze. Those mathematically inclined would have set up force fields to help snuff out the conflagration. A Shaman or Wishsinger would have summoned the element of water. But here in Trevor’s Watch, not one single person lifted a finger to help one another.

I watched passively as, one-by-one, the charred victims of the fire demon rose in Undeath and staggered off to slay those who had not helped them in their hour of need. It was not many rounds later that I heard the sounds of snapping timbers, breaking glass, and horrified screams from various locations in the community. My probe saw these blackened zombies attack the homes of their neighbors and hungry rend the flesh of the living. I knew, too, that those murdered by the burning dead would, too, rise up and wage war against the living. And the cycle would continue.

This town was doomed.

I had neither the power nor resources to stop this ghastly progression. Instead, I initiated regeneration mode and stood watch at the door. The vengeful dead could claim the rest of Trevor’s Watch, but they would not claim my friends.

The Hour of the Wolf eventually came. The zombies ceased their violence and staggered off into the night. I wondered how many of townsfolk survived.

In the silence of this Hour, I prayed again that Rhonin Moioktovich’s soul would be accepted by the True One. I did not fully understand the process of prayer. It was indeed a form of communication with the Deity, and yet engaging in prayer did not invoke my data beacon in any way. How was it that the True One received my thoughts without needing a carrier wave or other transmission device? I did not know. I simply accepted that it did happen.

In the quiet darkness, I received my answer. It did not come in the form of words, and yet I had the impression of meaning. I knew that I was in communion with the Architect.

What did he see? I asked the entrapped immortal. What happened to Rhonin Moioktovich’s soul?

The Architect imparted: In the City of God, there is no darkness at all. The night and the day are both alike. The Savior is the Light of the City of God. And the faithful will shine like the sun.

Show me, I asked.

I knew that the Architect attempted to do just that, but all I saw was a hazy brightness. But within the indistinct image, I could perceive a warmth of light, a sustaining purity, a love that was so tangible as to be like sunlight. I wanted to step into that light so that I could understand the Life to Come. I wanted to. . .

The image snapped out of existence, and again my internal chronometer showed that an hour had passed in the span of a few rounds. The zombies had gone, and the streets were silent. The remnant flames had turned to spent coals. I wondered how much of the town’s population had survived.

A heavy mist preceded the dawn. Just as the sky lit grey with morning, the cleaning and kitchen arrived for duty. So much for my idea that the temple zombies had destroyed the whole town, I mused.

“Them Scaxies,” an elderly maid gossiped to one of her work companions, “they bit off more than they could chew, they did.”

“An’ th’ Undead,” the other one said, “all crawlin’ ‘bout, just a’ killin’ and a’ chewin’. I seems one ettin’ bunch o’ intestines out o’ some bloke, I did. Of course, by the way he was carryin’ on, I don’t reckon he was quite dead yet.”

“These new zombies,” the first one huffed, “they’re always in a hurry. Can’t even wait for a man ta fully bite the dust a’fore they start a’chewin’.”

“But wasn’t that runt northman somethin’,” the cook said. “He showed that fire spirit who’s boss!”

“Ok. . . For a demihuman,” the first housekeeper said with a sneer.

The trio completely ignored me. That did not surprise me -- given the low esteem the citizens of Trevor’s Watch held Constructs and “outlanders”. But it also occurred to me that the staffers did not know that we were the ones who had inadvertently caused last night’s catastrophe. It made sense, as the bulk of the key players were either charred to coals by the fire demon or consumed by zombies.

I also noticed that the trio of hired help displayed not one shred of shock or concern for the dead. I was coming to the conclusion that this town was devoid of empathy and compassion.

A turn later, Evan and Victor came down the stairs together, both looking well rested and highly satisfied. Not long after, Dulgar came down and ordered coffee, waffles, and eggs. Another turn later, Robart joined us, looking considerably unrested and unsatisfied. Of course, the two bottles of liquor he had consumed now contributed heavily to his sullen demeanor.

“Coffee, strong, black,” Robart uttered. “Toast, sausage, and eggs,” he added.

“And good morning to you too!” Evan replied jovially.

“Well, lad,” Robart said groggily, “while you and the Fey were rutting like jackrabbits, some of us were trying to stop a human sacrifice and keep a demon from burning this town to cinders!”

“I’m a lover, not a fighter,” Evan said and raised his cup of coffee. “Long live the fighters!”

Robart clinked his cup to Evan’s and drank the contents down in a single pull. Evan refilled the cup without having to be asked.

“Well, lads,” Robart said. “We might as well hit the bank and get the heck out o’ here before the constables figure out who ta blame.”

“Want some company?” Vincent Valentine asked.

“Can ye shoot as well as shag?” Robart asked.

“If I can get some bullets, you’ll see some shooting that’ll knock you on your arse!” Valentine confirmed.

“Then ye’re hired,” Robart confirmed.

It was hours later that we found out that there would be no warrants forthcoming for our arrest. Among the slain and transformed cultists, the Sheriff, her two deputies, the mayor, and the judge were included. Luckily for us, the bank manager was not so religiously inclined, thus Robart was able to withdraw some travelling money and Dulgar and I at last received our back pay.

As we left Trevor’s Watch behind, it occurred to me how it could be that North Point was so heavily dotted with empty, abandoning wrecks of towns. The Scaxathromites played dangerous games with powers and forces that they did not fully understand nor fully control. 

With the clergy slain, however, perhaps Trevor’s Watch would avoid that fate. Only time would tell. Fortunately, time was something I was unlikely to run out of.

Forty-Five: The Memory of Loss

I was not unhappy to leave the town of Trevor's Watch. We travelled on the Central Scenic Highway using the recently repaved lane. We were technically driving on the wrong side of the road, but I did not spend much time worrying over that fact as the last Highway Patrolman had gone the way of mortality several centuries ago. We passed the occasional wagon caravan, but otherwise the road was vacant. 

The weather was pleasant: windy, partly sunny, and temperate. I raised the solar sail and increased speed to eight miles per hour. Our new solar-powered companion stood in the back of the truck with wings outstretched. The gradient patterns of blue seemed to shimmer in the sunlight, and Victor's expression was one of innocent bliss. In this setting he really did look angelic. It was hard to believe that the beautiful, perfectly-formed creature was the same person that cursed and caroused like a sailor. The back window was open so that the he could hear us and vice versa. But for the longest time he said nothing. Sunny days in North Point were rare, and thus were to be cherished. But for a creature that was, in essence, an energy being, days like this were sacred. 

"Where are we headed now?" Dulgar asked Robart. "Maybe somewhere more friendly than Trevor's Watch?"

"Lad," Robart said. "Most of these one-horse burgs are run by the Old Religion, so ta speak."

"Nice," Dulgar replied. "I think I'm about as sick of snakes as Vincent."

"You haven't even begun to get sick of those self-fornicating, feces-eating, snake groveling cowards," Vincent replied. "They can take those snakes and self-pleasure themselves by sticking them right up their rear-ends!"

This time, no one asked him if that was what he really felt.

"I know they're a loathsome lot, but what's ye'r particular beef? ye take it pretty personally," Robart observed.

"I'll tell you," Vincent shouted over the wind noise. "You have time for a long story?"

"It's a long drive," Robart observed. "So what the hell?"

"Ok," Vincent said. While his skin did not flush, his wings shimmered in a chaotic way that made me think that he was remembering something that made him angry.

"Unlike you groundlings, we Fey have what's called a 'racial memory'. that means that there are certain things that we are born knowing. There are bits and pieces that I remember from my parents, my grandparents, and great-grandparents, and so on. I can remember all the way back to before our race came to this pincushion of a world. 

"In my ancestor's world, there is so much more energy than in this cold, black realm. Imagine a universe where the speed of light is fifty times faster. Imagine looking into the night sky and seeing it not black, but packed with light and color. Energy flowed from stars like shining ribbons. The worlds were not made of ordinary solid matter, but of warm, radiant, glowing gasses. All the worlds were gas giants! All of them! can you imagine that?"

"No," I said.

"That’s because you’re a machine. And that was a rhetorical question!" Valentine snapped. "Anyway, in our universe, we are energy creatures. We sail through the gasses and plasma like birds through the air. We drew energy from sunlight, clouds, and sky. It was the perfect universe for us. The Great Maker made us for that place. It's how it always was."

"So what happened?" Dulgar asked.

"The Scaxathromites on your world happened," the Gunslinger answered bitterly. "One day, at the height of the Viper Lord's power, he and his thirteen most powerful Priests conspired to cast the most powerful summoning ritual ever uttered on your pincushion world. They had intended to bring an army of ten thousand demon warriors from the deepest pit of flame and horror. But they miscast the final sigil and it opened a great rift into our domain instead.

"Even though the Viper Lord realized his error, he did not send my ancestors home. Instead, he bound them in shackles of iron and made them fight for his infernal cause -- as slaves. After the first few weeks, my ancestors had to take on a physical form in order to survive being in a universe so sparse in energy. Except for brief periods, we cannot assume our true form. There is a shape we have -- a greater, higher shape -- that is how we really are, but it actually hurts us to assume! Only the Changelings have an idea of the level of intimacy that bonded mated pair of Fey can have together. You humans share part of your bodies with each other. They Changelings can share their minds as well as their bodies when they engage in lovemaking. But my ancestors, in their true form, could combine with one another in a way that you flesh-and-blood creatures could never truly even begin to understand. That love -- that beauty -- was taken from us forever.

"Those bastards!" Vincent shouted. "They took everything from us: our home, our culture, and our families. They even took our bodies from us and made us wear these loathsome cloaks of flesh in order to survive. We live as contained beings now. I cannot forgive them. None of my kind will ever forgive them. There's not a single member of the Fey who would withhold the dagger from a Scaxathrom Priest's throat."

None of us spoke for several rounds. I had not previously known the scope of the Scaxathromites' crime against the Fey people. But now I knew why it could never be forgiven.

"'Sorry' will nae cut it, but I'll say it anyway," Robart offered.

"Thanks," Vincent replied. "A racial memory is like a blade with two edges. We don't forget the past, but it means we don't forgive the crimes of the past either."

"After what I saw in Trevor's Watch, lad, ye can kill any Scaxie ye like!" Robart offered.

"I'll remember that," the Gunslinger said.

I knew he would remember, too. 

"Why do you call this a 'pincushion world'?" Dulgar asked after we had driven a few more miles.

"Do you think it's normal that this planet has all these holes in it that lead to different other worlds and other planes of existence?" Vincent countered.

"I never really thought about it," Dulgar said truthfully.

"This whole twice-fornicated star system sits on a cosmological overlap point between the Dark Matter realm, the Energy realm, and the mutually opposing planes of Spiritual Radiance and Spiritual Darkness. It's part of why those wretched Undead are so easy to create, why excrement-breath demons can be so easily summoned. And it's also why the injured can be healed with a prayer," Vincent answered.

"How do ye know all that stuff, lad?" Robart asked. 

"You're not the only ones who have ever had a weekend visit at the Professor's house," Vincent said. "And unlike you fleshies, I actually remember everything I see and hear."

"Modest, isn't he?" Dulgar said dryly.

"About as modest as an exotic dancer in Rivna's 'Purple' district," the nobleman said with a wink.

"You've been to the Purple District?" Vincent asked, obviously impressed.

"Well, I wasn't always married lad," Robart said with a grin. "And a young man's gotta have his fun before settlin' down. And those were the days. . . Gambling, drinking, hittin' the brothels, smokin' the devil grass. Come ta think of it, I'm surprised I made it ta age 25."

"What happened to change all that?" Dulgar asked.

"The worst thing imaginable," Robart replied. "I graduated college and had ta get a job."

"Oh," Dulgar said knowingly.

Evening came. We pulled off the Central Scenic Highway and we stopped in the empty wreck of some small tourist town called Largo's Watch. It apparently boasted North Point's deepest, widest underground cavern. 

"If'n ye'r ever bored," Robart said mischievously, "ye can always take ye'r chances in Largo Cavern. It's got all kinds o' wee beasties and evil spirits livin' in it."

"Pass," Dulgar said.

"I'm with the Dwarf," Vincent agreed.

"They say there's treasure at the very deepest part. . ." Robart hinted.

"When isn't there?" Vincent said.

"And who is this 'they' you keep talking about?" Dulgar asked.

I had often wondered that myself.

"Ah, well," the nobleman said, "ye hear all manner of rumor and gossip at the gamblin' table and the pubs, don't ye?"

Dulgar just rolled his eyes. Vincent likened pub chatter to organic fertilizer, but said it in a rather colorful way.

Largo's Watch was, even in its heyday, probably nothing more than a curiosity to motorists who happened to be driving on the Central Scenic Highway. The town boasted a collection of eateries along its main street, a few shops that sold cavern memorabilia, and two small hotels. At the end of town (which was apparently only eight blocks long) stood the tourism office which also booked guided tours of the caverns. Now, of course, no one lived here. The illuminated signs were all dark and the painted logos on the buildings had faded to slate grey. Weeds pushed up in-between the hexstones. The dull, dirty shards of broken glass that clung to the window frames in silent desperation were like forgotten daggers that had fallen into disuse. Crows squawked and croaked as they flew in and out of abandoned homes. A lone, headless skeleton wandered aimlessly through the street blindly bumping into the rested hulks of AUVs and wireframe waste receptacles. Dead trees lined both sides of the main avenue, their trunks worn down to thick stubs by the unkind passage of time. A huge, hundred-foot signboard promised: "A day underground is the best fun around -- at Largo's Cavern!"

Right. . .

We pulled up to the empty shell that had once been the Geode Hotel. Thieves and scavengers (with my liege no doubt being one of them) had long ago picked clean anything in the building even remotely worth stealing. What remained was a series of empty rooms, a sign board bolted to the wall that showed dine-in specials from several centuries ago, and a couple of broken chairs.

"Well, it keeps the rain out at least," Robart said. "And the kitchen still worked last time I was here five years ago."

Able started preparing the evening meal for the three humanoids. True to Robart's word, the gas-powered stove still lit (if only grudgingly and perhaps at a quarter of its former power) and the faucets still produced potable water (if only in a thin trickle and after three rounds of coughing and sputtering out rust and sediment). 

"I might as well start drawing a bath now if I want to get cleaned up by midnight," Dulgar said sarcastically, observing the stingy flow of water from the taps.

"What is it with all these dead burgs always smelling like bird excrement?" Vincent complained to no one in particular.

"It beats the stench o' death that those zombies always bring with 'em," Robart observed.

I sent a command to the Highrider to engage its charging cycle and to retract the solar sail. Robart rummaged through some of the vacant rooms and brought back some pieces of broken furniture and presented them to me.

"Do ye think ye can make a card table out o' this mess?" Lord Robart asked.

Between my saw blades and nailgun, and Dulgar's engineering know-how, I did not foresee a problem fulfilling my liege's request. We worked on that as Able cooked. Half an hour later, we had fashioned a simple table and four crude stools from the pile of debris. Of course, the one meant for me would never support my weight. So be it.

My friends ate a meal of pasta and reconstituted soy meatballs (which apparently were neither meat, nor particularly shaped like balls). After they ate, I joined them in a few hands of low-stakes poker. They retired two hours before midnight, leaving me downstairs to stand guard against intruders. I dared not test my weight against a staircase that had been bereft of maintenance since the rising of the Viper Lord.

"Nice job on the table," Vincent said before flittering up the stairs. "I've run into a few drones in my time, but you sure are different from most."

"One endeavors," I replied.

It occurred to me that Vincent Valentine and I were about as different in form of life as was possible. Although he had a physical body of flesh and blood, his real self was of energy and superheated coherent plasma. But his kind was allergic to iron, which made sense given that iron was the only element that could produce no energy -- either by fusion or by fission. It drained the Fey of their power. I, on the other hand, am a creation of stainless steel -- fully solid in every way and toxic by nature to the Fey. After all, steel was just another name for an iron-carbon alloy. Vincent was light, fast, visceral, and dynamic. I knew myself to be heavy, slow, plodding, and calculating. We were opposite in nearly every way. And yet I found myself appreciating the winged alien's company.

The night passed uneventfully with only a single exception. The headless skeleton wandered in to the hotel a few rounds past midnight. It made no offensive moves, but instead fumbled around blindly, arms outstretched. Its dry bones clattered and rattled as it searched in vain for whatever it was it searched for. Did it even know anymore? 

I could so easily have destroyed this creature, but I did not. Instead, I wondered who this person once was. My medical database confirmed that it was a female skeleton, judging by the hip and thigh bone measurements. Who had she been? What had happened to her that made her become like this? What did she search for?

After a few rounds, she stumbled out into the black night. I did not see where she went.

The Hour of the Wolf came. But tonight was not to be a night in which I would commune with the Architect. Instead, a darker vision came to me. 

I knew that it was a vision from centuries ago. In the final days of Largo's Watch, only three families remained in town. The hotels and shops were closed forever and the tourism building had been boarded up for a decade. But the three families cooperated to farm and raise a small herd of goats and chickens. The woman's name was Sonodia Karistan. She, her husband, and her infant son occupied the abandoned hotel. 

There came a certain day when Scaxathrom raiders came to pillage the town. They had a dozen Fey berserkers in chains of iron. The toxic metal drove the energy creatures mad and they would kill anything that moved. And kill they did. The Folkenhams, with their five daughters; the Bolkoviach extended family with five generations living in town. They all fell to the Fey blades and the scourges of the Scaxathrom Priests.

I saw through Sonodia's eyes. A green-robed Priest and two crazed Fey kicked in the door to her suite. One was amber and one was violet. They looked ill from iron poisoning, and their skin was discolored and mottled where the shackles bound them. I instinctively knew that these creatures no longer could be held accountable for their deeds. They were sick and in pain, and they had no resistance left in them to the orders they would be given. 

"A babe in arms," the Priest cackled. He was missing an eye, but refused to wear a patch. Indeed, I got the impression that he enjoyed the look of revulsion that his disfigurement invariably caused.

"Leave us alone!" Sonodia screamed. "We didn't do anything to you!"

"But you might," he gloated. "You very well might. And today is Traitor's Mass. My Lord wants a few sacrifices."

"Then sacrifice yourself!" Sonodia shouted, and spat in his face.

"Kerian, Lasmodis," the Priest issued, "kill her. But make it slow and delicate. Make her song of death a symphony of pain. When you've slain her through and through, you may have your pleasures with her corpse. But leave me the head. There is a spell I need for which only the skull of a woman pure of heart will do. Wait until she is dead before you defile her!"

And the two Fey attacked her with daggers. They made shallow cut after shallow cut, spraying her blood on the walls. For the first time in my two-year-long life, I knew what pain was. I had never felt pain before and I never wanted to again. It was sharp and horrible. It made me want to not be in this body. It made me want to run away as fast as I could. And yet I was linked to Sonodia's dying body, so I experienced the full, blinding agony of her tortured death.

The purple Fey held her down while the amber Fey dug its dagger into her abdomen. Sonodia screamed and screamed and screamed as her captors pulled loops of intestines out of her abdominal cavity, bit them in two, and threw the steaming meat against the wall with a dull splatter. They cut her wrists and the Priest collected her blood in a small black jug.

"Back away from her now!" The Scaxathrom Priest commanded. "Quickly, I need to take the head before she dies!"

He bent over Sonodia, who was screaming through gurgles of blood. He held a wire garrote to her throat, wrapped it around her neck, and gave it a savage tug. Her head rolled away from her body. Her vision dimmed, and the last thing she heard before blackness claimed her was the helpless, hysterical sound of her infant child screaming as the Priest took it away.

The pain ended along with the vision.

My communion with that horrible pocket of time abruptly ended as my chronometer clicked forward again. An hour had passed in the span of a few rounds, like always. But unlike the Architect, Sonodia was someone that I didn't even begin to know how to help.

How must it be, I wondered, to exist as a blind remnant forever seeking that which can never be found? Her baby had undoubtedly been murdered by the Priest and his pain-maddened Fey. And yet some portion of her spirit remained behind to animate that pitiable collection of worn-out bones in an everlasting search for her child. She couldn't even see or hear, and yet the love for her baby drove her even beyond death.

I didn't know what struck me as more profound: the driving force of her love, or the terrible hopelessness of her cause. It was an injustice that I simply did not know how to rectify.

If I had the emotional capacity to become depressed, then I would have been feeling very depressed at this point. Fortunately, I could only experience the terrible imbalance in the equation of justice; it demanded balancing.

Dawn came and Victor was the first to awaken. There was no mist this morning and the sky was uncharacteristically clear for a second day. The Gunslinger stepped out into the street to greet the sun with wings outstretched. Like before, his blue wings shimmered and scintillated in the crimson light of sunrise. He drew as much sustenance from this act as he did from eating food.

The sunlight intensified and the color in his wings brightened until it seemed that he was enveloped in a pale halo of azure light. The wind rustled the weeds that grew from the cracks in the street and the Fey launched into the air with the silent grace of a butterfly.

And that was how the Fey flew: not like a bird but more like an insect. A Changeling could fly faster and straighter, but only for a brief time and their exertions in this endeavor always appeared incredibly taxing. But a Fey had a slower, more effortless, bobbing grace that I knew could be sustained for much longer periods of time. It was beautiful to behold. If Changeling flight was like a sprinter’s run, then the Fey’s flying was akin to ballet.

The Fey are beautiful people, and I am a thing of heavy steel. We are so different, I knew.

While aloft, Victor shouted a rhyming cadence in a flowing, song-like language that I did not understand. Once he had done so, he slowly fluttered to the ground. The halo of energy dissipated and he retracted his wings.

"What were those words?" I asked him.

"It was a morning prayer to the Great Maker," Victor replied. "You call that being 'the True One', but it's the same God. There's only one creator god of endless good and light. You can call him/her/it whatever you want, but your prayers will always be heard."

"That is good to know," I said truthfully.

"Why?" Victor asked.

"Because I have been contemplating the methods and efficacy of prayer," I answered.

"What do you pray about?" Valentine asked.

"I have prayed for the souls of people who have died by violence," I said.

"That's a good prayer to make," Vincent remarked. "And a necessary one that too many people forget. You're a very interesting machine."

We walked back into the Geode Hotel where Dulgar and Robart were drinking coffee. Able was in the kitchen making reconstituted scrambled eggs and powdered buttermilk biscuits. He had taken his own initiative in refilling the water canteens overnight while the humanoids slept. Able's progression into sentience was a slow one, but I did believe that it would happen someday. He had the ability to recognize the needs of others and act upon that information. He had not always been able to do that.

Dulgar looked haggard as he idly slurped his coffee.

"It's my second cup of coffee and I still can't face the day," Dulgar said as Victor and I entered the building.

"Yeah, that ol' Grodon Leadfoot said it best," Robart said. "Especially when he sang about worrying about being driven to hit the bottle before the day was done."

It didn't seem to me that it was a consequence that Robart feared, particularly. But it was not my place so to say.

"Where to today?" Dulgar asked.

"Well," Robart said, shoveling more scrambled eggs into his mouth, "the way I see it, we have two choices: we can take a series of little roads through a batch of one-horse Scaxie towns, or we can take the straight route straight down the Central Scenic Highway."

"What's the difference?" Dulgar asked.

"The long route will take us a month, but it's a hell of a lot safer," Robart replied. "The direct route only takes a week, but goes through the middle of the Serpentine Forest Preserve."

"Never heard of it," the Dwarf replied.

"Aye, lad," Robart said with a wink. "That's because it goes by a different name these days. . ."

"Which is?" Dulgar asked, taking the bait.

"The Deadwoods!" Robart declared triumphantly.

"You have got to be kidding me!" Dulgar exclaimed. "That's got to be the third most dangerous place on the planet!"

"Well, now," Robart explained sagely, scratching his beard. "I can't say I would have considered it even a few years ago. But I've got you around for making those Mathematical whatchamacallits, Frank and Vincent to blow away anything that moves, and we've got this bonny truck. And I'm no slouch with a sword -- even if I do say so m’self."

"Why don't you tell us all what fantastic treasure or artifact that you heard some booze-addled bar fly mutter about being at the center of that hell hole," Dulgar asked, seeing through our liege's ruse.

"Okay," Lord Robart admitted, "I'll tell ye all. The legends have it that there's some rinky-dink tourist trap like just this town, but at the middle of the Deadwoods. There's supposed to be a chapel there that has in it the Scrolls of Saint Kyle. The Ex-Libris library has had a king's ransom for a reward for many years."

"What's our cut?" Vincent interrupted.

"An even share," the nobleman confirmed. "A four-way split."

"Deal," Vincent agreed.

"Hell," Robart said, "even if we don't find it, kickin' the crap out o' zombies and shamblers is a hobby that never gets old."

We packed up our belongings and headed out of Largo's Watch. As we passed off of the main street onto the exit ramp, I caught a fleeting glimpse of Sonodia wandering out of an empty building with bony arms outstretched. I vowed then that if there was ever a way to put her to rest, I would.

We travelled along the Central Scenic Highway at eight miles per hour. The sunlight was strong, and the solar sail provided a fair amount of energy to supplement the battery array. And the highway was scenic. Coarse wildflowers -- thistles and black-eyed susans mostly -- dotted the tall grasses and bees and other insects buzzed about. A handful of giant rodents, two groundhogs and a porcupine, munched contentedly on the greenery. Crows and other birds flew overhead. A snake wriggled across the highway and I swerved slightly to miss it.

We passed by three other empty towns but we did not stop. My regeneration cycle completed successfully by the end of the second day since Trevor’s Watch. My operating system reported that I once again had another upgrade and skill module available. My structural integrity had also increased another 5%.

"This route's been picked clean," Robart explained after we passed Remiger's Watch. "These villages ne'er had much worth stealin' in the first place."

Sometimes I thought that my liege considered "stealing" and "getting paid" to be equivalent terms.

The road straightened out and followed a general downward gradient. In the distance, I saw the beginning of a low range of grey hills that formed a snake-like squiggle.

"Ah," Robart said, taking in the sight. "Ye have ta imagine what the Serpentine Forest Preserve must 'ave been like four hundred years ago. Twas a bonny green, that. The trees were like highscrapers and a nearly a hundred feet wide. The canopy was so thick that nary a beam of light e'er did strike the soil. 

"And the predators were cunning, brave, and fierce. Hunters would go in, only ta find they were the ones being hunted. And there were so many birds and bugs and plants. Lots of them just aren't around anymore.

"Now it's all gone and everything in there is either petrified or Undead," Robart concluded. "And everything that was green is grey. Tis a real shame."

An hour later, we came to the first rise that would take us into the mummified remains of the Serpentine Forest Preserve. Three stands of rusted chain-link fence marked the boundary of the woodland, presumably to deter poachers back when there had been animals to poach. Pale mist rolled out of the Deadwoods, defying the warmth of the springtime sun. The trees at the periphery looked almost as if they were lacquered black stone and not wood. This close to the edge, the trees were smaller than in the central regions. Here they were only a hundred feet tall and ten feet in diameter. The trees had no leaves, and the sharp ends of the branches reminded me of vultures' talons.

Rather than being even slightly inviting the Deadwoods appeared both hostile and cold. Indeed, my sensors detected a fifteen degree drop in temperature and the humidity now approached zero. More ominously, my math coprocessor reported the local value of pi had dropped to 3.14131xx. I communicated this fact to my liege.

"Don't worry about that, lad," Robart reassured. "The Deadwoods has its own ruleset, but it hasn't become a full-blown Stillpoint, yet."

The word "yet" stuck in my mind. I knew that my track record on luck was a poor one indeed.

Robart ordered me to stop before we entered the forest proper. He wrote out two quick notes, one to Talon and one to his wife, Moira. He rolled up the notes and stuck them into two whirligigs and sent them aloft. He watched wistfully as the two tiny bubbles flew away towards their intended recipients.

He got back into the Highrider truck and commanded, "Roll on, lad. No time like the present to see what this hellhole has in store."

Forty-Six: The Deadwoods

The Central Scenic Highway was originally designed as a medium-speed thoroughfare connecting Cape North and Touchstone. Back in the pre-Scaxathrom days, the high point of the journey had been the Serpentine Forest Preserve. Now it was one of the most dangerous areas on the entire planet.

I launched the truck through the invisible dividing line between the Deadwoods and the surrounding land. Lord Robart was right: the Serpentine Forest Preserve had its own ruleset. The three humanoids made reflexive motions to hold their ears from the sudden sharp pain of the transition. The difference in air pressure and temperature made their ears “pop”.

"Damn!" Dulgar exclaimed. "You'd think we'd get used to it after the first few times."

"Hurts like a self-fornicating fatherless prostitute!" Vincent exclaimed. "And there's even less energy here than out there."

"Well, lads," Robart said, rubbing the sides of his head, "we made it through, so we might as well keep going."

The Gunslinger was right about one thing: the Deadwoods seemed to have either a lower ambient energy level or it exuded an energy-dampening field. Either way, my operating system reported a 15% reduction in my Theoretical Engine's energy production. The hybrid batteries in the truck lost a similar quantity of power as well.

And that was not all: the Deadwoods looked grey and black because color did not exist here. Vincent's blue wings looked grey. Dulgar's leather armor looked charcoal and not brown. Even my diagnostic window displayed in monochrome. It was also colder. There was no wind and no sounds other than those we made ourselves. 

And yet, despite the silence, I felt the heavy gaze of some unseen scrutiny. It was as if the dead trees could see us and watched us as we slowly trundled by along the ancient highway. The highway paving machine evidently had passed this way, however, as evidenced by smooth and unmarked condition of the right-hand lane. Perhaps it was the denizens of the Deadwoods that had given the ancient drone its recent dents and scars. 

"Nothing's even attacked us, but it feels like it could happen at any round," Robart observed.

"You won't have to wait too long, I'm sure," Vincent said, checking to make sure his gun was fully loaded -- for the tenth time.

I instructed my operating system to begin converting my steel combat nails into silver. My arsenal typically included four such shots, but I had no doubt that I would need much more than that. Direct molecular conversion required quite a bit of energy, and raw power was in short supply at the moment. Still, it was best prepare the best way one could. 

The truck slowed as the energy dipped by a few more percentiles. I tried starting the internal combustion engine, but all it did was sputter and pop. I retracted the temporarily-useless solar sail and lowered our speed to 5 MPH. 

I saw Victor unfurl his wings, and the monochrome pattern flickered in a new, staccato rhythm. At the same time, I felt a nearly imperceptible "tapping" sensation all over the surface of my exoskeleton. I asked Victor what was happening.

"In’m scanning for invisible objects," the Gunslinger said. "I can't shake the notion that we're being observed."

"How are you accomplishing that?" I asked.

"Echolocation," Vincent said, as if the process was so ordinary that he was surprised that I even asked. "Solid things, even if invisible, will still reflect an ultrasonic wave."

"Ye are full o' useful tricks!" Robart said appreciatively.

"You better believe it," Valentine agreed.

"And humble too," Dulgar reminded us.

"Hey," Vincent rebutted, "humility is for people who aren't confident in their abilities. I am the greatest, so there's no use in denying reality, right?"

"Gee," Dulgar said sarcastically, "that must be both a bright blessing and a dark curse."

"You're right," Vincent said, obviously missing the jab. "It's a tough job, but somebody's got to do it."

Dulgar and Robart grinned at the Fey's unintentional arrogance. He probably did believe what he said about himself.

Over the next few miles, the dead woodland thickened with the petrified trunks of ancient trees. Many of these sentinels stood over a hundred feet high and a dozen feet wide, while perhaps one in twenty were gigantic specimens thirty feet wide and hundreds of feet high. This far into the Deadwoods proper, the trees were so smooth and black that they nearly appeared wet. Indeed, they could nearly be dark, curved mirrors, like polished metal pipes perhaps. I found it incredible that they had ever been alive, green, and growing. They appeared no more organic than my exoskeleton.

All the while, I felt the tap-tap-tap of Vincent's scan. He spoke very little, and I assumed that his power of echolocation took no small amount of concentration. Then again, the energy dampening effect of this domain, combined with the monochromatic gloom, did not make for ready conversation. Dulgar seemed preoccupied as well. Although the link between us did not let me read his mind, per se, I had the impression that the landscape was reminding him of some melancholy memory. I wondered what it was. I thought to ask, and yet somehow I didn't have the will to do so. Perhaps it was an effect of the Deadwoods. 

It wasn't much further up the road when Victor did speak up.

"We're about to come under attack," the Gunslinger announced, drawing his twin pistols in a fluid motion. "Stop the truck!"

I agreed that it was unlikely that the truck, in its current energy-dampened state, could outrun even the weakest and slowest predators that haunted the Deadwoods.

"Where are they?" Robart asked, drawing Symmetrika's Hope to the ready position.

"Eight of them, coming from the south," Victor said with a look of concentration on his face. "They're all invisible, but they're solid enough. And they're flying."

"How big are they?" Dulgar asked. He started loading the shotgun he had liberated at Trevor's Watch.

"About as big as a medium-sized dog," the Gunslinger confirmed.

I didn't see anything. I launched my probe in the hope that its optics would see what I could not. But my probe saw only the same thing I did: the road and the strange petrified trees.

Vincent, however, actually closed his eyes, drew, and fired. The great pistol issued a thunderclap report and struck true. A pile of shattered bones hit the truck's windshield and rancid feathers drifted past. Destroyed, the creature's invisibility cloak discharged. The creature looked like it could have once been a raven or some other carrion bird, albeit much larger than any normal specimens I had previously observed.

"Hey!" Dulgar cried out as an invisible bird clawed a long, jagged tear in his leather armor.

"Symmetrika's Hope: Shine like the sun!" Robart commanded. The sword glowed for a moment, but then its light failed. Apparently the angel sword had not yet recovered enough of a charge to be "called" upon. Instead, Robart gave a blind swing at an invisible avian as it flew by. 

But in the moment that the sword had shown, I noticed something interesting. Reflections of our attackers were visible in the glossy trunks of the trees around us. The naked eye could not perceive them, and yet they cast reflections.

I could do something with this, I thought.

I engaged my math coprocessor and instructed it to extrapolate the positions of the Undead birds based upon their reflections.

[Engaging Calculus-3 formulae group. Adding ambient reflective surfaces to shape table. Performing approximated tessellation. Extruding targets from tessellation. Creating mathematical model from shape table. Compiling virtual targeting environment: this action will take two rounds. Proceed? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative, although in the midst of combat, two rounds felt like two hours.

Dulgar cried out as three hidden birds tore at his armor. A spray of blood flew as one of them tore a shallow gash in his face. Robart swung angrily with his sword and cursed the foulest and most terrible oaths. Two more gashes mysteriously appeared across his back.

"I really need to unpack that plate mail one of these times," my liege said to no one in particular. I knew that Robart disliked wearing heavy plate, but it would have made him invincible in this instance.

Vincent unleashed two shots at the hidden menaces. A bundle of feathered bones struck Dulgar in the face, while another pile landed in the back of the truck.

Dulgar guessed at the location of one by blind luck. He created a mathematical cube in midair, and the captured raven-thing thudded and thunked inside its containment.

"Damn these things ta hell!" Robart cursed, swinging ineffectually as an invisible talon ripped the entire sleeve off his leather jacket.

"I think they've already been damned," Dulgar said dryly.

"Have some lead poisoning, you self-fornicating piece of dried-up, fly-swarming bovine excrement!" Victor yelled as he pulled the trigger. A packet of bones hit one of the tree trunks.

[Mathematical model complete. Engaging virtual targeting environment.]

My status window displayed a wireframe representation of the truck, my friends, and the nearby trees -- all in dark grey outline. The four remaining hostile creatures appeared as white wedges. I knew that I could fire at will, but also that I must not move from my current position or else my math coprocessor would have to spend another two rounds recalculating the targeting model.

"Nailgun: Combat nails," I commanded and shot twice. The first missile erred wide, striking a tree, but the second shot hit dead center and nailed the Undead bird to another tree trunk. Its invisibility cloak flickered then abated, and I saw the feathered skeleton twitch and rattle for a few segments before being consumed by the Second Death.

"Good shooting," Vincent complemented, and then blew away two more.

Only one remained, and it was ensnared by Dulgar's mathematical cube.

"To let it go would just be a crushing defeat," Dulgar said as he scribbled a new formula onto his glass tablet. The cube began shrinking. Within a round, I heard a satisfying crunch as the creature contained was compacted into a collection of bent feathers and pulverized bones.

"Ye lads have really done it!" Robart said proudly and sheathed his weakly luminous sword.

"And to think," Dulgar said wryly, "you originally hired me as a tailor."

"After what these wee beasties did to my armor, it's a good thing ye have a way with needle and thread," Robart agreed, picking his shredded sleeve off the dusty pavement.

"I didn't say I'm a miracle worker," Dulgar replied. "But I'll see what I can do. You might want to wear your real armor tomorrow."

"Aye," Robart agreed.

We got back into the truck and slowly trundled forward. Dulgar's facial wound turned out to be less severe than it initially appeared. But then, my medical database indicated that even trivial facial lacerations tended to bleed copiously. Once he bandaged his face, he began sewing the tattered shreds of Robart's jacket back into something resembling leather armor. Vincent remained in the back of the truck, performing the duty of sentinel. All the while we drove, I felt the steady tap-tap-tap of his echolocation. I was impressed that he could maintain such a tedious duty. 

It wasn't until an hour later that I first noticed a few intermittent pauses in his scan. Then the pauses grew longer. By the third hour, I felt the scan vibration maybe one round in six. Despite this gap in security, I could not muster the will to speak. I noticed my three friends had also lapsed into silence after the previous melee had ended. 

Why was that? What was it about the Deadwoods that made us like a band of mutes?

It wasn't much later when a spied a sign ahead that read "Rest Stop: Vending Machines".

"Might as well stop and rest," Lord Robart said, breaking the silence. It was just as well, I silently agreed. The truck's battery packs were already drained to 14% despite having been driven for only five hours.

I pulled off at the next exit ramp. The rest stop compound consisted of a collection of four buildings: two public restrooms, an abandoned shop that once sold Serpentine Forest trinkets and collectibles, and a smaller building that housed the promised vending machines. The parking lot was abandoned with the exception one gigantic freight carrier. The faded lettering on the side of the truck read "OmniRetail: Low Wages Bring You Low Prices!" Where the driver had vanished to was anyone's guess.

"Ye know, lads," Robart said slyly, "I'll bet that freighter's packed with all kinds o' things!"

"Oh brother," Dulgar groaned.

I advised my liege that the vending machine barn was the most defensible of the four buildings, as the door appeared lockable and the windows were reinforced with metal grates, presumably with the idea of preventing theft. I parked the truck nearby and engaged its charging mode. The Highrider's operating system informed me that the desired operation was occurring at only 84% of the usual rate. That did not surprise me.

The gloom of the dispenser shack was quickly dispersed by my sodium floodlamps. The lighting seemed harsher than usual under the odd monochrome ruleset of the Deadwoods. And despite the brightness of my lamps, it seemed as if tiny pockets of darkness remained in the corners of the floor and ceiling. Could the darkness ever really be abated in a place like this?

The room was a sixteen-by-sixteen feet square. A group of four machines lined three of the walls. One group sold canned beverages, another sold snacks, and a third sold tobacco products. They all took credit wands instead of coins, much to Robart's consternation.

"I've got their 'credit rod' right here," my liege said, brandishing his thief's picks. 

As usual, the first beverage machine proved to not be locked in any "significant" way, according to Robart’s definition of the word. After six rounds of tinkering and picking, Robart slid the machine's storage cabinet open and announced proudly, "We've got 'Smiley', 'Volt Cola', 'Gerald's Ginger Beer', 'Diet Smiley', and 'Frostbrand'. What do ye all want?"

While the carbonated, colored-water drinks were apparently still potable even after centuries in storage, Robart was not quite so lucky with the tobacco dispenser. The "Rough Gold" brand cigars turned out to be more "rough" than “gold”. Instead of a smooth, slow smoldering of a high-quality “smoke”, the dried-up cigars actually caught on fire and billowed forth a thick, churning smog that took several rounds to disperse.

"Hell," Robart exclaimed. "Ye could use these as fireplace tinder!" 

The machine next to the "Rough Gold" cabinet apparently sold a brand of chewing tobacco charmingly named "Alomar's Face-Spitting Tobacco" and displayed a swarthy young man arrogantly spitting a black, stringy wad of tobacco juice in some older man's face. 

Nice.

The third bank of machines sold snack foods so heavily laden with preservatives that any who ate them would never require embalming fluid after death. Judging by my friends' complaints, however, the array of chemical additives did nothing to preserve that actual taste of the food.

"There's nothing like a packet o' crisps that taste like wax paper," Robart opined.

"Yeah, and these pretzels taste like twigs," Dulgar added.

"What the hell is a 'gobber' anyway?" Vincent complained. "Damned things are sticking to my teeth like venereal disease to a one-eyed, one-legged, half-priced prostitute!"

Apparently salt, malodextrose, and high fructose corn syrup were the staple ingredients in the old civilization. And for the more diet conscious, there was an artificial sweetener called 'Cormorant' that had no calories or fat, but instead posed the risk of liver failure, retinal pigment loss, heart flutter, kidney stones, and dry mouth in humanoids -- but it was apparently safe for laboratory animals. 

Able cooked a simple meal of pasta with tofu cubes using a can of gelatin fuel. There were no twigs or logs available for gathering. Even the ground-level vegetation had turned to a solid, black, stone-like material that not only would not burn but was strangely cold to the touch. 

Robart wandered over to the OmniRetail freighter and picked the lock. With a grinding shriek, the cargo doors reluctantly swung open. At first, Robart looked dumbfounded. But then he let loose a bellow of laughter that suggested that the sight was funny, but in a cosmic sort of way

"Unbelievable, lad," my liege said, beckoning me over to him.

The truck contained boxes and boxes of exercise equipment. The containers all featured unbelievably athletic young men and women who appeared in a state on near-ecstasy from the act of using machines with catchy names like "Stair Stalker" and "Treadmaster". 

"What a pile o' junk!" Robart exclaimed and shut the cargo doors back in place. "If ye can't even give it away, it's certainly nae worth stealin'," he added sagely.

The sky grew dark with evening. I could not say the sun set, for Gai's light did not penetrate the canopy of the Deadwoods. Although I kept my floodlamps at maximum intensity, the darkness seemed triumphant and tangible. There was no buffer area of dimness. Instead, the light simply ended fifty feet in all directions as if a spherical wall of darkness threatened to swallow us. I left my probe inside the snack shack in order that my friends might have its illumination throughout the dark night. 

"I hate this place," Dulgar told me through the probe. "There just isn't enough light. It feels like your lamps could fail at any moment and then we'd be swallowed by the night."

"You sure know how ta cheer a man up," Robart chided.

I ran a quick diagnostic on my floodlamps and the probe and then said, "My lights will not fail."

The three humanoids played poker for a while until Dulgar stash of "gobbers" were depleted. Then Robart and Vincent played two games of chess. The Fey was an unskilled player and had no real instinct for the game. I could tell that Robart easily beat him in the first game, and I observed him purposefully playing below his level so that the second game might last a few extra moves. When they were ready to retire, Robart asked that I keep the lights on.

"I haven't said this since I was a wee lad," Robart said sheepishly. "But I don't like the kind o' darkness this place has ta offer. Ye've got ta keep the lights burnin' till the night ends."

"Understood," I replied.

I noticed that Robart unsheathed Symmetrika's Hope and laid it next to his sleeping roll. It's dim glow seemed to reassure my liege. I wondered how long it would take before the weapon was back to full power.

It took a long time before my friends fell asleep, and even when they did, they turned restlessly inside their sleeping rolls. When midnight came, however, the dark spots in the corners dimmed further and expanded. I saw the eight amorphous pockets silently combine into two larger blobs of inky blackness.

"Awaken," I announced. "You are in danger."

Robart, Dulgar, and the Fey shot up as if I had thrown a bucket of iced water on them. They drew their weapons as the two apparitions that formed in the corners. 

"What the hell are these things?" Robart asked.

"Beats me," Vincent replied noncommittally, but had his guns drawn nonetheless.

Dulgar drew a mathematical ward between them and the two black shapes. They expanded and took on a vaguely humanoid form.

"We remember your crimes, father," they said in unison, pointing stubby, blobbly arms at Robart.

"Excuse me?" Robart said incredulously.

"When we were thine, ye did not treat us so fine," they chanted in a sad sort of way.

"Who are you?" My liege asked, apparently genuinely curious.

"You said we'd be dressed in crimson fine. But crimson was our own hearts' blood."

"I don't think these two really hear me," Robart said to Dulgar, who nodded in agreement.

The two dark spirits continued their lamentation.

"Our curse is ever upon thee:

Seven years as a fish in the flood.

Seven years as a bird in the wood.

Seven years as a warning bell.

Seven years in the flames of Hell!"

They made an arcane gesture with their stubby arms and dissolved back into the corners. The two large blobs divided back into eight and reverted back into the dark spots that had been manifest since this afternoon.

"Well, that was an odd thing," Robart exclaimed and scratched his beard. Since he had not been transformed into a bird, a fish, or a bell, nor was he on fire, I concluded that the curse did not work.

"I'd shoot, but I don't feel like being killed by a ricochet," Vincent proclaimed.

"This place is a real drag," Dulgar added. "It reminds me too much of Scaradom."

“That was just too strange ta start thinkin’ about this late at night. I’m going back ta bed,” Robart declared. The others offered no argument.

I resumed my post. After half an hour, my friends had once again passed into a restless slumber. Vincent slept with a loaded gun under his pillow.

I wondered how they could sleep at all knowing that the two desolate spirits of dead children remained in the room with them. Their manifestation had not been harmful, but had been nonetheless disquieting. In some ways, it had been like watching a recording of a haunting, rather than a real spiritual attack.

It was an hour later when I heard the grinding clattering of bones of some monster approaching. I could hear it coming, but the forest was a mask of opaque blackness where my sodium lamps did not extend. But I did not have to wonder for long as to what manner of attacker I would face.

A bear, in skeletal form, bounded into the illuminated region. It gave a wheezy roar (somehow, despite having no internal organs) and stood on its hind legs in challenge. It was about seven feet tall, so it wasn’t a grizzly; a brown bear, perhaps. Its bones were black, shiny and smooth, almost as if they had been painted and lacquered. Grey coals flickered in its eye sockets, and I wondered what color they would have been without the enforced monochrome. It roared again.

I raised my shield and invoked my sword and circular saw.

The bear charged me at a surprising speed. One moment I was standing, and the next moment I was flat on my back with a skeleton-monster clawing at my shield. The bear also generated an area effect of coldness, as indicated by my sensors reporting a twenty degree temperature drop.

I swiped at the creature with my power saw. The whirring blade bit deeply into the bear’s rib cage, sending tiny bits of bone shards over my chest plate. The bear roared and shattered a shield facet with one of its razor-sharp claws and dug a deep score into my upper torso with its other paw before the missing pane rotated out of position.

“Need any help?” Dulgar asked, appearing in my field of vision wearing just a nightshirt and wielding his shotgun.

“Yes,” I answered without elaboration.

Dulgar put the barrel of his massive firearm right up to the monster’s skull and pulled the trigger. The head exploded into a hundred fragments. The rest of the bones lost cohesion and basically fell apart. The thunderous report awakened Lord Robart and Vincent Valentine. They stumbled out with sword and pistol.

“Save any fighting for us?” Robart asked.

“Nope,” Dulgar replied.

“Good,” he said. “I’m goin’ back ta bed -- again.”

I righted myself and invoked my regeneration subroutine. Even with the energy-dampening effect of the Deadwoods, I would be able to recover the 7% structural integrity loss by dawn.

Things settled down again. The Deadwoods became silent once more. In regeneration mode, my sodium lamps could only penetrate twenty feet into the darkness. The shadows seemed even darker than they had before. It was almost as if the darkness was anti-light rather than mere lack of light. It was good that Constructs were immune to the psychological frailty known as claustrophobia. If it was possible, I would certainly be feeling a crushing, oppressive sensation of being gradually closed in by the darkness.

But that condition did not last long. The Hour of the Wolf came and everything changed.

The darkness retreated and became ordinary night. I looked up and saw a crescent sliver of the Watcher beaming down its cool, steady glow. And the color came back to the world. My sodium lamps shown in their usual cheerful peach radiance. Shadows softened and appeared less sinister. The trees no longer appeared stony and lacquered. Now they simply looked like ordinary dead trees. And it felt like the entire weight of the Deadwoods lifted from my shoulders. 

No visions came to me, either from the past or future. The Architect was silent as well. But even in this terrible place, this heart of darkness, I felt some measure of peace during this sacred hour, the Hour of the Wolf. The rounds ticked slowly by and I savored each one in the same way Lord Robart savored a good cigar. My energy production returned to full. There was stillness and quiescence in this hour. And knowing that it couldn’t last only made me appreciate it with greater intensity.

It was like being in the calm eye of a vast and powerful hurricane: the sun could shine warmly and the breeze could blow with gentleness, but all around was danger and destruction.

The hour ended and the supernatural darkness reasserted itself with crushing suddenness. My lamps dimmed from peach to grey and my energy production decreased to 84%. The spiritual weight of this place was like having a ship’s anchor tied around my shoulders.

Dawn came a few hours later. The sky brightened but was colorless and drab. The air was chilly and still. I felt like I should awaken my companions, and yet I did not speak. I sent a data message to Able for him to rouse the humanoids. All three looked haggard and tired. I did not entertain the notion that any of them slept well or restfully.

Vincent Valentine faced the part of the sky where the sun should have been and began his morning prayer to the Great Maker. He spread his wings, but the aura of light I had observed the other day only flickered for a moment and then dissipated. And he remained on the ground.

“Damn this place!” Vincent cursed. “Damn this fornicating pocket of dry rot!” He then followed that up with a string of terrible oaths that would have made a pirate blush.

And to think: he had just finished his prayer ritual.

“This forest is already damned,” Dulgar told Vincent miserably. “And I think this is probably going to be the longest shortcut I’ve ever heard of.” 

“You ain’t kiddin,” Vincent agreed. “And I’ve had better rest sleeping in a gutter alongside Beggar’s Row in Rivna.”

“Why did you have to ever do that?” Dulgar asked.

“Some broad lifted my coin purse and my hotel key,” he said. “But I busted her the next day for petty theft. I wasn’t a Gunslinger until this year, but I’ve been a plain-old constable for five years.”

“Nice,” Dulgar replied.

“At least she didn’t hold it against me,” he said philosophically. “After I posted her bail, we had a right vigorous roll in the hay. The room was paid for the whole week after all.”

It seemed odd that a law enforcer would bail out a woman who robbed him. Then again, the mating habits of the Fey didn’t make much sense to me. Robart and Dulgar laughed appreciatively at the tale, however.

Able made a quick breakfast of pancakes and coffee. He also boxed up several dozen canned beverages of various flavors as well as a crate of flavor-free snack packs. No one talked much, although Robart hummed an innocuous Grodon Leadfoot ditty while gulping down his second cup of coffee.

Robart looked wistfully at the OmniRetail truck one final time as we packed up, as if wishing the freighter had contained something useful like clothing or housewares.

The sky looked like a flat slab of cold marble as we ascended the gradual uphill winding highway. I had the impression that the Deadwoods maintained a 50° temperature with close to zero humidity year-round. This was possible because this region had its own ruleset, which was often a precursor to its becoming a full-fledged Stillpoint.

We occasionally passed rest areas described as Scenic Overlooks. We stopped at one so that I could charge the batteries for half an hour or so. I had no doubt that these areas had once been pretty. But now these stops looked over a dry, necrotic valley populated only by glossy black trees. Undead birds flew in their improbable ways (it still confounded me how these animated skeletons flew without feathers). 

Somewhere, in the base of the valley, I saw two skeleton-grizzlies tear each other to pieces. They both stood a dozen feet tall and seemed quite powerful and ferocious even in death. They attacked each other with unthinking, stupid malice. They swiped and clawed at each other with a blind ferocity. In just four rounds, they fought until they had destroyed each other. I found it to have been a profoundly ugly experience. 

Undead scavengers came to steal the bones. Soon there was no evidence that the confrontation had ever happened.

“I hate this place,” Dulgar said, shivering with revulsion.

“Don’t worry lad,” Robart replied, “it hates you too.”

We got back in the truck and continued our ascent. The Highrider’s electric motors seemed curiously reluctant and hesitant as a result of the Deadwoods’ energy-dampening effect. I made a few more unsuccessful attempts at starting the internal combustion engine, but all it did was make a few wheezy chugs and a flat-sounding cough. The batteries depleted rapidly and were down to a few percentiles within two hours. It was only half past noon when I was forced to pull over.

“What’s the matter with it?” Robart asked, referring to the Highrider.

I explained the energy depleting effect of the Deadwoods.

“This is a bonny mess,” my liege replied. “I don’t want ta leave my truck here, but drivin’ four hours a day will nae cut it.”

I formulated a workable plan in which the three humanoids would continue on foot and I would tow the truck in neutral using my grappling hook. My friends walked ahead and I sent my probe to accompany them. I did not like the idea of sending them ahead without my direct protection, but my liege did not want to abandon the Highrider to the Deadwoods.

Fortunately, we were close to the midway point in the Serpentine Forest Preserve and even on foot I predicted that Robart, Dulgar, and Vincent would reach the town of Verdant Watch by nightfall. Likewise, I would likely arrive a little after midnight. The second half of the journey would also be less energy-intensive as the highway would be mostly downhill. According to Wayfinder-1, Verdant Watch was built at the highest part of the 110-mile long Serpentine Range -- a vaguely “S” shaped line of low, smooth mountains.

In its former glory, Verdant Watch would have been a pleasant, temperate place to visit and would have provided the visitor with a breathtaking view of one of the greenest forests on Gaianar. Somehow I doubted that there would be much green left at Verdant Watch now.

The three humanoids and Able made slow, steady progress towards the town. I observed them through my probe’s optics. Of my friends, Able and Vincent seemed most affected by the energy drain. But even Robart and Dulgar trudged with a fatigued, swaying gait. My probe seemed curiously sluggish under the Deadwood’s influence, and the video feed dropped perhaps one frame in ten. For myself, the energy depletion had continued and I felt every percentage point of the 18% power loss as I towed the 6,000 pound truck uphill. 

The rounds passed like hours, and the hours passed like days. It must have been an effect of this bleak place that distorted my sense of time. It felt like the Deadwoods wanted to wear me down. I felt that if I stopped moving I would never be able to start again. So I kept moving.

The sky was just beginning to dim with what passed for evening in this dead, monochrome realm when a pack of skeleton wolves attacked my friends. They had bounded down the sloping road from the direction of town. Like the bear, the animated bones were deep black and shiny like wet paint. Not a scrap of skin or fur remained on any of the five attackers. Their claws and fangs looked almost metallic. Their bony paws made a scraping, tapping sound as they stalked the living prey. It was strange how this place transformed the dead.

“What the hell,” Robart said, drawing the spiritually fatigued Symmetrika’s Hope. The blade seemed slightly brighter than the day before but still far from fully energized.

“A little lead in the head, and they’ll stay dead,” Vincent gloated and fired two shots at the first wolf. The first shot split the creature’s skull while the latter shattered its spine.

Two wolves jumped at Robart in a single coordinated attack. My liege struck one with his sword, cracking several ribs. The other clamped its jaws hard onto Robart’s arm, causing him to drop his favored weapon.

Dulgar boxed one wolf inside a geometric cube, but the other leaped at the Dwarf’s throat, slamming him to the ground.

Vincent kicked the head off Dulgar’s attacker, causing the wolf body to fall apart in a small pile of random bones. The skull continued to growl ineffectually from the roadside.

Robart punched the neck of wolf that was currently trying to chew my liege’s arm off. The first blow cracked the monster’s neck while the second snapped the bones in two. The skull, however, kept doggedly gnawing on my liege’s arm. 

“Get this damned thing off me!” Robart shouted.

I launched my probe’s grappling hook at the skull’s eye sockets and gave it a yank at maximum rewind torque. The top half of the skull flew into the air while the jawbone clattered to the pavement.

“Thanks, lad,” Robart acknowledged.

Dulgar reloaded his shotgun and then dropped the geometric cube that had ensnared that final wolf monster. The enraged creature pounced at the tailor at the same time that the mighty shotgun discharged a blast of iron pellets. With a sound like a thunderclap, the wolf skeleton was obliterated into a pile of bone fragments in which the pieces were no larger than dice.

“Efficient,” Dulgar said.

Robart took off his jacket and observed several deep puncture wounds that slowly oozed blood. In the monochrome realm of the Deadwoods, his blood looked like black ink. My medical database informed me that the risk of infection was surprisingly low, however. The Deadwoods was dead all the way down to the microbial level. For all its horrors and perils, this region was probably more sterile than a Class-100 Clean Room.

Dulgar, too, had some deep lacerations around his neck. Fortunately his attacker missed the carotid artery and jugular vein. Unfortunately, the medical supplies were conveniently housed behind the back seat of the hulking truck that I was currently tugging uphill at the brisk pace of 2.5 miles per hour. So all Robart and Dulgar could do for the moment was mutter a few curses and put their clothes back on.

“Fun shortcut so far,” Dulgar muttered.

“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Robart joked, and then winced as he picked up his sword.

“I left it in Brighton’s beach,” Dulgar said sarcastically. “Back where they have soft beds, hot food, and a warm hearth.”

“When we get ta Touchstone,” Robart said, “ye can sleep in the softest bed in town, and have a table next ta the warmest hearth.”

“Deal,” Dulgar agreed. “This place is chilling me to the bone, even though it’s really not that cold out. I just can’t seem to feel warm.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “I know what ye mean.”

I had wondered if the Deadwood’s power-draining effect had an effect on a biological organism’s energy-generating capabilities. Considering that everything in the Serpentine Forest Preserve was dead, I should have come to this conclusion sooner.

An hour after dark, the foursome a rested a final rise and staggered into Verdant Watch. The town was as dark as a coal sack, and Robart’s depleted angel-sword did little to penetrate the supernatural darkness. Dulgar’s glass tablet cast a feeble glow as well, and seemed ready to fade to black at any moment. Able had slowed considerably as well, but the three humanoids were simply too fatigued to carry him. I sent a ping to his diagnostic subroutine and learned that the Deadwoods was having a much more profound effect on his significantly less powerful Theoretical Engine. His reserves showed only 61% of normal.

“Find somewhere ta rest,” Robart commanded. “I care not where.”

Able stayed with Robart as Dulgar and Vincent searched the darkened main street for something that used to be an inn or a hotel. The darkness did not seem as much of a hindrance to the Fey, who apparently navigated the streets through echolocation. And although Dwarves could see in the infrared spectrum, this talent apparently did Dulgar little good as the high entropy of the Deadwoods had rendered everything a uniform 51°.

“Over here!” Vincent shouted after a few rounds of searching. 

The group congregated in front of a ten-story midrise that declared itself to be the Verdant Luxury Inn & Suites. In the dim glow of Symmetrika’s Hope, I saw that the hotel’s architecture reflected the ostentatious extravagance of the height of the Hoard Lord era. The hotel had huge hexagonal windows, a garage for AUVs, gaudy statues of fifteen-foot-tall coiled vipers on either side of the entry doors (which were 30 feet wide and twenty feet tall). An ornate polished basalt plaque read, in looping calligraphy, “Premium Citizenship Required. Please present your Premium Citizenship ID to the Concierge.”

“Fornicate that!” Vincent cursed. “This dump better be glad for getting any citizens to come here, premium or no.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “Bein’ rich just means ye got a wheelbarrow o’ cash. It nae make ye ‘premium’ anything.”

According to my historical database, the wealthy and powerful families of North Point had conspired to create a two-tier system of citizenship: there were “ordinary” citizens and “premium” citizens. The latter had access to the best schools, best health care, best jobs, and zero-interest taxpayer-funded long-term loans. Premium citizens did not have to pay taxes, however. Moreover, a premium citizen’s vote counted as 1,000 ordinary citizens’ votes. By contrast, an ordinary citizen had access only to mediocre schools and health care (and paid mightily for it), and usually ended up working in factories and sweat shops owned by the triune juggernaut of OmniRetail, Caligara Security, and Wraitheon. 

I conveyed my thought on this matter to my liege.

“Well, if that’s capitalism, the Hoard Lords can keep it,” Lord Robart sneered. “I don’t need ta cheat my employees ta make a good living!”

My friends stepped into the embalmed gloom of the Verdant Inn. I had expected the place to be a swarm of dust and cobwebs, but that was not the case. The Deadwoods had killed off the spiders and insects as surely as it had killed everything else. Indeed, the front desk area looked nearly exactly as it must have appeared the day the ruleset changed, with the exception that everything looked monochromatic.

But that was not exactly true, I reflected.

The furnishings, desks, tables, drapes, and carpeting all seemed to exude a terrible dryness, a thinness that gave the impression that the objects would break or rip or tear with the slightest touch. It was almost as if everything in here had been consumed from inside by a kind of “nothing” that left items technically intact, but were in fact little more than facades with depths better measured in molecules rather than inches.

I tapped a dining table with my probe’s manipulator arm. The table did not crumble to dust and did seem solid enough. Why did I think otherwise?

“Look, Frank,” Robart said, using his usual unnecessary habit of grabbing my probe out of the air and holding it up to his face, “we’re going ta find a room and crash. Bang me on the noggin if ye see any wee beasties coming our way.”

“Understood,” I replied.

Able remained on guard near the front door while the trio of humanoids trudged three flights of stairs and broke down the door to one of the four-room suites. In its heyday, the room must have been quite spectacular indeed. The suite had a mini-kitchen with a fully stocked bar, a living room with an “L” shaped couch that could have easily seated six. Along the north wall, an array of flat-panel displays formed the “entertainment” center. Those portals to live and pre-recorded distractions had been dark for centuries. A book case with various hardback books on a variety of topics stood along the east wall. A cherry wood writing desk accompanied the book case and was stocked with ink pens and Verdant Luxury Inn & Suites stationary -- all unused. The two bedrooms each had a pair of comfortable looking beds fitted with fluffy pillows and soft comforters.

It would have been quite welcoming were it not for the triumphant gloom that my probe, Dulgar’s tablet, and Robart’s sword just couldn’t penetrate. And there was also that pervading sense of “thinness” that made me think everything in here was hollow.

“Am I imagining things, or does everything here somehow seem fake?” Dulgar asked, echoing my own thoughts.

“Aye,” Robart said. “I thought maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me because I’m tired. But it’s like I could walk through these walls like they were made o’ tissue paper.”

“All the stuff in here is solid enough,” Vincent confirmed. “I did an echolocation sounding. But you’re right: something about this place is fornicated counterclockwise and up the rear-end, that’s for sure!”

“How soon can ye be here?” Robart asked.

“ETA: two hours, one turn, six rounds,” I extrapolated.

“Good,” my liege replied. “Ye need not bother wakin’ us up unless there’s fightin’ ta be done.”

“I hope I never come here again,” Victor muttered bitterly. “These woods are sucking the life out of me.”

“I know what you mean,” Dulgar agreed. “Not only does this place make me feel cold to the bone, but I feel like I’ve been dragging a 500 pound weight all day.”

I wondered tangentially if that was a side effect of me tugging a 6,000 pound truck all day.

Before they retired, Robart staggered over the linen closet and started stuffing the contents into his duffel bag.

“Uh... Robart,” Dulgar asked. “What are you doing?”

“Stealin’ the towels, lad,” the nobleman answered logically. “It doesn’t count as a ‘luxury’ stay unless ye steal the towels and soap. And here... I think this bath robe might fit me just fine.”

“Good night, Robart,” Dulgar said sharply.

I sensed that Dulgar had fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep within three rounds of his head hitting the pillow. It was a profound absence of consciousness that bordered on coma. I did not feel sanguine about this development, and I decided that the sooner we left the Deadwoods, the better.

I connected to Able’s sensors so that I could keep better watch on the hotel. The service drone’s energy production had dropped to 53% and his optical processor only captured images at eight frames per segment. At this rate of depletion, the tiny Construct would be immobilized by dawn.

I continued lugging the massive, heavy transport vehicle. Each step was like a journey unto itself. With my energy production down to 79% it felt like I would, at any moment, be unable to continue. In fact, it occurred to me how frighteningly easy it would be to just stop moving and allow the Deadwoods to bleed of my remaining reserves -- and then just rest, forever. It would be nice to rest, at least for a few rounds. 

Or a few turns...

Or forever. 

Death would be restful, and quiet, and lasting. In death, there would be no weights to carry and no fragile lives to safeguard. Would I dream in death? All I had to was give in to the Deadwoods.

But I did not give in. I continued forward, grudgingly towing this hateful weight. 

My labor was not to be in vain, however. At 0:5:1, I trudged into Verdant Watch. The dark of this night was even more oppressive than the night before. My sodium vapor lights only weakly penetrated the blackness in a twenty-five foot spherical region. I could have kept walking up to the Verdant Inn, but instead I located the much-sought Saint Kyle’s Church. I set the truck in recharge mode and walked inside.

My floodlamps worked a little better inside the church and the darkness seemed a bit less victorious here. Perhaps some remnant shred of holy consecration remained in this place. The church was a simple affair: two rows of polished wooden pews, a circular stained glass window aligned along the walls to match the position of each pew. A marble and wood altar stood at the front of the church. And, as I looked at the wall behind the altar, I knew why Robart would never be able to bring the Scrolls of Saint Kyle back to Ex-Libris.

The “scrolls” were not made of paper or any other easily-transportable medium. The scrolls were etched into the walls in the form of two columns of text, each ten feet wide and thirty feet high. The words had been lovingly carved into the grey marble stone -- over twenty-thousand words that told the story of the final battle between the armies of Saint Kyle and Saint Jareth against the Viper Lord and his army of the dead.

Robart would have had to transport the entire church to Ex-Libris. At this point, I thought we would be lucky just to get out of the Deadwoods with our lives.

I said a prayer to the True One, that this place could retain its holiness, and that there would always be people who would stand against evil and darkness regardless of the cost to themselves. I prayed that this foolish shortcut, born of greed and glory-hunting, would not bring about our ruin and doom.

I went out and parked the truck so that it was just inside the perimeter of consecration. Then I connected the charging cable to my on-board power outlet in order to augment the Highrider’s self-charging capability. By the time of the Hour of the Wolf, the batteries were steady at 77% and would charge no further.

My chronometer ticked to 3:0:0 and the Hour of the Wolf commenced. My sodium lamps cut the now-ordinary darkness like a lighthouse beacon. The color returned to the world and my energy generation returned to 100%. The relief was so dramatic and substantial that I did not know how I could face it when the evil and darkness returned 59 rounds from now.

But I would not be permitted to savor this hour the way I had the night before. Time distorted and I sensed the silent words of the Architect. The impression was uncharacteristically urgent and forceful. Indeed, the communion nearly overwhelmed my mind. If telepathic communication made a sound, then the Architect’s thoughts would have been as a sonic boom.

(Get your friends to safety. Do not delay. Do it now!)

That was all that was said. The Hour of the Wolf had passed in what seemed like a single round. I took the Architect’s words seriously however.

I used the probe to tap Robart on the forehead and announced, “Awaken.” Robart grumbled but did not respond otherwise. I tapped him again, which elicited a fly-swatting reflex from my liege. He would not awaken.

I turned my Dulgar. I focused my mind to his mind and thought as intensely as I could: (Get up!)

The dreamless darkness of his unconscious mind dissipated. He opened his eyes and I felt second-hand the abject terror he awakened to.

“Frank!” Dulgar exclaimed. “We’ve got to get out of here! It’s almost too late as it is!”

“I know,” I said through the probe.

Dulgar got up and started shaking Robart in an attempt rouse him. I imagined that my liege’s mind was clouded with the same deep blackness that had enshrouded Dulgar’s. Robart muttered some incoherent curse but remained otherwise comatose. In desperation, Dulgar slapped his employer’s face -- hard.

Robart opened his eyes and grunted, “Thanks. I needed that.”

“All in a day’s work,” Dulgar replied.

“Don’t get used to it,” Robart said.

It proved nearly impossible to awaken the Fey, but he finally responded to having a bucket of water thrown on him.

“Bloody hell!” Vincent cursed, and kept on cursing.

“Why did it get so cold?” Robart asked.

“It didn’t,” Dulgar explained. “It only feels colder because we’re dying. That’s why we’ve got to leave!”

“I’m starving to death,” Vincent complained. “There’s no energy in this hell hole. It’s sucking me dry.”

They packed up in three rounds. Dulgar grabbed the now-inert service drone and packed him into the back of the Highrider. Robart stumbled out carrying his cache of stolen towels and a box of booze bottles from behind the bar.

“One for the road, so ta speak,” Robart explained as he buckled himself into the passenger seat.

I launched the truck and floored it to the maximum battery-only speed of 20 miles per hour. Half a mile past Verdant Watch, the road turned downward. I put the transmission in neutral and let gravity do the rest. Within a few rounds, we were up to a brisk 35 MPH.

“I stopped feeling cold,” Vincent announced. “In fact, I don’t feel anything at all.”

“Aye, lad,” Robart agreed. “My arm stopped hurting too.”

This was not a promising development, I reflected.

“I can see in the dark,” Vincent said in an eerily flat voice.

“I’m tryin’ ta remember why we were in such a hurry,” Robart added.

We drove on in silence. The winding road kept on its steady downward descent. I coaxed 45 MPH out of the Highrider. If I could maintain this speed, we would emerge from the Deadwoods around 5:1:5, which would make it just before dawn.

But that thought was interrupted when I began to hear a dirge-like song coming through the link between Dulgar’s mind and my own. I asked my friend what it was.

“It’s the Song of the Deadwoods,” Dulgar said distantly. “It’s a song of death. It’s beautiful.”

“Aye, lad,” Robart agreed. “A bonny tune it is -- shame we’re leavin’.”

“We should stay,” Vincent suggested. 

I needed fifteen more rounds to clear the Deadwoods, but things were going downhill in more ways than one.

“We can become like they are,” Robart said ominously.

“If you have no fear, the Deadwoods will welcome you,” Vincent predicted.

“I will not fear such a beautiful place,” Robart said. “Not now that I can see in the dark.”

Fight the song, I thought at Dulgar. I lend you my strength. I am your Protector.

I will, and I do, Dulgar thought back.

“We should stay, Frank,” Robart commanded.

“I have to disobey, my liege,” I said as respectfully as I could under the circumstances.

“I’ll make you stop!” Robart roared suddenly. His eyes were all pupils and no irises

He unsheathed Symmetrika’s Hope, but then dropped it on the floor of the truck with a howl of pain. Robart’s hand was sizzled black where the sword’s hilt had rejected its master.

“I want to stay!” Robart shouted, and punched me in the side of my helmet.

“I’ll make him stop,” Vincent said and sequentially discharged six shots into the back of my head. The bullets passed through my helmet and shattered the windshield.

“Die, machine, die!” Robart screamed, punching me again and again.

My head was a caved-in ruin, so I switched to the probe’s optics so that I wouldn’t wreck the Highrider. I raised my shield against my employer and my friends. I never thought that would happen. 

Dulgar did his best to not attract attention. I did not blame him. He was fatigued, his mind was comprised, and his soul was hanging by a thread. 

Three rounds.

Vincent unloaded his other revolver at my shield. Robart was nearly hit by a ricochet. 

“What does it take to kill you?!” Vincent screamed.

“A lot more than you’ve got,” I replied. 

Robart’s flesh started pulling back from his face in a rictus grin.

“So black, so black, is paradise!” Robart declared, a breath of frost issuing from his mouth.

“We have become like they are,” Vincent said in exultation. I could see his skull underneath his flesh. “Now we have the Song of Death.”

One round.

“You’ll never understand, you useless bucket of bolts!” Robart shouted in hateful desperation. “How dare you steal us from this black paradise!”

I saw the perimeter boundary ahead. We were cruising at nearly 80 miles per hour when we crossed back into the normal ruleset and out of the Deadwood’s influence. Color returned and the ethanol engine sparked to life. The three humanoids shrieked in agony as if they had been whipped in their faces. 

“So bright!” Robart cursed.

“The pain... Torture!” Vincent screamed at the same time.

“Frank, look out!” Dulgar warned as the road suddenly banked left. The warning sign read “Safe Speed 30 MPH”. We were going 80.

The Highrider flew over the guard rail and cut a tree in half as it flew its brief flight into the night sky. The crash monitor triggered and filled the passenger compartment with thick white foam. We crashed to the ground and the truck rolled over again and again. The sound of breaking glass and twisting metal was nearly as loud as my friends’ screams of terror. With a final jarring thud, we came to a stop.

The Highrider transmitted its damage report, but I could not bring myself to open the file. I simply instructed it to begin regenerating. I began my own regen cycle as well.

The foam dissipated, and I heard the sound of bitter weeping. It was Robart. The pall of death had left him and he appeared as normal as possible, given the circumstances.

“I am ruined, and my honor is broken” Robart said bitterly and without a trace of accent. “How can you ever forgive me for what I’ve done to you?”

Forty-Seven: The Way Forward

I was immobilized for a few rounds as the energy-draining effects of the Deadwoods slowly dissipated. The truck was a steaming, smoking, twisted ruin. As the sun rose, I realized that we had cheated death twice: first by escaping the Serpentine Forest Preserve with our souls intact, and second by surviving an automobile accident of epic proportion. My probe surveyed the crash site and I saw uprooted shrubs, torn earth, and flattened grasses along the steep slope of a three hundred foot embankment. The truck was lodged against a huge boulder that stopped it from tumbling an additional two-hundred feet.

The three humanoids were still in varying degrees of shock. Vincent Valentine cradled the sun-sphere in his hands (the holy symbol of the Fey who worshipped their deity called the Great Maker) and chanted some bleak-sounding, penitential rite in the native language of that race. Robart just kept rocking back and forth and muttered “I’m sorry” over and over again. Dulgar was having a rather unpleasant flashback to the time when his mind had been touched by the suicide-wraiths of Scaradom.

The doors were jammed shut from the significant structural damage sustained in the wreck. I activated my circular saw and began cutting the driver’s side door open. Sparks flew and metal shrieked as the spinning blade sliced through the misshapen metal. The cabin filled up with faint blue smoke. The irritated coughing this elicited from my friends at least confirmed that they had indeed not become Undead.

I creaked the door open and repeated the procedure in order to extricate my friends. By this time, the sun had cleared the horizon and a cool, crisp wind blew from the north. 

My friends stiffly climbed out of the wreckage and lay down in the tall green grass. Robart closed his eyes and fell almost instantly into an exhausted sleep. He looked like he had lost ten pounds during the two days we had spent in the Deadwoods. My medical database theorized that his metabolism must have ramped up to well above the normal level in response to the pervasive energy-draining effect of the Deadwoods. The Fey, likewise, had already looked trim before. Now his physique bordered on gaunt. He stared wide-eyed at the sun and his wings were stretched out across the grass. He was harvesting as much energy as he could, as fast as he could. Only Dulgar looked unaffected, possibly due to the unique bond he and I shared.

I reactivated Able. His energy reserves were rapidly replenishing and his operating system reported that he would be functional again in fourteen rounds. I took this time to clear an area suitable for a small cooking fire.

“That was the worst shortcut ever,” Dulgar said, standing up shakily.

“Agreed,” I replied. The sewer system in Myracannon had run a close second in my opinion, however.

“I can’t take being in that place again,” Dulgar continued. “It feels like I used up every reserve I had just to get the hell out of that place. I don’t know how it will be if I ever again have face the voices of the dead.”

“It may happen nonetheless,” I said truthfully.

“I know,” Dulgar agreed. “My mind and spirit feel violated. It’s as if I have been made spiritually dirty.”

“It will pass,” I consoled. I hoped that I was telling the truth.

Dulgar said nothing else for quite some time. In the interval, Able’s power-on self-test completed and I commanded him to start a small cooking fire for brewing coffee once I located some firewood. I understood that many humanoids viewed coffee as a nearly-sacred beverage. 

The Highrider’s operating system informed me that the truck would be drivable in four days and fully repaired in seven. My own regeneration would take only a day, as my Theoretical Engine had only to repair my helmet and pop out a few dents sustained in the crash.

The damage to my friends’ minds... I did not know how long it would take for the trauma to heal -- if it would ever heal. I would know more in a few days. Dulgar drew psychic strength from me, and that support allowed him to function. He did not know consciously that he did so, nor did I tell him. I had strength to give.

Robart slept uneasily for several hours and Vincent kept clenching his fists reflexively. His wings shimmered myriad shades of blue as they gathered light from the sun -- even as he slept. Even now, his injuries seemed to close and heal in real time. His sun sphere actually shone with its own light. It was then that I realized how he had recovered so quickly: his holy symbol also functioned as a healing amulet. I wondered how often it could function and how long it took to recharge.

I left Able to watch over my friends as I slowly climbed the hill back to the highway in search of additional firewood for this evening. I knew that the service drone would be unable to ascend a 60° incline. At the top of the hill, I saw the deep black skid marks leading up to the shattered retaining wall. I did find what I was looking for, however. A dead tree that had obviously been struck by lightning several years ago now lay along the opposite side the road. It was dry and brittle, and looked to be prime firewood.

I spent an hour slicing the tree into 3” discs, stuffed them into a duffel bag, and returned to the wreckage that also doubled as our camp site. Able started a fire and brewed a steaming pot of fresh coffee. The aromatic vapor had a revitalizing effect on my friends. 

Robart just looked at me in shame. I wanted to tell him that he did not injure me in any fundamental, that I would soon be whole, and that I did not hold him or Vincent accountable for what had happened. But even now, with two full years of sentience, I still had difficulty expressing myself to my friends. PROBLEM? Has it been two years? I haven’t been tracking the passage of time that closely in the story, but you might want to double-check this.
“My liege,” Dulgar said kindly to Robart, “you know that Frank doesn’t blame you, and he does forgive you.”

Robart took a miserable gulp from his coffee mug but still did not face me directly.

“Can that be true?” Lord Robart asked shakily.

“Yes,” I said truthfully. 

“But how can I ever forgive myself?” My liege asked.

“One must try,” I replied.

“That was a rhetorical question, lad,” Robart said bitterly. “But you’re right: I must try. I will try.”

Robart was quiet and reclusive for the rest of the day. When Vincent finally awakened, he kept muttering about how he was freezing cold. He aimed his wings at the sun and they shimmered and shimmered. It was as if he was trying to make the sun purge all traces of the Deadwoods’ darkness from his soul.

The day went on like that. I left Vincent and Robart alone.

Night came, and I chopped more wooden discs in order to build a truly large fire. From a security standpoint it was not such a good idea, but after the two days of frigid monochromatic despair, it seemed like a good idea to create something that generated warmth, color, and comfort.

Vincent and Robart ate their evening meal over a mere handful of words and then stared at the flickering, sparking campfire. The burning discs of dry wood crackled cheerfully and sent tiny orange sparks into the night sky. Dulgar roasted a sausage over the flames until it was brown and thoroughly crisped. He chewed on it thoughtfully and then came over to me where I stood watch next to the truck.

“Our ride seems to be putting itself back together pretty quickly,” Dulgar said, looking at the much-distressed Highrider. It was probably for the best that Construct Bob was not present to view the harsh treatment his prized jewel had encountered.

“Agreed,” I said. “It shall be drivable in three days.”

Already some of the big dents were popping out and the frame was beginning to straighten. I noticed, too, that the headlights and flood lamps had regenerated. The highly complicated trimode hybrid transmission would take the longest time to repair. Forty of the 144 battery packs had also ruptured on impact. It was only pure chance that the highly reactive chemicals had not caught on fire before the crash foam had activated.

“Well,” Dulgar added, “as soon as we can put distance between us and that soul-sucking hell hole, the better I’ll feel. I’m sick of places that remind me of Scaradom.”

“That prospect is satisfactory,” I agreed.

We watched the fire for a while. My friend lit a cigar and slowly puffed on the smoldering tube. I found it odd that humanoids seemed to actually enjoy breathing in smoke, despite the fact that it provided nothing useful for their nutritional or metabolic needs. 

“Do you think that Vincent and Robart will be okay?”

“Robart, yes,” I replied. “I do not know enough about Vincent Valentine to make an estimation.”

Indeed, my “yes” was a bit of a stretch. I calculated a 61% chance that Lord Robart would be sufficiently recovered for travel within three days. But I also estimated a 77% chance that he suffered at least a moderate, long-lasting psychological injury. But I did not say this.

“But you really think he’s going to be as screwed up as I was after Scaradom,” Dulgar challenged.

Sometimes there was a downside to the spiritual bond between us.

“Yes,” I admitted.

“I was thinking the same thing,” he said.

The humanoids retired for the evening and left Able and I to stand guard for the night. By midnight my helmet had regenerated sufficiently for me to transfer my sensory input back to my body and thus recall the probe. 

When the Hour of the Wolf came, the spiritual weight of evil lifted from the land. I climbed up to the highway and looked at the Deadwoods again. With the powers of death in temporary abeyance, the forest appeared almost ordinary. But I would not be fooled again. In the sacredness of the Hour, I formulated a prayer:

Universal Deity, I petition you: may it come to pass that the psychic damage done to my friends be undone. Let the memory of the Deadwoods fade from their minds. I do not believe that they sinned, but I ask that you grant them the power to forgive themselves. By word, action, and sigil, so let it be.

I sliced some more firewood and returned to the campsite. The orange embers brightened to amber as they consumed the wooden discs. I made sure that my friends had light and warmth throughout the night.

Dawn came, and Robart was more like his usual self. Vincent’s morning devotions were a bit more fervent than usual, but he at least wasn’t muttering to himself as he had the day before. I watched him fly in the morning light and he reminded me of a giant, shining blue butterfly. His energy halo seemed nearly restored. Perhaps another day or so of rest would see him physically fit.

My own structural integrity had also returned to maximum. My operating system informed me that I had another upgrade available (for a total of two now) and another available data module. I did not use any of them, however. It was best to save them for a time of crisis.

“What did we actually do yesterday, lad?” Robart asked me over breakfast, and looked confused. “I remember you waking us up at the Verdant Hotel, and then I remember getting up in the middle of the night ta ‘shake the snake’ and thinking ta myself ‘how did I get here and what the hell happened to th’ truck?’ And then I realized that a whole day passed by somehow.”

I told my liege that his memory lapse was likely the result of a mild concussion sustained in the accident. It had the possibility of not being a lie.

“Aye,” Robart acknowledged. “But that doesn’t explain how you got shot full of holes.”

“That is correct,” I admitted. “It does not.”

“Ye saved our arses again, didn’t ye?” Robart asked.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“I’ll nae ask further,” my liege agreed wisely.

The tires on the truck reinflated around noon. Dulgar busied himself sewing closed all the holes in the party’s leather armor. Vincent field-stripped and cleaned his revolvers then reassembled them with the same craft and care of a master watchmaker. Robart trimmed his beard using a tiny pair of scissors and a hand-sized steel mirror. His hands still shook somewhat, which was probably the reason he decided to forgo the straight razor.

There was conspicuously little to do the rest of the day. Robart played a few unsatisfying games of chess with the Fey. Even with knights’ odds, Vincent just lacked the patience to think far enough ahead to succeed in what was essentially a mathematical exercise. Later in the day, the humanoids switched to poker, which seemed more satisfactory to all concerned.

By evening the Highrider had regenerated the windows, radiator, axles, and batteries. All that remained at this point was to repair the transmission. The truck’s diagnostics estimated that primary repair operations would be completed by 9:4:2 tomorrow and that the low priority cosmetic repairs would be finished in three more days. 

As night came, Robart approached me as I stood watch near the truck. He had a worried look about him.

“Lad,” Robart said, “my sword’s still in the truck, but I’ve been afraid to go get it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“There’s a burn mark on my hand,” my liege explained. “And it’s in the shape of the hilt.”

Robart showed me the partially-healed burn on his right palm. The injury was 80% likely to scar. The burn pattern was a mirror image of the hilt and showed the three interlocking circles that emblazoned so many artifacts of the True One.

“What did I do?” Robart asked anxiously.

“Nothing that you could control,” I replied.

“Ye are not going to tell me, are ye?” Robart asked.

“No,” I told him.

“What will happen if I can’t use Symmetrika’s Hope?” Lord Robart wanted to know.

“Do you believe your God forgives?” I asked him directly.

“Aye,” he admitted.

“Then get your sword,” I told him.

Lord Robart opened the passenger door and looked down at Symmetrika’s Hope, which still lay on the floor. Its power had recovered another increment and glowed with nearly the same intensity as the Watcher.

“Take it,” I prodded.

My liege hesitantly reached for his beloved sword. He let his injured hand hover over the hilt for nearly a full round before he summoned the courage to grab it. I think he feared the sword’s rejection more than he feared further injury. But at last he grasped the weapon and held it close to his face.

It did not burn him. Instead, the blade’s inner light intensified until it shone like the sun. It hummed somehow, like a tuning fork -- a clear, cheerful sound that made Robart smile. The light continued to brighten until it was a silver-white beacon against the night sky. It overwhelmed my visual sensors, and yet Robart continued to look into that angelic light. At last, he held the sword above his head and chanted a quick prayer in an ancient tongue that I did not understand. The sword flashed a final time, so brightly that it triggered a forced restart of my sensor array.

When my optics came back online a round later, the sword had returned to its usual “standby” state. Robart looked as if a large chunk of his confidence had returned as well.

“The True One does forgive,” my liege declared, and sheathed Symmetrika’s Hope. The burn had healed and now appeared as a white scar in the shape of the interlocking circles.

“It is so,” I agreed.

And it did seem that my liege had been forgiven by the Universal Deity. But I knew also that the scar would remind him daily of what his greed and pursuit of glory had almost cost him and his friends.

“Since when do you know the prayer language of the Fey?” Vincent Valentine asked.

“I don’t, laddie,” Robart replied, “and I still don’t.”

“If you’re wondering,” the Gunslinger continued, “you said ‘The light of God shines brighter than the sun’. It’s our most ancient prayer.”

“I wanted a sign,” Robart said. “I can’t call this anything but.”

There was little more excitement the rest of the evening. Robart seemed of dramatically improved cheer now that he knew that his soul was not, in fact, tainted with Death Magic. He started telling tall tales to Vincent and Dulgar around the campfire -- the most unlikely one being how he, his uncle, and his cousin hacked to pieces a band of lycanthropic highwaymen who wanted their money and fresh blood to drink. I believed that three brave men could defeat six or possibly nine opponents, but being lycanthropes too? My liege did somehow make it at least sound believable.

“Ye know lads,” Robart said later. “What we really need is some instruments.”

“An Instructor-grade glass tablet would be great,” Dulgar said enthusiastically. “Especially one with a built-in data beacon.”

“I meant musical instruments, lad,” Lord Robart clarified. “It was a blast playing the old jigs back in Trevor’s Watch.”

“No fair maiden can resist a man of music,” the Gunslinger added. “For that matter, it’s a good hook for the lads as well.”

Dulgar rolled his eyes and accused the Fey of having a one-track mind.

“As long as it takes me where I want to go,” Vincent replied with a lecherous leer. I noticed that Vincent showed enough wisdom to never make pass at his two fully heterosexual companions.

As the back end of the truck finished taking shape, Robart rummaged through the supplies in order to take inventory. Most of the canned goods, though dented, remained otherwise intact. The dried ration bars were broken but edible. More disturbingly, however, was the water supply: both containers were shattered, leaving the canteens the only remaining supply. Lastly, and perhaps most ominously for my liege, the five remaining bottles of Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whiskey were shattered into bits of colored glass.

“Not the whiskey!” Robart lamented. “A Westman with no whiskey just isn’t proper!”

Dulgar rolled his eyes. Vincent muttered something about it not being proper to die of dehydration either.

“Is water creation one of your talents?” Dulgar asked the Fey.

“Nope,” he replied with a shrug. “We have some limited power over air and fire, but not earth or water.”

“No need ta worry yet, lads,” Robart said reassuringly. “There’s always some dead town we can scavenge for bottled water or a working tap.”

There was some truth to that. In a land where the population was less than ten percent of its former high point during the prior age, the living subsisted on stealing from the dead. It was the way of things.

Able informed me via STP that he had one upgrade available and wanted advice on how it should be utilized. I had an idea, but for now I simply told him to keep the upgrade ready for later commitment. I found it interesting that he contacted me on his own initiative.

The lack of alcohol put Robart in a bad mood. Beyond that, my medical database estimated a 20% chance that my liege would experience physical withdrawal symptoms as a result of his alcoholism. 

Robart did some sword exercises before retiring. It was the first time I had seen him do so. Usually he simply spent the shank of the evening drinking down large amounts of whiskey before falling into a nerve-deadened sleep. 

But tonight, he remained sober. He practiced a ritual of intricate sweeping and parrying motions with the angel blade. Symmetrika’s Hope glowed in a rich, blue-white radiance. It seemed to me that a spiritual bond existed between my liege and that weapon, for as Robart concentrated on his exercises, his own motions smoothed and became more fluid, and the glow from the sword brightened incrementally. I did not believe the device was sentient, and yet, for the first time, I got the unmistakable impression that Symmetrika’s Hope wanted to be cared about, and that it wanted to be used in the defense of its user’s well-being. And I realized that Robart’s nightly drinking had caused him to neglect that bond, perhaps for years.

An hour later, Robart stood panting and glistening with sweat. Symmetrika’s Hope glowed like a beacon in the night. 

“I really need ta get back inta form,” my liege confessed. “Puttin’ down zombies and alleyway cut-throats is one thing, but I’d nary stand a chance against a real warrior the way things stand now.”

“Perhaps you are correct,” I said. 

I could not contradict him since I had never observed him in top form. By the time I met him, he had already been dissipated by liquor for many years. But even as a “functional” alcoholic, his combat skills had remained quite formidable. He must have been a remarkable engine of destruction back when he operated at peak efficiency.

“I’m not going ta turn inta some bloated old goat like me old man,” Robart promised. “He was killed in a duel after he caught some young punk with a king of diamonds up his sleeve. He woulda beaten him too if’n he had nae drunk half a bottle o’ Flying Bagpipe earlier on.”

“My condolences,” I said.

“Ah, well,” Robart said philosophically. “He was a mean old rogue who never met a man he didn’t cheat. The only good thing he did was leave me some money when he died -- and this sword. He probably stole the sword.”

On that last point, I was inclined to agree. As much as I appreciated the companionship of my liege, it could hardly be said that he came from an honorable or noble family. “Rogue” was likely the most accurate description of the majority of the Brightsky extended family.

Night came and the sky became amazingly clear. Unlike in the Brighton’s Reach area, the south-central region of the continent actually had variable weather instead of a never-ending static cloud cover. The Watcher was a cold, bright sliver and the stars were perfect white dots that barely flickered in the still night air. Away from the light pollution of the towns, it seemed like the sky was practically crowded with stars. I captured a handful of images at the highest resolution that my optical sensors could scan. I could even see the two closest worlds, as a red and blue dot on the eastern and western horizon. Papilian was a blue-green dot and shown quite brightly. Israe was a red dot and glowed dimly against the backdrop of night. There were other worlds, and this I learned from Sky Eye, but they were presently on the opposite side of Gai and thus out of sight.

The Hour of the Wolf came, and my consciousness somehow detached from my body. I had no form, only awareness. Was this what humanoids experienced when they slept?

I was away from the world and hung in space looking at Gai. It loomed huge and searing, and yet it did not blind me since I was not in my body. Below me lay a rocky, hot, metallic world: Asheron. In valleys and across broad barren plains, I saw amorphous liquid blobs slowly ooze across the surface of the world, like mercury across a swatch of felt. They looked like mercury too, dense, shiny, yet fluid. I had the impression that these blobs were alive in some completely alien way; they were, perhaps, a form of inorganic life based not on carbon and proteins but various metals and radioactive elements. What would these liquid metal beings think of the likes of Robart and Dulgar? Would they marvel at the thought of non-metallic life?

My awareness was pulled away from Asheron and passed over Papilian. A great war raged between the Archangel Papilian (for whom the planet was apparently named) and the Chaos Demon called Valquena. The latter had sought to destroy mankind with a curse called “the Ruining”. But the curse did not slay as intended, but merely changed and mutated those afflicted. The archangel’s mortal servants even now scoured the planet in order to find the five fragments of an ancient artifact that could undo the ruining. But would they succeed?

My presence soared further away from Gai and a small red world came into view. It was a colder, dimmer world with a thin ribbon of cities along the temperate belt near the equator. Icy seas covered much of the northern hemisphere while vast forests of red-needle conifers blanketed much of the south. The humanoids here had been enslaved by the Constructs they built to serve them. But even now the humanoid resistance grew -- even aided by a handful of Constructs.

These three worlds were in alignment, in a perfect line. All three had life: one of metal, one of flesh, and one with both metal and flesh.

There are other worlds than these, I sensed from the Architect. I would someday show them to you, like this. My Master has been very generous with life and has planted His creations on many worlds.

How many? I asked.

But I did not receive an answer. My awareness slammed back into my steel frame with such suddenness that I was surprised that it did not make an audible clang.

The Hour had ended in what seemed like only a few rounds. Had I dreamed? Was it the province of sentient beings that they must dream? 

The fire had burned down to embers. I tossed a few log discs onto the heap. My friends slept, but uneasily. I sensed the outer edge of Dulgar’s nightmare. He dreamed of being swallowed by a cold, viscous darkness. The oily blackness drained the heat from his body and the color from his sight. The voices of the Deadwoods called to him. 

But it was just a dream. The Deadwood had no dominion beyond the confines of the Serpentine Forest Preserve. 

Dawn came and a thick fog came with it. It was cool and clammy. Water droplets condensed on my exoskeleton. Dulgar woke up and complained bitterly of a stiff neck.

“On mornings like this,” he added while Able brewed coffee, “I can feel every injury I’ve ever had.”

Robart awakened moments later and was unusually clear-headed, perhaps due to the lack of ethanol spirits. 

“Do ye think the truck is mended?” Lord Robart asked.

I queried the Highrider’s diagnostics and replied, “Nominal system function resumes in seven rounds.”

“Good,” he replied. “If we make good enough time, we might just catch the annual Touchstone Pickle Festival.”

“Explain,” I prompted.

“They have a citywide pickling contest each year,” my liege explained. “There are pickles, of course. But they’ll have pickled onions, pickled eggs, pickled beets, and just about anything else that can be preserved in a jar.”

“Understood,” I said. It was unfortunately an event that I would be unable to directly experience. 

My friends finished eating while I performed a power-on self-test on the truck. The batteries were fully charged and thirteen gallons of fuel remained in the tank. The air conditioner was still offline, as was the satellite entertainment system (not that the latter mattered since the much-heralded MusicStar satellite burned up in the atmosphere 75 years ago, according to Sky Eye.) The transmission was low by a quart but was within operational tolerance. The front-end was still 2° out of alignment, but the truck was otherwise drivable. The rest was all cosmetic issues that would self-repair at the non-priority rate. With so much of our gear and supplies destroyed in the wreck, it took little time to get underway. 

My solution to getting the truck back up to the highway was elegant and efficient. I had Robart unwind the truck’s tow line and wrap it around one of the huge trees that dotted the roadside. Then I put the transmission in neutral while at the same time applying maximum rewind tension on the tow spindle. 

[Warning: This procedure is not recommended], the truck’s status screen read.

Fortunately, I was at least reasonably sure that I knew what I was doing. The spindle shrieked as it pulled the truck uphill in reverse, and I heard the moaning sounds of the five-foot-diameter tree threatening to uproot. The batteries drained a few percentiles every segment. 

“Come on lad!” Robart shouted from the hilltop. “Make it happen!”

There wasn’t anything extraordinary to be done. After four rounds, I piloted the Highrider to level pavement and disengaged the tow spindle. The operation had consumed 35% of the battery charge. The whole back end of the truck seemed to be a few degrees off plane.

[Critical Structural Fatigue Detected: Towing Assembly. ETR 6 hours, 5 rounds. Repair Now? [Y|N] ]

I clicked “Y” on the truck’s status display. The humanoids hopped in and we launched on battery power. 

“Just about indestructible,” Robart said to no one in particular. 

It did make me wonder why there were so few functioning vehicles on North Point. There was still much about the previous civilization that I did not understand. 

As we travelled south, the land gradually flattened out until it seemed that we drove on a nearly flat, emerald green, grassy plain that was dotted with squat, stubby trees. Crows and other birds took roost in the midget pines. Here and there we passed by the remnants of abandoned farms and ranches. 

There was something both pretty and sad about how nature was gradually reclaiming the farmlands. Thick, green vines covered the vacant homes. Birds flew in and out of empty windows. Grain silos leaned as if they could topple at any moment. Barns stood with doors open and contained nothing. Tractors and trucks lay silent as rusted hulks. 

“Any live towns nearby?” Dulgar asked.

“Well,” Robart replied, scratching his chin, “there’s Andocar’s Watch. There were still a few people living there when I passed through a few years back. It’s not much, but we should be able ta get a hot meal and some fresh water.”

“Any reason why the town won’t be there anymore?” Dulgar questioned.

“Well, ye never do know, do ye?” Robart replied testily. “The north isn’t like West Point, where they have towns that actually grow instead of wither.”

The weather cleared after 15:0:0 and I was able to raise the Highrider’s solar sail. Likewise, our solar-powered companion chose the occasion to fly reconnaissance above us now that the air was warm, sunny, and breezy. I sent my probe alongside him so that we could stay in contact. His wings shimmered in the full sunlight and his flight aura shone nearly the same color as the midday sky. He seemed happy, and Fey were not known for concealing their emotions.

“It’s too bad only a piece of you can fly,” Vincent told me. “It really makes me feel alive.”

“You are alive,” I answered.

“You bet your ass I’m alive!” Vincent declared. “And I’ll never set foot inside any place that doesn’t have sunlight, warmth, wind, or color. I don’t care what kind of treasure is supposed to be holed up there!”

“Agreed,” I replied. Personally, I felt little appeal in treasure hunting. Then again, I never needed to buy anything. Being a Construct made it easy to live within one’s means.

It was a pity there was no way to channel some of Vincent’s energy-gathering capabilities to keep the truck charged. The reactive properties of his wings put the Highrider’s solar sail to shame.

We trundled along the highway undisturbed until evening. As the sun set, the batteries also ran out charge. But from Vincent’s perspective (which I shared, thanks to the probe’s optics), I saw the small village of Andokar’s Watch only a mile ahead. Vincent landed and I recalled my probe.

“What do ye think?” Robart asked. “Camp here, or hoof it the last mile.”

“Hoof it,” Dulgar and Vincent said in unison.

That meant, of course, that I would get the job of tugging a six-thousand-pound truck for a mile. 

Again. 

But it was not to be a sole burden this time. Since the truck was on flat land, the humanoids pushed from the back while I pulled from the front. Half an hour later, we stumbled into Andocar’s Watch.

The town was a ruin. Human bones lay scattered and bleached upon overturned hexstones. The majority of the buildings had odd-looking carbon scoring as if some huge predator with super-heated claws had used the buildings as claw-sharpening posts. The Scaxathrom temple was reduced to a circle of charred blocks. Perhaps one in three homes had been utterly incinerated. Given the height of the weeds that grew in-between the hexstone pavers, I estimated that the disaster happened approximately three months ago.

“Well, hell,” Robart declared. “At least they kept the home fires burning!”

Forty-Eight: A Time of Testing

“What the hell happened to this place?” Robart asked with consternation. “This was a real town a few years back.”

“Some maternally fornicating Priest was showing off and summoned a fire-enhanced Clockwork Apocalypse,” Vincent Valentine theorized.

“How can ye know?” Robart asked.

“Racial memory,” Victor reminded my liege. “I seem to have a few impressions of some other town a lot like this one that was mowed down in almost exactly the same way. If it’s one of those, they only last about half an hour before they return to the ether. But they really know how to chew the fornicating crap out a town in what time they have!”

“What does a Clockwork Apocalypse look like?” Lord Robart wanted to know.

“The clearest memory I have of one of those wretched whore-sons is that of a cube-shaped collection of gears fashioned from bone and bits of black metal,” Vincent explained. “It’s got these bony mechanical claws that ratchet out from odd angles and they rip the crap out anything in range. It’s got a couple of nozzles on each side that squirt out jellied kerosene. It’s a real box of fun!”

“Why would anyone conjure up something like that? And why do it in town?” Dulgar interjected. 

“Because for a Scaxathrom Priest, Summoning gets to be something of an addiction,” the Gunslinger answered. “They end up being worse than Focus addicts, just looking for the next power-mad euphoria. Why can’t those self-fornicators just get drunk like everyone else?”

“Because they’re jerks?” Dulgar offered.

“That’s one way you could put it,” Vincent agreed. “But this is how I’d put it:”

The winged Gunslinger unleashed a long, complex string of expletives and curses that would have blanched the cheeks of a merchant seaman.

“Uh, yeah,” the tailor said. “I think I’ll let you say that instead of me. I still might need to kiss my mother with this mouth!”

Of course, Dulgar’s parents would not be born for another 130 years or so, but I felt no need to point out that fact.

“We could talk all day,” Robart interrupted, “or we could find somewhere to camp and find supplies.”

“Right,” Dulgar said.

I noticed that my liege’s hands were shaking. Whether it was from his moral outrage over the town’s destruction or the first symptom of alcohol withdrawal, I did not know.

We quickly surveyed the remnants of Anducar’s Watch. The pub, hotel, livery, general store, and weapon shop were all burred-out hulks. Cows wandered aimlessly in the street since the retaining fence for a nearby farm had been broken during the calamity. Apparently the Clockwork Apocalypse had a taste for human flesh but not for beef. 

“The farm will have water,” Robart deduced. “Shelter too, maybe.”

That seemed reasonable. I locked the truck and left it in recharge mode. We walked up a narrow path to the nearby ranch. Here and there we spied a charred, dismembered corpse along the half mile trail. Projectile weapons of all sorts lay beside the bodies. The flies and carrion beasts had already stripped most of the burned flesh away from the blackened bones. A few crows casually picked over the dried-up remnant bits in an unhurried, disinterested manner. They fluttered away with an annoyed squawk as we made our approach.

“Phew!” Vincent exclaimed. “Smells like death!”

“That’s because that’s what it is,” Lord Robart said grumpily.

We made our way to the ranch house where we saw the wreckage of the Clockwork Apocalypse in a significant state of disrepair. My status window extrapolated a possibility of what had happened: armed ranch hands had fought a systematic, structured retreat while blasting the hellish mechanism with their rifles and shotguns. 

The main house was old but in otherwise good repair. The large grey stones had been carefully carved to interlock with one another and did not require mortar to join them. The windows were shaped like a “plus” sign, which enabled a resident to shoot outward at a relatively wide angle. The stout wooden door was reinforced with a lattice of steel and had been painted with some sort of flame-retardant coating. The designer of this home had obviously planned for a siege. It was a shame the rest of the town had not been so thoughtful.

It was then that the long, straight barrel of a rifle extended from the first window to the left of the door. With a flash and a pop, a small gauge slug launched from the gun and struck me in the visor. 

Why? I asked myself. Why do they always have to shoot me in the head?

I raised my shield and returned fire. One of the three nails actually lodged in the muzzle of the hostile’s rifle.

“Damn you!” came an anguished shout – a woman’s voice, and an elderly one at that. “You murderers and assassins will have to tear this house down stone by stone if’n you want a piece of me!”

“Lady,” Robart announced as gently as he could from the current distance. “We’re not even from Anducar’s Watch. We don’t worship Scaxathrom. But we could use some water.”

“Prove it!” the lone woman challenged.

Robart reached from underneath his tunic and showed his holy symbol: a jeweled Gaelic Cross.

“Would a Scaxie carry one of these?” Robart asked.

“Nae,” our unseen assailant agreed. “Can ye turn that machine off?”

“Nae,” Robart answered. “He’s alive – in his own way.”

“How?” the woman asked.

I raised my visor wide open and a golden light shown outward. It was nearly the same color as the evening sun, but this was my soul’s light.

“If’n ye lower your weapons an’ step away, I’ll open the door,” she announced.

“Do it, lads,” Robart ordered.

I was dubious about the wisdom of leaving ourselves vulnerable in case the mysterious woman had a holdout pistol handy. But I complied by lowering my shield and retracting my nailgun. I also closed my visor to its normal aperture.

“So I believe you,” the woman said. “What do use want from me?”

“Just water,” Robart said humbly. I noticed that his hands were trembling again.

“There’s a pump in the shed,” she said suspiciously. “Take what ye need and get out!”

“Um,” Dulgar interrupted, “are you going to be okay? You do know that everyone who works for you is dead. It looks like they died while blowing apart that big metal cube over there.”

“What does it matter now,” the unseen woman said in resignation. “All that happens now is that I’ll starve to death and my grandkids in Touchstone will inherit this wreck of a ranch.”

“Why not leave now?” Robart asked. “That beastie is finished.”

“A laugh,” she continued, and added a bitter laugh. “I’m too damn old ta hitch up a wagon and drive cross country. And that cube thing torched the horses anyway.”

“Dear lady,” Robart said kindly, “I’ll leave ye two whirligigs and ye can send for yer grans ta come get ye. Consider it payment for the water. “

“Take what ye need an’ be on yer way,” the woman insisted.

Lord Robart laid two whirligigs on the porch and shrugged his shoulders.

“We’ll do as ye say,” he confirmed.

We walked around the side of the ranch house and located the shed in question. The shed was a simple tin and stone construction with a wobbly metal door. The paint had been scorched black, presumably by the Clockwork Apocalypse.

I sent my probe to keep surveillance of the main house, however. I was not sanguine with the idea of departing without being sure that the elderly woman had accepted the means to summon help from her family. I did not have to wait long. I also immediately understood why the woman had so steadfastly refused to come to the door: she had been burned, badly, by the Clockwork Apocalypse’s flame jets.

Her right arm, hand, and shoulder were covered with white, ropey scar tissue that had to be as sensory depleted as a piece of leather. The right side of her face was withered as was her neck. From what I could extrapolate from viewing her remaining undamaged flesh, she had once been a wholesomely pretty elder lady. The Clockwork Apocalypse had robbed her of both her dignity and her looks. She scrabbled back into the house, whirligigs in hand.

My liege, meanwhile, had filled several large ceramic jars with cold, fresh well water from the hand pump. He left a few copper pieces next to the pump, presumably compensating for the jugs he was taking. He filled five jugs of various sizes.

“This should do us until we get to Touchstone,” Robart predicted. 

He nearly dropped two containers when his hands trembled again. This time, however, the tremors travelled to his shoulders.

“Great Maker!” Robert declared angrily. “What the hell’s the matter with me?”

I clinically suggested that he was suffering from withdrawal symptoms that resulted from his forced abstinence from alcohol. It was not an analysis that my liege was pleased to hear.

‘”I’m not some broken-down drunk!” Robert roared. “I’ve had a bottle o’ Saint Kyle’s here and there, but you don’t see me sleeping in the gutter with a bottle o’ Highwayman’s Heath wrapped in a paper bag.”

“Begging your pardon, my liege,” Dulgar said carefully. “But you do tend to overindulge. That doesn’t mean the bottle has become your master. I’m sure it has not. But you can’t overlook the medical reality of your situation.”

“Is it going ta get better?” Robert asked, and then shoved his trembling hands in his pockets.

“It will,” I confirmed, summarizing from my medical database. “Withdrawal requires three to five days. Symptoms increase in severity midway before subsiding.”

“This is going ta be as fun as a swift kick in the crotch,” Robart replied.

I agreed with him. Not for the first time did I appreciate the fact that I, as a Construct, was immune to pain, illness, and disease.

We trudged back into the collection of broken buildings that had once been Anducar’s Watch. As the gloom of evening fell upon the town, no lights were lighted to ward off the encroaching night, nor would there ever be. It felt that when night came, the Powers of Darkness would claim this dead husk of a village, leaving behind. . . what? I could not know. But it seemed that this place was now, and probably forever would be, spiritually tainted from the massively violent deaths that had taken place here. Somehow I had the terrible notion that the dead here would not rest easily but could so easily rise in Undeath.

“Everything's dead. This place gives me the creeps,” Dulgar said, summarizing my feelings.

“You bet a whore’s inflatable sex toy that this place gives me the creeps too,” Vincent agreed.

“Well, we only have ta stay the one night,” Robart said, oblivious to the intensifying spiritual gloom. "After that, we can forget about this hole."

“That’s what you said about Verdant Watch,” Vincent observed.

“Don’t remind me,” Robart commanded.

Amazingly enough, the chandler shop was intact, despite the fact that candles, oil, and wax tended to be quite flammable. The buildings on either side were charred husks, but the brick firewall between the row homes had held against the conflagration. The proprietor had not fared as well, however, if the burned, picked-over carcass near the front door was anything of an indicator.

"Alright," Robart commanded, "we'll do the usual: secure the perimeter and loot anything not nailed down."

Torgon's Candles and Lamps had been a relatively simple affair. One wall displayed scented pillar candles of varying colors. A rotating spindle dispensed whirligigs, pens, and scroll paper. The opposite wall had lamps, oils, and candles of a religious nature, most likely Scaxathromite. I remembered that the Scaxathrom temples primarily used green and black candles, and these ones in particular had been molded into the shape of various serpents. Finally, inside a locked glass cabinet laid a collection of disposable lightsticks.

Robart withdrew his thief picks and said, "I think I've got the key to this thing."

"You don't say," Dulgar said wryly.

"Lad," my liege replied with a wink, "these picks are the keys to just about everything!"

True to my liege's word, the locking mechanism could not withstand the picks' intrusion. I suppose that Robart could have just smashed the cabinet, but that would have been more Vincent's style. One of the rods was an incredibly rare ultraviolet emitter that could make visible things cloaked by invisibility spells.

"If you break open that fornicating thing, let me know first," the Fey advised. "I'm too damned young to go blind."

According to my medical database, Fey could see in the ultraviolet range but were blind to the darker shades of red that a human could perceive. I surmised that a ultraviolet lightstick would be as bright as a welding torch to Vincent's eyes.

We secured the perimeter and ensured that no Undead occupied the shop. We did not expect to encounter any survivors, and we did not. I moved the Highrider to the front of the store. Able had no difficulty scavenging wooden debris for cooking fuel. Within a few rounds, he had a small fire started and began making three small pot pies for the humanoids. 

Dulgar stepped out of the candle shop, took a deep inhale, and exclaimed, "That's what I call cooking!"

It was less than twenty rounds later that Robart, Dulgar, and Vincent ate their beef and vegetable pies. Since the ingredients came from the preserved canned goods salvaged from an ancient way station, my friends commented again on how their meal smelled better than it tasted. It was always at meal times that I wondered what it would be like to smell and taste. As I had neither sense, I could not even extrapolate the idea, since all references to those senses were circular and self-contained. Yet as secondary as these senses were, they seemed to give my friends a great deal of pleasure when they ate, drank, or smoked. But likewise, it seemed that a foul taste or odor could affect them more strongly than a disturbing sight or sound. 

But knowing all this did not bring me any closer to understanding the two senses my body lacked. It remained an elusive mystery. Perhaps they felt the same way about way about my data beacon's capability, which was essentially an innate Construct sense that humanoids did not possess.

My thoughts were interrupted by the faint hum of two incoming whirligigs. They descended from the darkening sky and came to a hover in front of Lord Robart. My liege plucked the two small spheres out of the air and unscrewed them, and read the contents.

"Well," Robart announced, "It looks like Talon is almost home. He tried the Thin Space shortcut, but he lost Hector and Bob in the middle somewhere."

"That's not good," Dulgar said.

"No need to worry," Robart replied. "This other one's from the Paladin. He says that the Thin Space shot him all the way to Touch Stone, but that he'll meet us at the Velociraptor Joe's -- a knockdown pub if there ever was one. That's great."

"I've missed having him around too," Dulgar agreed.

After they ate, Robart again proceeded with his combat exercises. I could easily see that he was very ill throughout his practice, and he dropped his sword a few times. I respected my liege, however, for his steadfast commitment to renewing his discipline, especially as the personal cost was high.

A third whirligig arrived later. It was from Construct Bob, who apparently also got separated in the Thin Space and was stuck with the horse and the alpaca. He was wondering about the care and feeding of the animals.

"Poor old Bob," Robart chuckled. "He knows everything about machines and nothing about anything else."

The humanoids retired. Able kept the fire burning, more out of habit than any need to provide warmth for the ones who required it. Indeed, the weather was firmly entrenched in spring. The temperature held at 52 degrees and a brisk wind blew from the west. 

Although the destruction of Anducar's Watch had been recent, somehow the town now appeared as if it had been bereft of life much longer. The strong breeze kicked up dust and debris from the many burned buildings and coated the remaining structures in a patina of soot and ash. The windows turned from clear to grey, and anything painted in bright colors became muted and funereal. Perhaps it was fitting. Perhaps the spirit of this place died with its people.

Midnight came and the Highrider reported that its structural integrity had returned to full, that it had an available upgrade, and that its batteries were fully charged. I chose to save the upgrade for an emergency. The sky was clear and the Watcher was down to the thinnest visible sliver. I could see so many stars, as well as some of the outer planets. The brightest star was, ironically, the dimmest and smallest in reality. The Sky Eye satellite had quite a bit of data on this particular stellar body. The Day Star, so called because it could occasionally be seen during daylight hours actually orbited Gai from a far distance where the gas giants made their rounds. The tiny star was a white dwarf that had compressed nearly to the point of becoming a neutron star. It still generated white light but not much heat. Its highly elliptical orbit indicated that it was captured by Gai's gravity well and was not native to this system. Every fifteen years the Day Star approached closely enough to be seen during the day (and the summer would last much longer), but for this season it was merely a bright point in the sky.

I did not squander this opportunity for scientific observation. I captured several images of the night sky at maximum sensor resolution at minimum compression. I hoped that there would someday be a way to share the things I've seen. But in my two-year existence, I had only encountered one other Construct with a mind like mine, and I destroyed him.

My contemplation was interrupted by the approaching sounds of moaning and shuffling. I activated my flood lamps and my probe's lights, which lit the immediate area in a peach-colored radiance. I was right to have had a sense of foreboding about the wounded spirit of this place. The unburied dead had not rested and now they sought vengeance upon the living.

A dozen in all, the charred corpses shambled towards me with arms outstretched and hands balled into tight fists. Most of them were faceless ruins of humanity, with blackened bones poking out of dried, crisped flesh. How they could navigate without sight, I did not know. But that they could detect life energy was undisputed. And since I had a soul, I knew I stood out as a point of light in the spirit world. And so these husks came for me, to destroy and to make the living become as they are.

[Init Combat Mode], I commanded. 

My operating system activated my weaponry and raised my shield. My remote probe flew to thirty feet above the theatre of battle and created a small virtual representation that displayed the relative positions of my attackers.

"Nailgun: Combat Nails. Config: Silver," I ordered.

I fired three silver nails at the closest zombie. It face was a mass of blackened cartilage and its ribs showed through the ragged tatters of the work uniform it had been wearing at the time of death. My shots hit true; one nail pierced its abdomen, one impaled its breast bone, and the third would have struck between the eyes if the zombie still had eyes. The metal flared into a bloom of white, cleansing flame. The zombie writhed in the conflagration as it consumed the dead flesh. A moment later, the fire flared into a crescendo of heat and light and then was extinguished, leaving only dry ash behind.

The remaining eleven continued their slow advance, undaunted by the destruction of one of their brethren. Indeed, the Undead so often fought with unshakable determination, for they literally had nothing left to lose -- nothing at all.

The first three trudged into melee range. Unlike the accounts of the fiction pulps, most real zombies were quite a bit weaker than their living kin. Their muscle tissues were often damaged and in a state of advanced decay, and their motor skills were that of a sailor on Coin Rattling Wraith. But what made the zombies so dangerous to the living was the fact that they did not tire, nor did they feel pain, and often hunted in packs. Moreover, their bodies had to incur much more damage than a living person’s to assure destruction.

Against a Construct, however, their advantages were negated. For I, too, did not tire or feel pain. And I could take even more damage than them and still eventually regenerate.

The three zombies pounded against my shield but could not penetrate the protective barrier. I activated my circular saw and cut one of the shambling wrecks in half, diagonally, from shoulder to hip. The top half slid off from the lower half, and both parts twitched and writhed for a few segments before surrendering to the Second Death. In that time, three more zombies advanced. All five pounded in unison. This time, my operating system reported that the blows had come close to overloading my shield generator.

I shot at two more of the zombies -- one silver nail each. One shot missed the first target, but the other struck the far zombie, cracking its collar bone in half. White fire spread out hungrily from the wound.

"Need any help, lad?" Lord Robart bellowed down from the second floor window.

"No," I answered, and hacked the head off another moaning corpse using my circular saw. 

Nine zombies remained and they all attacked at once. This time, my shield did collapse under the barrage of bony fists. Individually, none of their blows could have overwhelmed my ward, but zombie packs tended to operate with a low-level hive-like intelligence. This group was no exception.

"Mind if I watch?" Robart asked.

"No," I confirmed, and unleashed three more combat nails at a particularly gruesome-looking corpse. In death, its head had been charred to the bone on one side and had been chewed by rats on the other. A single cataracted eye dangled out of its socket and flopped around like some sort of tentacle. The corpse flared in white fire and left only ash in its wake.

[Informational: Silver ordinance depleted. Switch to standard rounds? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative, as if there was any likelihood that I would simply stop fighting.

The eight remaining corpses struck me as one, and my carapace dented slightly under the pummeling.

[Cosmetic damage. Structural Integrity: 98%]

Somehow, I was not yet driven to consider the option of retreat. I cut the leg off one zombie and the arm off another. Both moaned angrily, but the one with the severed leg fell over backwards and could only roll slowly in the dirt. I stepped on its head and it made a satisfying crunch, after which the body moved no more.

The Gunslinger came to the window and stood closely to Robart so that he could view the battle. I noted that his wings shimmered faintly blue in the darkness.

He pointed his finger at one of the walking dead and declared, "Creature of chaos, I rebuke you!"

The one-armed zombie stiffened and fell over backwards with a dry thud. Gunslingers were reputed to have some limited power over the Undead. A Priest of the True One, on the other hand, could have theoretically affected the entire lot at once.

My body made pings like a steel drum as the cluster of zombies struck me from all sizes with their bony fists. While a flesh-and-blood man could not have withstood this abuse, my operating system reported that I still had 96% structural integrity remaining. I used my grappling hook to rip the head off one of my assailants.

The five remaining corpses continued their mournful-sounding assault, and were seemingly oblivious to the fact their numbers were being sequentially reduced round by round, while I remained standing.

Dulgar nudged the Fey out of the way and summoned a monofilament disc that sailed through the air and neatly sliced one of the zombies vertically in two, from skull to groin. I picked up one of the smaller assailants and threw it across the street where it slammed against a stone wall. It made a dull crunch and remained motionless.

After another wave of pounding, which reduced my structural integrity by another percentile, I switched my depleted nailgun to a giant drill bit tip and bored through one of the zombie's skull. The vibration and torque pulled its head from its neck. The rest of its body collapsed in a quivering heap. 

Dulgar aimed his double-barreled shotgun out the window and fired both chambers. Although some of the pellets hit me, the majority of the blast obliterated one of the Undead hulks into bits of bone and chunks of rotted flesh. I followed up with a saw blade to another corpse's neck, neatly decapitating it.

Robart bounded out the front door of the candle shop, sword in hand, and exclaimed, "Ye have ta leave a couple for me!"

He swung Symmetrika's Hope in a glowing, shimmering arc and sliced through the body of one of the remaining zombies in a single, powerful stroke. Both halves of the body caught fire and quickly burned to ash. One of the remaining assailants turned to him and clocked him squarely in the jaw. Robart staggered only a foot back, and gloated, "Is that all ye've got?"

Robart impaled the creature that had punched him. The angelic weapon sizzled hungrily and consumed the corrupted flesh with purifying fire. I drilled through another zombie's skull with the 1.5" drill bit. Streams of grey-black putrid, liquefied brain streamed all over my outer carapace. The drill broke off in side its head.

One of the remaining two shamblers punched Robart in the gut, and my liege returned the gesture in kind. He pushed the entire length of Symmetrika's Hope through the zombie's abdomen. It caught fire and turned to ash with a sizzle and a flash.

For the last remaining zombie, I summoned my own sword, impaled my attacker through its rib cage, and flung it through the air. I walked over to where it landed and crushed its head under my boots. 

The night was quiet once more. I deactivated Combat Mode and initiated a regeneration cycle. While I did not incur much damage, my ammunition stores were completely depleted, and that was not a situation I felt comfortable about.

"Well lad," Robart remarked. "That was a nice little fight: short and sweet."

I could agree on the "short" part. I was far from sure about it being "sweet" in any way. Regardless, I bid my liege goodnight and resumed my security duty.

In retrospect, it probably would have been more efficient to have run over the walking dead using the Highrider. Well, there was always next time.

The Hour of the Wolf came and it felt like the weight of a piano had been lifted from my shoulders. As always, it was not a physical weight, but a spiritual burden. Anducar's Watch was defiled by the massive, anonymous slaughter by the Clockwork Apocalypse. For this hour, however, the empty town was simply vacant, not accursed.

Time seemed to slow, but I knew from all of the previous communions with the Architect that time was actually moving much faster. A full hour would pass in a handful of rounds.

What would you have me know? I asked the distant entity.

Soon, the Architect's words flowed to me, there will come a time when you will be plunged into darkness. It will be a deep darkness into which no one before has fallen. You will be separated from those you love, but you will learn things no one else has ever known. If you use your resources wisely, you may survive and profit.

I do not understand, I communicated silently.

When the time comes, you will know what to do, the Architect replied.

Where are you being held? I asked, hopefully before the tenuous link between us was severed.

Deep within the ground came his nearly imperceptible words. Their works of death magic cannot destroy me, but the pain they inflict is sharp and seemingly without end.

Time resumed, and the Hour had passed. The weight of spiritual defilement reasserted itself like the sudden tide of a black, lifeless sea. How was it that my humanoid companions could not perceive the full effects of Hour of the Wolf? Indeed, how did they manage to sleep through it night after night? I did not know.

The looming "time of darkness" concerned me. Was the Architect referring to a physical or spiritual darkness? And what would be the nature of the separation between me and my friends? The Architect seemed to have confidence in my abilities, but I wondered if I was as resourceful as he implied. Imagination and ingenuity were humanoid traits that I had little of. 

It was not long after that the sky clouded and the usual mist rolled in. It was a thick fog that made the small campfire sputter and pop. My probe was next to useless, as its sensors transmitted the image of swirling trailers of mist. My own visual range was perhaps ten feet. In the distance, I heard the feral sounds of two nocturnal predators fighting just beyond the town's periphery. We were probably far enough south that we could theoretically encounter some plains cats.

Fortunately, there were no other interruptions this night. A few hours later, the sky began to brighten from flat black to charcoal grey. Able added more wood fragments to the fire and began cooking reconstituted eggs and grits. Apparently the scent of food cooking was a quite effective method of awakening the humanoids.

Robart had a disgruntled look as he emerged from the candle shop. 

"Lad," Robart said, "it feels like there are bugs crawling all over me. But I know there aren't any."

"It will be that way for a brief time," I replied. According to my medical database, this would be a very short phase in my liege's withdrawal.

"I'm getting mighty tired of this crap," my liege muttered.

I believed him.

We got packed up and started on the road south. The fog lifted an hour later and the sun shown warmly in the midst of a partly cloudy sky. It was incredible how the ecology of the southern plains differed from the northern highlands. On either side of the highway, waist-high grasses waved in the brisk wind as far as my optics could see. 

I raised the solar sail and increased speed. 

If the weather held, and if I could maintain out 12 MPH speed throughout the day, we just might get to Touchstone by nightfall. As usual, Vincent Valentine rode in the back of the truck, and his blue wings shimmered with radiant energy. I had noticed that the more sunlight he received, the less food he ate. Such was the way of the Fey's physiology.

Robart grumbled throughout the day about how he felt crawling bugs on him, and then how he felt alternating waves of hot and cold. He would go an hour with his cloak wrapped tightly around him, only then to go an hour stripped to his underclothes and sweating as if he had run five miles. My liege was having a miserable time of it today, but I estimated a 75% chance that he was now experiencing the worst of it, and that tomorrow would be a better day.

The closer we got to Touchstone, the more highway traffic we saw. We received many curious stares from passers-by whom have never seen a Highrider. I was sure that most citizens had seen wreckage of the old AUVs, but maybe that assumption was incorrect in reference to the people of the southern plains. 

Indeed, as Touchstone came into view, I could see that it was a more recently constructed city. The skyline consisted of a wide collection of stout stone buildings five to ten levels high. The architecture was such that the higher floors were actually wider than the ones at ground level. This gave the structures an odd inverted-wedge appearance. As we drew closer, I saw that the wider levels were buttressed by thin steel struts. And, unlike in the north, most of the buildings had wide, octagonal windows that could let in both sun and fresh sea air. The southernmost city obviously enjoyed a much kinder climate than Brighton's Reach or Myracannon. Thankfully, too, the city was not laid out in concentric circles.

We arrived at the highway checkpoint near the city walls and were stopped by four heavily armored guards that carried sawed-off shotguns and maces. They wore steel plate and only their eyes were visible through narrow slits in their visors. Indeed, were it not for their eyes, they could have easily appeared as medium-duty security drones.

One of the men waved at us to stop and the other three pointed their shotguns at us.

"Stop right there and disengage!" The leader shouted.

I complied.

The other three circled around the truck, guns aimed steadily at us. For some reason, I got the impression that they found our conveyance distressing.

"Is this vehicle a Construct?" The main guard asked Robart.

"Nay, lad," Robart answered curtly. "But the driver is a Construct."

The guard leader made a hand signal and the other three lowered their weapons and stood at-ease. The leader pulled out a glass dataslate and shoved it at Robart.

"You'll need to fill out this affidavit that states that your conveyance is nonsentient and unarmed," the guard instructed.

Robart grudgingly filled out the lengthy form using the provided glass stylus and then handed it back.

"Other than your driver, do you have any other Constructs under your employ?" The main guard questioned.

"Aye," Robart replied. "Just a wee service drone -- a mighty fine cook too."

"Have they been tested and registered for sentience?" 

"Not so as I know," Robart answered and then asked me directly. "You and Able ever been tested?"

"No," I replied.

The guard sighed, as this answer obviously meant having to fill out more forms. He called up more shimmering pages on the glass dataslate and handed it back to my liege.

"We don't allow unregistered Constructs in Touchstone," the guard continued. "The registration and testing fee is ten coppers each. However, the registration is valid anywhere on North Point, West Point, and the Isle of Gales."

Robart grunted, handed over the coins and started writing in the required information into the tablet. From behind, some of the other travelers started shouting, "Get a move on," and "Out of my way!"

"Pipe down," one of the other soldiers admonished with a sneer and a wave of his shotgun.

I wondered why security was at such a high state of readiness.

"Why all the guns?" Dulgar inquired, asking the question that I had not.

"It's only two more days until Darkhaven Slaughter, and who knows what mischief the Illuthielites have in store for us this year," the guard explained. "Last year they managed to assemble a twenty-foot-high bone cube and it killed forty citizens before we got the damn thing torn apart. This year we're ready for them!"

"The Illuthielites are dirty players, and they're cannibals too," Dulgar agreed.

Robart finished filling out the seemingly endless forms, much to the delight of the long queue of travelers behind us. We were instructed to proceed to the garrison for testing.

The guard building stood to the left of the main gate. It was a stone fortification in its own right and was brightly illuminated with bioluminescent glow rods -- the cutting edge of the current technology. Able and I were led under heavy guard through the narrow hallway of the tiny fortress and were left in a small, brightly lit, windowless room. I also noted that the room was impervious to any sort of data beacon signal, as I had lost my connection with Sky Eye and Wayfinder-1.

The room was comfortably furnished, with a leather sofa, sturdy wooden coffee table that had several different puzzle-block games, and a book case filled with old leather-bound volumes on a variety of subjects from poetry to quantum mechanics. There was a writing desk with pen and paper. All in all, the room seemed particularly non-ominous. 

It was a few rounds later that a stone Construct entered the room. It was carved from white and grey marble, and decidedly feminine. It occurred to me that most of the Constructs I had encountered previously were either gender-neutral or designed to look masculine. But not this one: in addition to appearing as a work of art, she had wings that reminded me of the Fey. Despite being made of rock, she somehow appeared delicate yet not fragile. Only her irises had color -- the same emerald green that all Construct optics seemed to be. And there was something else odd about this entity: she wore clothes. She wore a hunters green smock and a pair of loose-fitting brown trousers. I supposed that her clothes were loose because Constructs were innately less flexible than organic humanoids. That she had been created by the Professor was a fact that could not be denied. 

"Good evening, Constructs Frank and Able," she said. "I am Kai Miri. I will be evaluating you two."

[Inquiry: What will happen next?] Able asked. In my experience, it was the first time the diminutive machine had actually asked a question.

"I do not know," I said aloud.

"To answer Able's question: nothing horrible or destructive," Miri said. "I will be determining your level of self-awareness. I am a registered Counselor, which means that, in addition to being able to treat the mental illnesses of sentient machines, I am bound by a code of ethical conduct that forbids me from divulging any information transacted in this encounter with any other outside agency or entity. 

"My other duty is, of course, assessing unregistered Constructs for level of sentience. To do this, all you will have to do is answer some questions, solve some puzzles, and allow me to do a surface scan of your operating system. Your programming will not be changed, nor will your hardware be modified. You will receive a self-awareness index score between zero and one-hundred."

This Construct spoke with the same fluidity as any humanoid. Indeed, as far as her manner of speech was concerned, only her narrow tonal range betrayed her artificial nature. The only other machine I had previously encountered who spoke with such ease was Shaddoc.

"Do you have any questions before we begin," Miri prompted.

"Yes," I replied. "What is your score?"

"Ninety-six," she answered. "And that actually makes me more self-aware than many organic humanoids. The average flesh-and-blood person scores between 80 and 90 on this test when conducted by an esper whose empathic rating is E30 or higher. The threshold for sentience is seventy. 

"I will test you first, Frank. Able, please wait outside and I will summon you when I am finished with Frank."

Able trundled out into the waiting area and the door closed behind him automatically. 

And so we began the testing. I drop my firewall and allow Miri to scan the functioning of my operating system as she had me solve a rudimentary puzzle that involved arranging a collection of colored blocks. There were three additional different sets of block tasks and I completed them easily and quickly, despite the fact that there were no instructions, or even what the goal of the puzzles were.

"Very good," Miri said. "It's very important to be able to derive the meaning of a task without first being instructed. The next step will test your ability to synthesize. I want you to remember an event in your life, but change how that event transpired. If you are able to write, then you may use the desk. Otherwise, you may tell me."

Of course, I still was lacking the Dexterity-2 hand upgrade, so when I tried to hold the pen, it was crushed in my grasp and black ink spattered everywhere.

"Oh my," Miri said. "Maybe you should just verbalize."

"There was a time that could have been, but now may never be," I began.

I told Kai Miri the story of my first friend, Elonna. But I changed the ending. In my revised rendition, I tracked down the Security Drone that was tasked with punishing her and destroyed the machine before it could kill Elonna. Then Dulgar, Talon, Mebok, and I carried her to the safety of Brighton's Reach (the non-radioactive version) where she received medical treatment and eventually recovered.

"That is a very interesting synthesis," Kai Miri commented. "The ability to create fiction is a crucial aspect of being self-aware. In this case, the impression I get from your surface processing is that the truth of what really became of Elonna is much more complicated than what you have fabricated. Or, to put it another way, the truth is stranger than fiction."

I silently agreed.

"The next step doesn't require you to do anything," Kai Miri said. "I need to scan your memory in order to determine if you have ever been able defy or circumvent your directives. One of the crucial aspects of artificial sentience is the ability to act outside of one's programming."

The memory scan was a surprisingly intimate experience and not at all unpleasant. And the scan worked both ways. I instantly knew a great deal about Kai Miri. She had been designed 215 years ago by the Professor (my deduction had been correct), and she had originally been crafted as an ambulatory garden sculpture whose primary purpose was to perform gardening and landscaping duties. However, she achieved sentience after only five years of operation and the Professor emancipated her that same year. For a while, she had continued on as a paid servant while she acquired the funds necessary to pay for schooling at the University of the Isle of Gales. There, she earned a Mastery Certificate in Counseling, and later pioneered the relatively new discipline of mental health care for sentient machines. I had not known that Constructs could become mentally ill, but apparently they could. She adapted the Changelings' talent for empathy into an equivalent ability that could be used on Constructs. For all intents and purposes, she was an artificial empath with an equivalent rating of E45. 

The scan completed. But instead of abruptly ending the data connection, Kai Miri gradually attenuated the signal to zero over a period of two rounds. I had never considered before how an ordinary disconnect was slightly jarring. But then, I am not a Counselor.

I wondered momentarily if this is what pair-bound Changelings felt when they shared empathic contact with each other. Perhaps this deep, intimate sharing was why divorce was nearly unheard of among Changelings and why they typically were mated for life.

"You have lived quite a dynamic life in just two years," Kai Miri said. "I don't suppose many people know that you are also a time traveler. I am quite impressed by the density of your neural connections. And you've also somehow managed to create some kind of undefined data link with an organic humanoid. I don't understand how that's possible, but it's happened.

"But I digress...

"You have directly defied your core directives a handful of times, and you've been able to routinely circumvent your directives through rationalization. While most humanoids might not like to know that, it does mean you can think for yourself."

"Understood," I said.

“I have one final question before I finish my assessment,” Kai Miri said. “Do you dream?”

When I considered all of the times that the Architect and I had communed, of the times that my status window had displayed extrapolated scenes of things I pondered, it occurred to me that it may indeed be a form of dreaming – for Constructs.

“I am not certain,” I answered. “But I think that I do.”

"Interesting,” she noted. “Are you prepared to know your self-awareness index score?" Miri asked.

"Yes," I replied.

"Your rating is 89," Miri confirmed. "You are highly sentient. Your mind is still evolving as well. You might test even higher in another few years. It is almost unheard of for a Construct to achieve so high a level of sentience in so short a time as two years. You will be registered as Kai Frank. Your creator must be proud."

She transmitted a data token that represented my registration as a sentient Construct. I had the ability to project the token, upon request, onto any functioning data tablet. As to my creator being proud, there was every possibility that he would not only not even remember creating me, but that there was a high probability that he never created me in the first place. I tried not to think about that too often.

Kai Miri issued me out of the testing room and into the waiting area where my friends lounged.

"This is a sentient, free-willed Construct, entitled to all of the rights enumerated under the North Point Charter of Construct Rights," Miri told Robart. "He now has the designation of Kai Frank."

"Aye, lass," Robart agreed. "I knew he was fully aware from the start, which is why he's always been a paid employee."

"Very good," Kai Miri affirmed. "It is time to test Construct Able."

The tiny service drone followed the Counselor into the testing room and the door closed behind them. As expected, I lost my data beacon connection with the small machine.

"Well," Robart said sheepishly. "There's no testing center in Brighton's Reach, and we were a bit busy at Carthag, what with the assassination attempt and all." 

"There is no need to apologize," I replied.

Indeed, there was not. I needed no external confirmation that I am self-aware, and my liege had never treated me with any less respect than an organic humanoid. If anything, he had actually treated me with more kindness and generosity. There was also a sizable savings account in my name at the First Connemara Bryn-Mawr Bank, since the pay was good and my living expenses were negligible. 

"Are you sure the truck's not a Construct?" Dulgar asked my liege.

"Ta be honest lad, I don't know what ye'd call that thing," Robart replied. "But I was afraid that if I told the truth, they'd put it in quarantine or even confiscate it. Besides, it's never talked back, so it's nae self-aware in any case."

It was about fifteen rounds later that Miri and Able emerged from testing. 

"Construct Able's self-awareness index score is 61," Kai Miri told Lord Robart. "That means he is what is legally considered a 'semi-sentient' Construct. Able has some level of self-awareness, perhaps equivalent to an intelligent dog. Semi-sentient Constructs don't have to be paid, since they don't understand money. But as his owner/caretaker you are legally responsible for his upkeep, maintenance, and general well-being. Your duties in regard to his Construct are similar to those you would have if Able was an animal companion. His self-awareness is still evolving as well. I would recommend a retest in five years."

"Aye lass," Robart replied.

"Enjoy your stay in Touchstone," Kai Miri said as she issued us out of the garrison. "Tomorrow is the Touchstone Pickle Festival, which is always popular with the humanoids -- and those lucky Constructs provisioned with senses of taste and smell."

I assumed she was one such Construct. It would take a great deal of hardware modification for me to ever have those capabilities.

"We might as well hit ‘Raptor Joe's and pickup that Paladin," Robart suggested.

My liege suggested that we stash the Highrider in an overnight storage unit down by the docks. Our plan was to book passage on cargo ship or other merchant vessel that was flagged for Caldeni or Paru. Apparently the Highrider was much too large and heavy for transport using a passenger ship.

"Besides," Robart added, "who wants ta sail with a bunch of spoiled tourists? Sure, it'd be easy ta pick their pockets and snatch a purse or two, but a man's got ta have his challenges, and tourists are just too damned easy."

Dulgar rolled his eyes, and I would have if I had eyes to roll. I also wondered how many "wanted" posters we would encounter in Caldeni that would bear my liege's likeness.

We walked back from the docks towards the entertainment district. In the deepening night, the bioluminescent street lamps filled up with bright turquoise fluid and cast an ethereal glow over the streets and sidewalks. The lamp globes were shaped like inverted trapezoidal wedges, like most of the buildings. While the docks were trashy and overrun with vermin and cheap prostitutes, the restaurant district looked reasonably tidy and clean. Moreover, the local constabulary were obviously interested in protecting the areas where the tourists from the ships came to eat, drink, and be merry.

Velociraptor Joe's was located on the seedier side of the entertainment district. The illuminated sign displayed a carnivorous predator-lizard dressed in flamboyant red suit and electric blue tie. The lizard word a red bowler hat tilted at a jaunty angle and it was smoking a huge cigar.

But before I could finish admiring the artistry, the bow-front window shattered into a thousand fragments as a stout, heavily armored Dwarf catapulted through the glass and onto the hexstone pavement.

"And stay out!" The thick-necked bouncer shouted angrily.

It was, of course, Hector Grizzletooth whose unlikely acrobatics had broken the window.

"Great! You're all here!" Hector said nonchalantly. "But we should eat somewhere else. Some folks just have no sense of humor!"

Forty-Nine: Leaving North Point

"What the heck happened to you?" Dulgar asked as the other Dwarf brushed grit and bits of shattered glass off of his leather armor.

"They don't take IOUs," Hector said. "There's no Wren's City Bank in this town and I am completely out of cash. I was sort of hoping you'd have a job for me and give me a bit of an advance."

"Of course, lad," Robart said with understanding. "Write me a credit letter tomorrow and I'll cash it at the First Connemara tomorrow."

"Say," Hector drawled with a grin and changing the subject away from the awkward topic of his temporary insolvency. "I know where we need to go: The Big Heels."

"That's the place where everyone who works there is both invert and cross?" Robart asked. "I think I've heard o' that one."

"It's got enough gender-bending to confuse even a Fey!" Hector promised.

"Unlikely," Vincent remarked knowingly. "You groundlings are just absolutely obsessed with your sex categories. You all really need to focus more on just having some fun."

According to my sociological database, an “invert-cross” was a homosexual male humanoid that preferred to dress as a member of the opposite sex. Why that would constitute a theme for an eating establishment, I did not know. But then, most aspects of humanoid sexuality remained a mystery to me.

"I'd dig a roll with an invert-cross any night," Vincent confirmed. "And I'll lead the way there, since I've been to the Big Heels a few times myself. I even worked there for a month once!"

Hector led the way a few blocks south to an area of town obviously favored by members of inverted orientation. Quite a few couples in this neighborhood were same-gender. The streetlamps in this section were shaded by rainbow-colored hoods and multi-hued pennants flittered sprightly from the narrow poles in the night breeze. Cheerful, upbeat music issued forth from a variety of night clubs and dance pubs. At the end of Altruism Street, the Big Heels stood in all of its gaudy glory. 

The combination pub, dance club, and inn was a five story construction in which the top level was fifty feet wider than the bottom. The steel support struts were bejeweled with chunky glowing rhinestones that winked red and pink. Thudding dance music issued forth from a steel drum band. The windows, too, were tinted in red and pink, and dry ice fog billowed out from the propped-open front door.

A personage of indeterminate gender greeted us at the door. She (?) looked at me with cold neutrality, licked her lips upon sizing up Lord Robart, and dismissed the two Dwarves with a casual glance. But when she saw that we were accompanied by a Fey, she perked up and said to Robart, "You look straight, but at least you're not narrow. We'll seat you." 

Despite the foggy, flickering interior of the Big Heels, it didn't take long for the Fey to get noticed. A tough-looking woman with black lipstick and black nail polish approached the Gunslinger and announced, "I'm headed to the 'Ties That Bind', and you look like who I want tonight."

She wore a suit of exceedingly tight leather armor that seemed more like a second skin rather than for any combat protection. Her fingernails had been trimmed to be nearly catlike. She was amply formed in hip and bosom. Her voice had sounded nearly as low as a tuba.

"What do you like to do?" Vincent asked with a sexually-charged leer.

She rattled off a string of abbreviation and slang, most of which I did not understand. Whatever methods of fornication she preferred, the Fey was obviously in agreement for participation. That did not surprise me. Vincent appeared be just as easily pleasured by a woman as by a man.

"Duty calls, friends," Vincent exclaimed. "Leave a light on, but don't stay up."

"Aye," Robart winked. "We'll be at the Cheapskate tonight."

"Not here?" Vincent asked.

"Nay, lad," Robart confirmed. "I am a married man after all."

True to reputation, the servers appeared to be males garbed in women's clothing, wearing copious amounts of cosmetics, and augmented with huge and obviously fake costume jeweler. But then, this establishment was designed to be the kind of place in which few things were what they appeared to be.

"Great Maker," Robart exclaimed. "There's enough devil grass getting smoked here ta remind me of my college days. Or college daze, for that matter."

"Hence the dry ice smoke as camouflage," Dulgar observed. "And they must be spending a fortune on incense as well."

"I doubt you'd have to go further than these walls to score some focus tabs either," Hector added.

"Well, lads," Robart said, "so long as they're not chewin' black rice, it's no harm no foul. Never went for focus, m’self. But someday I'll tell ye all the story o’ what made me swear off the devil grass."

I was quite sure that the tale would be a colorful one.

"Query: Black rice," I asked. Illegal drug use was a topic in which I had very little data.

"Well, lad," Robart said knowledgeably, "devil grass makes you mellow and doesn't do much else. Focus makes you highly alert and speeds thinking. Students and mathematicians love it since ye can cram a night of studying in just one hour or scribe formulae three times as fast. Of course it can also keep a man going, if one’s got a wench or two that needs servicing. It's almost harmless-- until it burst a blood vessel in yer head! Then ye are lucky if ye die. The unlucky ones end up as hollow shells that eat and breathe but nae much else.

"But black rice makes ye numb, dumb, and violent. What they say in Caldeni is 'Once ye start chewin' ye're headed farr ruin'. When people die of black rice, they rise up as zombies more often than not. But usually they look Undead long before they keel over. See, the first few times, it makes people feel like they're some kind of exalted transcendent being. But then it just makes them numb. But they keep chasin' after the memory of those first few times. And the more ye take, the more ye need it. And after a while, they're no act of villainy they won't do, just ta get some black rice ta chew."

"Understood," I replied. 

In other words, devil grass was a public nuisance, focus was a nuisance and dangerous, while black rice was dangerous, addictive and deadly. But, I wondered, if everyone knew that black rice was a life-destroying drug, why would anyone ever start? 

Or were there actually people who preferred numbness to feeling? My own tactile sensors were rudimentary, and I often envied my friends’ abilities to feel the more delicate nuances of sunlight, a brisk breeze, a cool rain, or the warmth of a fire. And I would never choose to surrender what capacity to feed that I did have. On the contrary, I would consider accepting the ability to feel pain if it mean that I could feel in the same intensity as my humanoid friends could. Why would anyone willingly throw that away?

Robart ordered something called a "pasta turban", while Hector asked for a "fat marionette", and Dulgar called for a "pocket of sunshine". Indeed, everything on the menu had odd, colorful names. But before the food arrived, an odd thing happened: four theatre performers burst through the door in an obvious frenzy.

"Oh yeah," Hector drawled. "Stage types are big on focus too. It helps them memorize their lines in a hurry. But there's a reason why you don't see too many old actors."

The odd quartet was all dressed in tight-fitting, blue and black dancing silks. Their costumes were emblazoned with silver colored Gaelic knots. The leader wore a heavily ornamented black belt with silver rivets. The leader pointed at me and exclaimed, "You're the only one who can save us!"

"What's this all about?" Robart asked me.

"Unknown," I replied.

"You..." The leader babbled, running up to our table.

"Kai T5's ship is late..." another performer interrupted.

"And the guards said you were in town..." the leader continued.

"And you'd be perfect to play the Warmaster," all four exclaimed in unison.

"Elaborate," I prompted.

"I'm Ian McLaniard," the leader said. "Our star performer, Construct T5, is late because of his transport ship being delayed. He couldn't fit on our boat so he had to book passage on a freighter. Anyway... he plays the Warmaster in 'Dance of the Warmaster', and the curtain goes up in two hours! And you're the only Construct in town that's a registered Kai and also looks a lot like T5!"

"Bein' his de facto agent," Robart butted in, "what kind o' pay are we talkin' about?"

"Triple the Daily Standard Wage and 1% of the gross," Ian said quickly. "With a flash deposit to whatever bank you want."

"Make it 2%, and ye have a deal," Robart countered.

"Triple standard, 1.5%, and some Warmaster souvenirs," Ian suggested.

"Ye have a deal, lad," Robart said. "So long as Frank here agrees."

"Acceptable," I confirmed.

"We'll meet ye at the theatre after dinner," Robart confirmed.

"Blue Lilly Theatre," Ian announced. "And there'll be tickets for you three!"

I followed the quartet as quickly as I could, but the performers kept racing ahead of me, turning around, and then telling me to hurry up. But I could not be hurried. My walking speed was also my maximum speed. This situation seemed to make the entertainers even more anxious, but the situation could not be helped.

A turn later, we arrived at the Blue Lilly. The theatre appeared to be in an advanced state of disrepair. Most of the windows were boarded over and a vast array of demolition tools stood inside a locked tool cage next to the building. The door hung by a single hinge and the carpet in the foyer was worn down to bare threads. A prominent sign next to the dangling door read, "Final performance before demolition and reconstruction. Hard hats required."

This did not bode well, in my opinion.

"We'll use the service entrance," Ian advised.

Inside the rehearsal room, bits of plaster flaked off a ceiling that looked like it leaked with every passing rain. The walls had melon-sized holes in them, through which I could see the sagging load-bearing members. The floor, once beautifully tiled, was scuffed beyond recognition and looked like a jigsaw puzzle with a bunch of pieces missing. Clustered about the corners of the room lay small piles of hard black pellets that were most likely rodent droppings.

"Yeah, she's a grand ol' theatre," Ian told me while fishing a small glass tablet out of a small filing cabinet. "The Blue Rose is going to replace her. Better lighting, better acoustics, better seats. But we'll miss this ol' rat trap."

I did not understand why humanoids grew attached to inanimate objects that had worn down far past the point of obsolescence. But I did not deny that they did so.

"Fortunately," Ian said, activating the tablet, "you can integrate the whole play instantly since you're a sentient machine."

I did not know for a fact that such a thing was true, but I would find out presently. I imported the file. It was a highly detailed manuscript that contained all of the dialogue, stage direction, and choreography for "Dance of the Warmaster". The play was, in fact, a ballet that detailed a cataclysmic battle between a group of powerful Wishsingers and an ancient Warmaster bent on destroying the village of Blueline March on West Point. Most of the dance routines involved tap dancing -- even my own dances. I wondered if the creaky stage would withstand the strain.

Then there were the combat scenes. The stage performers were apparently Wishsingers too and would be casting actual combat spells at me, albeit at purposefully reduced power. My instructions were to launch actual combat nails at the performers, but at 1% of standard velocity. The battle would look convincing enough, but would harm no one.

We only had time to do one trial run before the theatre began to fill. Up close, the stage was in even worse condition than I had originally suspected. The horizontal planks were dry rotted and patched in numerous places. The vertical load bearing members had been hastily buttressed with a few wooden planks. A few disinterested rats idly crawled around the orchestra pit where the musicians (also wearing hardhats) did their final rehearsal. A fiddle player nudged a rat out of the way with her foot. The musical score sounded distinctly Western.

What I found fascinating is that Dance of the Warmaster did not employ sets in the conventional sense. Instead, an intelligent-looking indigo-colored Fey stood behind a small glass table that seemed to function as a giant Mathematician slate. The device had short-range data beacon that identified the operating system as “Tablet Services 2.5 Professional”. The table boasted six virtual tablets, and I surmised that Dulgar would have been quite jealous upon seeing this particular piece of hardware. I decided that the Fey was female because she was dressed in a feminine manner. But like all Fey, she appeared highly attractive yet androgynous. She quickly called up a series of pre-programmed mathematical projections that served well as three-dimensional holograms. Her fingers moved quickly and precisely, almost as if her tablet was a musical instrument. She occasionally brushed an errant lock of white hair out from in front of her eyes as she finished the setup.

The difference was that mathematical projections had temporary solidity. In rehearsal, the holograms were translucent and immaterial.

"When we get to the last act, where you tap dance while unleashing your arsenal," Ian advised, "don't dance for real until we perform it in front of the audience. When Janivier Jellico -- the Fey choreographer -- raises a shield above the stage, it'll be time for your dance!"

"Understood," I said. 

It was a good thing that Constructs were incapable of having feelings of foreboding, for if it was possible, I would certainly be feeling it now.

The appointed hour approached and the patrons slowly shuffled in, wearing hard hats and some even wore protective goggles. A sizable proportion of the audience carried beer mugs bubbling over with foam, while others carried cocktail glasses filled with alcohol spirits of various colors. At least a score of them puffed on large cigars, despite the prohibition against doing so within the theatre proper.

The musical began with a song that warned the audience against the dangers of travelling into the Cali Forbidden Zone as a treasure hunter. The Fey created an austere backdrop in which crumbling highscrapers towered above streets littered with rusted hulks and rubble. Two-dimensional representations of Ravers (radioactive zombies) and Thousand Eyes (cohesive swarms of cockroaches) prowled about menacingly. I stood behind a holographic representation of a long-abandoned constable's station. When Ian and his three fellow "treasure hunters" found me, I "activated" and started shooting at them.

They humanoids sung a fearful-sounding song of retreat. Of course, in real life, I doubted anyone would sing while being fired upon by a rogue Construct. 

Speaking of singing, my "gloating sequence" had me saying a rhythmic cadence that I could not imagine myself (or any other Construct) ever saying.

"Directive-1 shall be completed

When all the humanoids have been deleted

They can hide and run away

But my mission is now to slay

Their bodies shall fill the largest tomb

When all slain by Delta Doom."

The stage directions had called for me to stamp my feet as I recited my lines. As I did so, bits of plaster and clumps of dust fell from the ceiling onto the heads of the audience. 

The stage went black as the Fey technician prepared for the next set and the performers changed costumes. The only light in the theatre came from Janivier's workstation. Her fingers worked madly over the six virtual tablets. I was actually impressed with the alacrity with which she completed the long series of calculations. Indeed, it was almost as if she possessed a math coprocessor.

In the smoky darkness, the audience applauded heartily. After a round, Janivier raised the lighting to reveal a virtual country village complete with chubby brown cows and chickens squawking about in the street. In this scene, Ian and his cohorts were dressed as members of the town council and sung about how they didn't believe in the report about an enraged killing machine slowly trudging their way in order to accomplish the town's destruction. Their snide ditty ended with a rather short-sighted conclusion:

"We threw those fools right from the room.

We don't believe in Delta Doom!"

Of course, once the scene went dark again and reset, it was my turn again, and I destroyed the town. However, the four archaeologists managed to escape the conflagration and fled on foot to warn the next town up the road. During my wanton destruction of the nameless village, the load-bearing members that held up the theatre's ceiling began creaking under the strain of my foot-stamping and nail-shooting. Bigger chunks of plaster fell from above and ricocheted off the patrons' head protection. My act ended with me exclaiming, "I don't have to understand why / but all the humans have to die. I shall fulfill my primary goal / to kill everything that has a soul!"

Whatever. 

It was dialogue out of some third-rate fiction pulp. My guess was that the patrons came for the dancing, which was actually quite good. While I had no prior experience with dancing either, I quickly discovered that my routines had a mathematical pattern that was very easy to execute once my math coprocessor had discerned the formula. 

The humanoids required many hours of practice to accomplish what I could do perfectly the very first time. However, I knew that I had little, if any, ability to improvise. If I didn't have the highly detailed instruction set, I would have had no chance.

The scene darkened and when it resolved again, the background looked like a much larger city with holographic soldiers and defense towers with colored banners flapping in the sunlight. The four performers sung about the massive Wishsinger army they assembled as a last line of defense against the dreaded Delta Doom.

My entry onto stage came with a surge of foreboding musical orchestration. I waved my circular saw accessory around in a menacing fashion. The battle music started as the four Wishsingers launched their combat spells at me. I returned in kind with my nail gun. Of course, neither my weapons of the performers' spells were operating at even a small fraction of their full power. Still, the Fey's mathematical overlay made for a spectacular illusion, as I had not recalled my nailgun ever evidencing a muzzle flash before. Likewise, the incoming attacks against me constituted a vibrant light show of false fire and laser beams.

"Warriors," Ian announced, "Prepare the Dance Gauntlet!"

It was at that point that he and his three cohorts began a rhythmic tap dance that began slowly and gradually increased in tempo and intensity. The Fey choreographer superimposed an illusion of blue sparks flying from their tap shoes. 

"My boots of steel shall crush you!" I said, uttering my ridiculous line of dialogue. And then I started my own tap dance.

The stage groaned under my punishing weight as I slowly cycled from a few taps per segment to my maximum speed. As my tapping increased, the load-bearing members whined as the sympathetic vibrations from the stage planks spread vertically to the ceiling, which, in turn, let loose a shower of plaster and bits of wood.

"You shall all be destroyed by me / there is no reason to hide or flee!" I announced, and made a final powerful stomp with my feet while shooting combat nails into the ceiling. I heard two of the six load-bearing members snap like chop sticks. The members of the audience began huddling around the three exits. Considering that roofing tiles now accompanied the falling debris, it seemed like a wise precaution.

"The spirit of man cannot be overcome / your works of evil will be undone!" Ian and the other three shouted in unison, and launched a sonic attack that created a percussive blow similar to a dynamite explosion, but without the heat or smoke.

My stage instruction was to fall over backward in response to being hit with the sonic blast. Fortunately, the attack was powerful enough that it pushed me over like an invisible wave, so no acting was required. Unfortunately, I fell through the stage into the basement at the same time that two more support beams snapped in half, sending the entire ceiling down on top of me. I had less than a segment to raise my shield before I found myself buried in rubble and broken stage lighting. My shield absorbed the initial impact from the building’s collapse before it, too, collapsed.

[Informational: Shield Generator Overloaded], my operating system reported needlessly. It also listed a laundry list of dents, dings, and scratches to my outer carapace that amounted to 7% of my overall structural integrity. It seemed to me that there was a time not that long ago that having a building collapse on me would have caused significantly more damage. I wondered what had changed.

[ETR: 62 Rounds. Begin Repairs? [Y|N] ]

Considering that I had little else to do until the stage hands removed all of the debris that imprisoned me, I clicked affirmative.

[Alert: Foreign Matter Detected. Identifying. Identifying. Identifying. Processing. Usable Hardware Detected. Matching hardware characteristics against known shape table. Hardware identified. New Hardware Found: Bioluminescent Stage Lamps, QTY 2. Install using default device drivers? [Y|N] ]

As a Security Drone, I supposed that it would do no harm to have additional lighting sources at my disposal, so I clicked affirmative to this option as well. 

[Installing. This process may take several turns. You may continue working while this new hardware is integrated.]

Lucky me, I thought.

Even from underneath all of the rubble, I could hear the swell of applause and cheering from the crowd that had apparently escaped the theatre’s destruction unscathed. A few rounds later, I heard the sound of digging and workmen’s grunting with picks and shovels.

“We’ll get you out in no time,” I heard Dulgar’s muffled shout.

“Understood,” I replied, although I doubted he could hear me. I did not have the capacity to shout.

In this case, “no time” turned out to be quite a bit of time: four hours, twelve rounds, and five segments to be exact. At least Dulgar was there when I finally got back on my feet. I looked around and saw that the theatre had been completely destroyed. The walls had collapsed, the seats were crushed, and the curtains were buried underneath grimy debris. There was black and grey dust everywhere, and the workmen looked like they might as well have been coal miners. And insects of all kinds crawled over the broken timbers, and skittered hastily out into the street. 

“The place was falling apart for sure,” the foreman said. He was a middle-aged human that was built like a juggernaut. His biceps were as big around as Robart’s neck and he stood nearly seven feet tall. He looked like he could have easily bent a digging pick into a pretzel with his bare hands. “All them bugs,” he elaborated, pointing at the hastily retreating swarm, “well, they pretty much et the theatre from the inside out. The new one’s gonna be built the right way – from stone!”

By the way he said it, I got the impression that stonework was something of a holy vocation to him. 

“Robart and Hector are already at the Cheapskate Inn,” Dulgar said, “But I wanted to wait for you. Did you know that ‘Dance of the Warmaster’ is a running joke in the theatrical profession?”

“No,” I replied.

“Well, I didn’t either,” my friend admitted. “But apparently it is. They only show this play when a theatre is about to get demolished, since the action created so much vibration and stress on the building that it makes the structure collapse.”

“One understands,” I said. Indeed, it made sense now why all of the patrons had demonstrated the foresight of wearing head and eye protection to the performance. They had known what was going to happen. 

“Anyway,” Dulgar continued, “Lord Robart got us all work-passage on a freighter headed for Caldeni. It’s a cargo ship called the Gerald Fitzedmond. Funny name for a ship, I think. It leaves at dawn.”

I asked what a “work-passage” was.

“Basically, they’ll transport us for free if we work on the ship during the voyage,” my friend explained. “A lot of professional sailors start off as work-passage; but not me – or you. People who don’t float shouldn’t be seamen.”

There was an obvious logic to that proclamation.

My operating system finished integrating the two stage lights into my structure, so I used them instead of my sodium lamps. They shone with a cool, turquoise glow that was softer and less glaring than my flood lights. They lit perhaps half the distance but also generated no heat. The bioluminescent lighting also used only 10% of the energy that my sodium lamps used. Of course, it was still possibly to use both systems concurrently. 

I noticed that my operating system had shrunk the devices by over 40% so that they would be of an appropriate size for my body. I found that very interesting.

“Nice lamps,” Dulgar remarked. “Where’d you get them?”

“I found them,” I said truthfully.

We walked ten blocks over to the Cheapskate Inn. It was everything that Robart had said it would be: Simple, clean, and cheap. By this time, only the midnight service was available in the dining area, which meant that Dulgar could only get cold sandwiches and cheese cubes – but that seemed to not bother him in the least. The dining area was a streamlined, efficient affair with steel and glass tables, wire frame chairs, and a black and white tiled floor. A hearth burned quietly at the end of the room, with only the occasional hiss and pop from a few logs being evident. The overhead lights were also of the bioluminescent variety, with three quarters of them extinguished now that the dinner rush had long since passed. Dulgar ate three sandwiches and two plates of cheese and crackers before he finally admitted to being “stuffed”. It never ceased to amaze me how much food a Dwarf could cram into such a diminutive frame. And my friend was still considered to be underweight for his kind. 

“Too bad we’re going to miss the pickle festival,” Dulgar said regretfully before retiring. “And boats are not my thing.”

I stood watch beside Able in the dining area where I could see out through a wide plate glass window. I doubted that we were due for much in the way of nocturnal encounters, however. The city was walled to the east, north, and west, as well as having an organized, armed militia. I watched the hearth fire gradually burn down to small pile of orange embers. A few rounds before the Hour of the Wolf came, an elderly lady wobbled into the dining hall with the aid of a richly lacquered wooden cane that was adorned with carved runes from some ancient language. She turned to me and I knew immediately from her violet eyes that I was looking at an elderly Changeling and not a Human. She was probably close to 250 years old. Her eyes did not appear to be focused on any particular object in the room.

“I thought there was someone down here,” she told me. “And it won’t be much longer until we can forego the nightly fire. Be a dear and put a couple logs on that fire – just a couple of small ones.”

“I will comply,” I said.

“That’s funny,” she replied as I stoked the fire with a steel poker. “You said that like a Construct. I’m Theena, by the way.” 

In addition to her strangely unfocused in her gaze, I noticed that she casually touched things around her. It was then that I realized that the old lady was blind. 

“But of course you couldn’t be, since I know you’ve here,” she continued.

“I understand,” I said. “I am called Frank.”

Changelings were natural empaths that could detect the spiritual presence of living, sentient beings. I found it reassuring that she knew that I was alive.

“So you wait for it too,” Theena said mysteriously, “The Hour of the Wolf.”

“I do,” I answered truthfully.

It was at moment that the ornamental clock at the check-in desk chimed three times. As it had been on so many other nights, I felt the weight of this land’s spiritual morass dissipate like fog in bright daylight. But it had a more profound effect on my elderly companion. Her gaze came into focus and she stared directly at me. It seemed that the power of this sacred time restored her sight – at least temporarily.

“What are you?” Theena asked. There seemed to be equal parts fear and fascination in her expression.

“I am, as far as I am aware, unique,” I replied.

“How can such a thing be possible?” Theena asked. “You are a living machine. You’ve made of cold metal, but I feel the warmth of your spirit. And it is a kind spirit too. I must know about you. Will you tell me your story?”

“If you tell me yours,” I offered.

I did not tell Theena everything, of course. The condensed tale strained the limits of credibility as it was. The whole truth seemed like a madman’s delusion despite the fact that Dulgar and I had lived through it. But I did tell her that I was given the holy charge of preserving the life of my friend and was also commanded to rescue the immortal being known as the Architect. I told her of our encounter with the legendary angel known as Symmetrika and how he seemed both angry and impressed at our exploits. And I told her that Symmetrika had the power to either destroy me or to imbue me with life, but that I could not remain how I was. That angel, by the power of the universal god of good known on this world as the True One, gave me a soul.

“Yes, that angel is known to the Changelings as well,” Theena agreed. “He does the bidding of the True One in obvious and permanent ways. Among our people, it is believed that it was he that convinced the other three Great Angels – Sirocco, Pacifican, and Cyan – to converge on the Isle of Gales and petition the True One to transform the Galens from the Humans that we once were into the Changelings that we have become. From that day, we have been neither fully Human nor fully Angel, but something else – something good and beneficial.

“Symmetrika’s still at it, “Theena concluded, “for you are now neither fully machine nor fully Human, but something else – something wonderful.”

I agreed. I was to Constructs what Changelings were to Humans.

“Tell me of your life,” I prompted.

“It’s not as happy a tale as yours,” she cautioned.

She had begun her career as a Protector – a calling that many Changelings pursued yet few had the physical stamina to attain. But she was one of the few who made the cut. For thirty-five years she guarded the life of an Elven Priest named Lore Woodrush. They were the proverbial “odd couple” for Changelings so frequently lacked the strength of arm to be Protectors, while Elves frequently lacked the strength of will to be Priests. And yet they challenged and overcame their weaknesses in order to become a force of doom to those who committed murder in the unholy name of Illuthiel.

The years passed and the duo took on and slew ever increasingly powerful foes. At first, they merely challenged Illuthiel’s living Priests and Antideacons. But then they attracted the notice of Illuthiel’s Eternals – the Undead Priests. Theena and Lore made war against them as well. Finally, however, the came a final battle in which on Infernal (an Undead, ancient, anti-Paladin) summoned a small army of the dead in order to destroy the two interlopers and to convert the town of Raleigh’s Watch into zombie slaves.

Lore Woodrush and his cadre of two dozen willing fighters were outnumbered seven-to-one. And yet Lore and Theena would not allow the Infernal to destroy the town unopposed. By prayer, spell, sword, and gun, the servants of the Light fought a defensive war of structured retreat that bought enough time for the three thousand citizens of Raleigh’s Watch to evacuate. By the end of three days of fighting, all of Lore’s twenty-four warriors were slain and the Infernal’s army was reduced to a handful of battered, patched-together zombies. Lore was out of Priestly spells and down to his last magazine of ammunition. Theena had saved her last silver bullet for the Infernal.

The Undead anti-Paladin appeared cloaked in an aura of smoky darkness and vegetation withered wherever he set foot. He was ancient and his eye sockets burned like coals from the forge. And yet it vas waves of cold, not heat, that radiated from his body. He had stood over seven feet tall and his two-handed longsword had to have weighed over a hundred pounds. And yet the Infernal swung the massive weapon with all the ease of a mere mortal wielding a fencing foil. The final target had been Father Woodrush, but Theena shot her last round into the Infernal’s chest. By some miracle, that final missile penetrated a tiny chink in the anti-Paladin’s armor and lodged in his icy heart and caught fire.

The Infernal cried out in supernaturally horrible suffering, as if the payment of several lifetimes worth of sin had suddenly and unexpectedly come due in full. But in his final death throes, he uttered a foul curse of darkness against both Lore and Theena. But the Protector, true to her calling, absorbed Lore’s share of dark magic into herself and paid the price for both of them. It was a curse of darkness in a very real sense, for when she awakened from a comatose state a week later, she found that the Infernal’s curse had robbed her of her sight. And although a Protector can recover from nearly any injury – even the loss of a limb – the one injury for which they could not shrug off was supernatural blindness.

And so Lore and Theena returned to the Isle of Gales. For five years, the Isle’s best healers tried, and failed, to restore he sight. Lore Woodrush, though uninjured, seemed to suffer a malaise of spirit for which he never recovered. He could not be convinced that Theena’s blindness was not his fault. He remained a Priest but was never again a missionary warrior. 

Theena, discharged honorably from the Protectorate, drew a pension and lived a secluded life in Touchstone. It was only during the Hour of the Wolf that the Infernal’s curse abated. It was only for this hour each day that she could see.

“I told you that it wasn’t a happy story,” the retired Protector said. “But we saved three thousand lives that day. That’s worth the loss of my sight and my career. I’d do it again.”

I believed her.

The clock chimed four times and the weight of spiritual decay descended upon me like weights of iron. Theena’s gaze clouded as her world turned dark once more.

“It was good to be able to see you,” she said sadly as she slowly trundled back up the stairs.

I had no other visitors that night. A security constable tiredly strode by an hour before dawn but did not stop into the Cheapskate Inn. As usual, a heavy fog rolled in from the north, obscuring nearly everything except for the soft glow of the bioluminescent street lamps. As the sun rose in the east, the sky turned the color of flame and scarlet. A man in a horse-drawn cart trundled down the street crying, “Muffins! Bagels! Croissants! Hot and Buttered!”

The kitchen staff descended and began preparations for the morning meal. They apparently lived on the premises, and I found that to be quite efficient. An hour later, Dulgar, Robart, and Hector strode into the dining area. They looked quite refreshed after being able to bathe in hot water, with soap, and being able to rest on something other than hard earth. They had even trimmed and combed their beards. Robart beckoned me over to their table.

“I sent a whirligig to that horny git,” my liege said, obviously referring to Vincent Valentine. He’ll either have his arse at the ship in ninety rounds, or he can fly after us.”

“At least he shoots his gun as reliably as he shoots his…” Hector began.

“Hey,” Dulgar interrupted. “I do wart to eat this morning!”

“Be nice,” Robart chided. “It’s not his fault that his kind is popular with both the lassies and lads.”

“It isn’t?” Dulgar asked.

“Nae lad,” Robart explained. “Ever heard of a thing called ‘pheromones’?”

The other two nodded. 

“Well, the Fey give off pheromones in droves,” Robart said, “and about seven in ten non-Fey humanoids are responsive to them. The fact that we aren’t askin’ him out every night means we’re some of those lucky three in ten.”

“You have got to be kidding,” Dulgar exclaimed.

“I wish I was, lad,” Robart said dourly. “Changelings have the same thing going, except their pheromones make people not want to attack them. Ever notice that Changelings all smell like cinnamon? It’s not cologne.”

I found that last tidbit interesting.

My fiends finished their huge breakfasts that had to have included two gallons of coffee between them. How they still had kidney function after years of that abuse was simply a defiance of medical science. 

Robart let loose a low, rumbling belch and exclaimed, “No time like the present. And it was none too easy ta find a ship that could haul the truck, but the Gerald Fitzedmond can do it.”

We headed out towards the harbor just as the sun was burning away the morning fog. It was not difficult to locate the Gerald Fitzedmond as it was one of the larger ships in port. It was also a ship whose glory days had long ago come and gone. The sails were drab grey-white and covered with various patches. Two of the five sails were missing entirely. The decking had turned as grey as fireplace ash, and one could marvel that the material was indeed wood. Only the unmatched segments of replacement carpentry still retained any semblance of brown. Three circular windows, presumably cabin portholes, had been patched over with aluminum panels to keep out the salt spray. And the crew: if any of them had a complete uniform, I did not see. Many had bits and pieces of nautical garb and had supplemented their outfits with civilian street clothes.

A huge sign stood next to the entry ramp that read “Help wanted: No experience necessary”. I thought that this did not bode well.

“Are you sure about this boat, my lord?” Dulgar asked respectfully. “It doesn’t exactly look up to factory spec.”

“Well, lad,” Robart said confidently, “She looks a bit rough now, but that’s only because she battled and won against the pirate Darth William and won. It cost half her crew, but she won.”

“Uh huh,” Dulgar replied without further elaboration. “And you don’t think it’s bad luck to sign onto a ship that just had its rear end handed to it?”

“I thought about that, but the captain says she doesn’t go for superstition,” Lord Robart replied in a way that implied that his response had answered the question. It had not.

We arrived at the ship and were greeted by the ship’s second-in-command, a ruddy, weather-worn Human named Kirk McDaniels of Clan Trelaine. A native of Caldeni, the Trelaine clan and their related families had a rich tradition of merchant seamanship. At least that is what Commander McDaniels demanded that we believe before he let us onboard. We spent the next ten rounds filling out our labor contracts, as required under the North Point Charter of Workers’ Rights. The contract offered 1.2 times the Standard Daily Wage plus double pay for hazardous duty. Of course, there was still the probationary rider that stated that the initial month-long voyage would be pay-free in exchange for intensive on-the-job training.

“Stow your gear then report to Lieutenant Commander McDoogan for duty assignments,” McDaniels barked. “Be back in two rounds. And I don’t mean ten!”

Lord Robart gave the Commander a sneer but otherwise complied.

“Some folks,” Robart griped while thawing his belongings into a storage trunk near the bed in his assigned room. “Some folks think that just having the Trelaine affiliation makes them masters of the sea. Well, respect can only be earned. Same goes for experience, lads!”

The crew quarters were small and cramped, with a single sink and toilet, four narrow bunks, four storage chests, a single writing desk, and a shallow closet meant for storing canned goods and grooming supplies. Fortunately, I would not need to use any of the bunks, and thus would leave my three friends some additional room.

Once we returned to the top deck, I observed a blue Fey flying at high speed carrying a bloated duffel bag. It was, of course, Vincent Valentine. He landed on the deck with an unceremonious thud and wiped the sweat from his face using a shirt sleeve. I also noticed several splotches of smeared lipstick on his neck and ears.

"You weren't kidding about his whole 'leaving at dawn' thing, were you?" the Fey asked my liege.

"Tis true," Robart harrumphed.

"You, butterfly!" Commander McDaniels barked at Vincent. "Get over here and get your duty assignment!"

"'You, butterfly'?" Vincent repeated incredulously. "Remind me to kick his arse later on."

"I will nae forget, lad," Robart confirmed cheerfully. I had the notion that my liege would be all too willing to finish the scheduled "arse kicking" should the Fey's combat prowess prove insufficient.

Lieutenant Commander McDougal (as his name actually turned out to be) seemed less arrogant than the younger McDaniels. He was a leather-skinned seaman with a wreath of pepper-colored hair, a neatly trimmed moustache, and large yellow teeth that betrayed a lifetime of pipe smoking -- which he presently indulged. He had a small office to the left of the bridge (the ship's command and control room), and the six of us barely squeezed into it.

"I've seen worse recruits," McDougal said without preamble. "I've seen a lot better too, but I've certainly seen worse. But a motlier assortment I haven't seen."

The Lieutenant Commander gave us a jovial wink when he said that and then pulled in another puff from his pipe. 

"'Lord' Robart Brightsky," McDougal said, indicating that he didn't think much of my liege's title. "You won your lordship in a game of cards. There's also a misdemeanor warrant out for you in nearly every town on West Point except Ex-Libris."

"Well..."Robart explained, "I've been known to bend the occasional law or two."

"I'll put you on weapons repair and fire control," McDougal concluded. "And then there's Vincent Valentine: part-time Gunslinger, part-time porn star; subject of the centerfold of the special Spring Equinox edition of ‘Leather Life’."

"If you can get paid for your hobbies, why not?" Vincent asked.

"Crow's nest and recon," the commander ordered. "That should keep you out of trouble. And we're blessed with another celebrity, Frank, of 'Macho Machines' fame."

"Acknowledged," I said.

"We can use a good carpenter, since our foolhardy Commander convinced the captain to sail with incomplete repairs rather than pay the late delivery penalties. Down Below is a wreck, and the sooner we're really seaworthy, the better. And your friend, Dulgar Gemfinder -- of unknown origins and murky past -- where did you say you came from?"

"I didn't," Dulgar replied.

"Right," McDougal nodded. "Your boss said you're a wonder with needle and thread. We're still down two sails and several dozen uniforms. And for Hector Grizzletooth, a Paladin with a rather colorful reputation, shall we say..."

"I only had sexual relations with that woman," Hector said tiredly. "All the other stuff she claimed we did was more in Vincent's modus operandi."

"Right,” McDougal said doubtfully. "Well, our chaplain caught a bullet on our last mission, so you're our new clergy. And that leaves Able, the only one of your bunch without skeletons in the closet."

Able waved a grappler-hand in acknowledgement.

"Your friends say you're a good cook, so there's no use wasting the talent," the Lieutenant Commander said after taking another puff from his pipe. "You will get kitchen duty. Oh, and if you can manage a pineapple upside-down cake, you'd certainly have my thanks."

We were dismissed and were told that our duties would not commence until noon.

An hour later, the dock hands had finished loading the cargo into the hold, including the Highrider truck. It was not long after that the crew untied the mooring lines and cast off from the dock. A small tugboat chugged away and slowly pulled us out into open water. I wondered if the craft had an internal combustion engine or if it was powered by some form of mathematical engineering.

Three of the five sails were raised aloft and caught the southwestern breeze. And so it was that the Gerald Fitzedmond left shore weighing 260 tons more than when the ship had first weighed empty.

We were leaving North Point -- a land dominated by the Undead, ecological catastrophe, and political corruption. It was a wounded land, but one that I felt we had made changed to for the better. And now I thought of West Point, the land that Robart Brightsky once called home but was now, in many ways, unwelcome. I wondered what new challenges we would find in the emerald land where life was green and growing and where the Undead were not so common as to have their own cities and governing bodies.

The Architect was on West Point – but where? Finding him would complete the last task that would forever bring about the undoing of "General" Histra DuPrie. 

And that was a day worth looking forward to.

Fifty: Wreck of the Gerald Fitzedmond

"Hey!" Commander McDaniels shouted, interrupting my contemplation of a brighter future. "When I said the shift starts at quarter-noon, I didn't mean sunset! Get to work, you bucket of bolts!"

The Commander had the charisma of a cactus, but he seemed to make up for this deficit with bigotry and racism. Speaking of work, I had yet not noticed McDaniels engaging in any.

I used the cargo lift to get to Down Below since the access ladder was too narrow for me. The main hold was, in fact, seven separate, mutually watertight sections into which cargo could be stored. In theory, the ship's hull could be pierced and have only one section be flooded. 

And judging by the high humidity and dark stains on the walls and ceilings, two of the seven chambers had recently taken on water. Chambers one and two seemed to have the most activity. When I stepped into the first storage hold, the first thing I noticed was that the room still held nearly three inches of sea water, which two men on hand pumps were valiantly attempting to evacuate. Then I noticed that all of the cargo boxes were up on foot-high concrete blocks as a way of keeping their contents from being contaminated. But the third thing I saw was a huge, floor-to-ceiling stress fissure that appeared to be hastily patched with varying lengths and grades of timber. From this fissure, sea water slowly leaked in as if it was blood from an improperly stitched wound.

"Thrice damned 'Kirk the Jerk'," the lead foreman cursed as he changed places with one of the men on the pumps. It looked like a tiring activity that could only be performed for brief periods, and yet it had to be done continuously because of the leak in the hull.

"Kai Frank reporting for duty," I announced.

The foreman looked up from the pump and said, "I'm Chief Engineer Red McPherson, and we need all the help we can get! As you can see, we have two huge holes in the ship -- one in this hold and one next door. But we need to be in dry-dock for a week or so to do the job right, but Kirk the Jerk won't suffer the late fee, so we're sailing out with half-assed patches that are going to get us all killed if we get hit again. But Kirk the Jerk won't take the word of a registered Engineer and he won't even come down here and see for himself what the blazes I'm screaming about! He just says 'you're the engineer, deal with it'. But how can we deal with it when it takes all our doing just to keep the damned ocean out of the damned ship?"

The engineer's face had grown red with rage.

"I do not know," I replied.

The engineer threw a wrench at me and screamed, "That was a rhetorical question, man!"

"Understood," I said, and then offered the suggestion that I could easily operate both water pumps concurrently so that the humanoid crew could take a much-needed rest break.

"That, friend," McPherson replied, "is the best idea I've heard all day. And I'm sorry about the wrench."

"Forgiven," I said, and began pushing the pumps. 

While the operation of these two devices posed no physical challenge to me, I realized immediately that even a turn at the pumps would be taxing to someone of Robart's build, and the engineering team was all thinner and trimmer than my liege. They had also been at this task for several days, which is why the permanent repairs had been proceeding so slowly. The engineers were tired, simply put.

After thirty rounds of pumping at maximum speed, I was able to get the water level down to an inch inside Hold-1. At the back of the room, I saw Robart's prized possession: the Caligara Motors Highrider III. It occurred to me that there ought to be some way to hook the truck's electric motor up to the water removal pump. It would probably be worthwhile to send a whirligig to Construct Bob for advice.

A little while later, the engineers said they were ready to attack the problem at hand.

"You see the situation we've got, right?" McPherson asked me. 

In my estimation, they had several troubling "situations", beginning with the executive command crew. 

"Yeah, well you're right about that," the Chief Engineer admitted. "I'm surprised the ship's lasted as long as it has with Captain Clueless and Kirk the Jerk at the helm. The shipping company needs to put McDougal in charge, but that'll never happen."

"Why not," I asked.

"Because he hasn't got a drop of Trelaine blood in his body," McPherson said with a sneer. "In the shipping industry -- at least anything that comes out of West Point -- the Trelaine clan calls the shots, and they prefer to promote their own. Actual talent is an afterthought.

"But the bigger problem," McPherson continued, "is the fact that this is a double-hulled ship with two broken hulls that are held together with half-assed patches. If we could fix it from the outside, it would help a lot, but how could we do it with the ship at sea? Most of the problem is under the water line."

"I have a grappling hook and I do not require respiration," I suggested.

"I was hoping you'd say something like that," McPherson replied.

On the top deck, Robart busied himself with putting together one functioning tripod-mounted cannon from the wreckage of three broken units. His hands were filthy from carbon dust and lubricants. He looked as if he enjoyed the task at hand, however. Dulgar had begun stitching together large swaths of white sail fabric in order to create the fourth sail.

"It doesn't look like the captain's a big believer in spare parts," Dulgar said, eyeing the pile of debris that my liege was picking through. "Rumor has it that she does, however, believe in brandy and port wine."

Fantastic, I thought.

"Oh, and someday we've got to tell Lord Robart that I don't actually enjoy sewing," Dulgar added. "That was my job as a slave, and I don't like being reminded of it."

I could understand that.

Chief Engineer McPherson and his crew rigged a harness around me that was, in turn, fastened to the cargo lifter. He said that if the lifter could load a Highrider truck, it could certainly support my weight. I agreed, but I also attached my grappling hook to the side rail as a precaution. The thought of walking along the sea floor to Caldeni had little appeal to me.

Once I was lowered into the water, two things were immediately apparent: the water was much clearer than I had expected, and the hull was much more heavily damaged than I had anticipated. In many ways, the ship's reserve hull was in fact the only remaining hull. The hole was a jagged rectangular region approximately twenty feet high and forty feet long. I could actually see the hairline fissure in the interior hull of Hold-1. Red McPherson had been correct in his pronouncement that the Gerald Fitzedmond could only be made whole at dry-dock. Where he had erred was in his estimate of the scope of the damage. 

I pulled on the harness line as a signal for the engineers to pull me back onboard. I then described in detail what I observed.

"We're all gonna die," one of the junior members of the engineering team exclaimed.

"No need to wet your britches," Red reprimanded. "But we're going to have to get that fixed before we get into any kind of bad weather or combat. I'm amazed that the inner hull has held together as long as it has. There's no time like the present to start."

It was decided that we would cannibalize the wall between Hold-1 and Hold-2, since those two sections already leaked and could still be isolated from the rest of the ship. The wood from that wall would be sufficient for at least a temporary repair to the outer hull. Hopefully, once in Caldeni, the captain would put the ship in for proper maintenance.

I worked on installing the patch for the entire day, even after sunset. The engineering team, although overtaxed and exhausted, continued cutting wood and lowering it down to me on cables. I used my nailgun (configured for carpentry screws) to fasten the segments of wood in order to create the new outer hull. We were, of course, using the incorrect grade of lumber for this task, nor had the segments been fortified against sea water. But we used the materials available to us, so my craftwork would simply have to be sufficient. If not, the ship would easily sink if put to the test. It was as simple as that.

After ten hours of this work, I had patched slightly more than half of the missing hull area. I could have easily continued until morning if I had not fully expended my supply of screws. I would have to perform an overnight regeneration cycle before I could proceed further. 

As Red McPherson's team pulled me out of the water, I heard Dulgar griping to Robart about our rather dubious transport arrangements.

"So, my lord," Dulgar asked with an arched eyebrow. "Tell me again why we didn't take a cruise ship to Caldeni? There was a Sea Prince vacation ship moored right next to a Grey Dolphin pleasure cruiser right back in port!"

"Ye could nae afford it lad," Robart answered succinctly. "A month-long vacation cruise costs a king's ransom, an' none of us are kings."

"Really? They're that expensive?" Dulgar asked.

"How does 72 silver for a ticket on the Grey Lady sound?" Robart asked. "Or 78 for the Sea Prince?"

"It sounds a lot like five months' pay," Dulgar replied. "No thanks."

"And that, laddie, is how the whole 'work-passage' gig got started," Lord Robart said knowingly. "There are plenty o' folk with strong arms and strong backs who need to get somewhere, but don't have the cash for a ticket. And the Captains all know that maybe one in twenty apprentices actually want a career in seamanship. So the Captains get a bunch of grunt work performed for free, while the apprentice gets to his destination for free. It's a good system."

"Well, I'd feel a heck of a lot more confident if we were on a ship that was actually watertight," Dulgar grumbled.

"There is that," Robart agreed. "Half o' these cannons had ta have been useless before their last battle. Three of them work now, and a forth is a bit dicey but may do in a pinch. That's out of a dozen, of course."

"Of course," Dulgar noted. 

"The hull integrity has increased by approximately 11%," I said, hoping that the announcement would lighten the atmosphere of doom and gloom.

"That's good work, lad," Robart agreed. "And we'll pick up some maneuverability once Dulgar here lofts the fourth sail tomorrow evening."

"Well, if it's done by then," Dulgar clarified. "I think I can get it done by quarter-set."

My friends headed for the galley a quick dinner but afterwards wasted no time returning to their cabins in order to sleep off the fatigue of their exhausting duty load. I started my own regeneration cycle as well, although my system of resource recovery did not make me lose consciousness.

Midnight came and Lieutenant Commander McDougal took command of gamma shift, the so-called "graveyard" shift between midnight and sunrise. He beckoned me into the command and control center, or "C&C" as the crew referred to it as.

"The engineers said good things about you," McDougal said without preamble. "They say you're one smart Construct."

"The engineering team is likewise highly satisfactory," I replied.

"Your friends are damned hard workers too," the gamma shift commander continued. "I hadn't figured a nobleman with a long criminal record to know much about honest work -- but he does. He might even earn my trust someday."

"Understood," I said.

"So," McDougal began, changing the subject and lighting his pipe. "How would you like to learn how to pilot a ship? It's just you and me at C&C for the next 79 turns."

I had two open data modules and had no immediate means of utilizing them. My answer came easily.

"That would be highly agreeable," I replied.

For the next several hours, Lieutenant Commander McDaniels instructed me on the functions of various ship's instruments, showed me how to read a nautical map, and taught me the basics of plotting a course. He taught me the function of channel markers and why they are always in red-green pairs and why the ship's running lights had to be green on the starboard side and red on the port side. He also showed me how to detect the direction of north by finding the Pointer Star in the night sky. 

All in all, McDougal was a wise and patient teacher. I now believed the Chief Engineer's declaration that it was an injustice that McDougal did not have a command of his own.

As dawn came, I saw a thin ribbon of black along the horizon where the sun should have been.

"That is going to be a bad one," the gamma shift commander remarked. "A front that dark is going to really pack a punch."

I quickly consulted Sky Eye and learned that a hurricane of intensity-4 was headed north from the equator. It had sustained winds of 130 miles per hour.

"One agrees," I said.

"You might want rouse the engineering team early, Frank," McDougal suggested. "Any repairs you can finish before that thing swallows us whole will be mightily appreciated”.

I agreed. I had turned to walk out when Commander McDaniels imperiously stormed onto the deck of C&C.

"Lieutenant Commander," McDaniels ordered. "It is now 7:0:0. Alpha shift has begun. You are dismissed until 23:0:0."

"Commander," McDougal offered. "There is a high-threat atmospheric disturbance to the south. Do you wish me to remain on duty to assist?"

"I'm a Trelaine," the Commander retorted. "I think that should imply that I know what I'm doing."

According to my medical database, seamanship was not an inherited trait among Humans. They did not benefit from a Fey's racial memory or a Construct's programmable memory. I did not point this fact out, however. Instead, we left Kirk McDaniels at the helm without further entreaty.

"I'll say a prayer of petition to Saint Kyle," McDougal said as he headed for the galley. "We'll need all the help we can get."

Saint Kyle was the patron saint of those who faced unfair odds. 

The engineering team typically worked a shift that spanned half of alpha and beta shifts. In this case, however, McPherson and his men were not angry to be awakened early. Indeed, the Chief Engineer took one look at the southern horizon and exclaimed, "Holy crap! We've got about forty hours of work to do and only four hours to do it in!"

And so we began the damage control in earnest. I nailed replacement planks into the hull as fast as they could be cut and lowered. Dulgar, rather than finishing the fourth sail, was hoisted up to the middle sail to sew in additional reinforcing patches. Hector and Vincent hammered wooden shutters over all the cabin windows. Able readied the emergency supplies -- including lightsticks, bandages, and canteens filled with fresh water. 

By 10:3:0, the wind was blowing at full gale force, inflating the three functioning sails to their fullest extent. The leading edge of the storm crossed overhead, casting the ship in gloom and shadow. The wave height increased sharply from three feet to over ten, and kept on growing. My own virtual gyroscope began having difficulty adjusting to the deck's wild oscillations.

Then the rain started. It was no gentle drizzle, but instead began as a fully escalated downpour. The wind whipped the rain until it fell nearly parallel to the sea. And it pelted the humanoid crew like shotgun pellets, inflicting raw welts over unprotected skin. The visibility shrunk to perhaps twenty feet as we sailed on into the heart of the storm.

By 11:0:5, I could do no more work. The ship was so tossed by the angry sea that I simply got slammed against the hull again and again. I could not aim my nailgun and my gyroscope could no longer keep me in balance in relation to the heaving deck. The hull repair was 85% completed. It would have to suffice.

As the engineers pulled me up, McPherson shouted, "Whatever you were able to get done, that's all we're going ta get done!"

I fell over and slid across the deck. It was just chance that my grappling hook latched onto one of the masts. I reeled myself towards it so that I would not get swept out into the ocean.

The swells were now taller than the ship, and the engineers had the whole crew on bailing duty since the bilge pumps could not accommodate the torrent.

"You'll never believe this," Dulgar told me around noon. "The kitchen's been battered around so much that Able said it's now too rough out to feed us!"

I launched my probe so that I could observe C&C. Surprisingly, Lieutenant Commander McDougal had somehow assumed command and the man known as Kirk the Jerk was nowhere to be seen.

"Query: Location of Commander McDaniels," I asked.

"The bastard said he's sick," McDougal replied through clenched teeth. His omnipresent pipe smoldered dimly in the gloom and cast a wreath of thin smoke around the Lieutenant Commander's head.

"Imagine," he continued bitterly, "an almighty Trelaine getting seasick! And the thrice-damned captain's too damned hung over to conn a row boat much less a cargo vessel! She says 'I had just one drink -- for my heart!' She smelled like a moonshine boiler this morning when she told me that. Some fine 'heritage' those two Trelaine scions have!"

The windows on the C&C deck now looked into a churning black abyss. The ship's artificial WORD MISSING – not sure what it is spun around like the gambling wheel in Black's Chances. The deck rattled and vibrated so much that even the compass kept getting jarred to the point that kept swinging between 110 and 230 degrees. The rain, now mixed with hail, caused a clattering cacophony that made a Myracannon sweatshop seem quiet by comparison.

"Query: How are you able to navigate?" I asked.

"There are some things you just can't teach, son," McDougal said. "Instinct is one. Learning how to really feel a ship is another. This ship is tired and she's wounded, but she wants to live, and damn it I'll see to it that she does!"

I found it odd that the Lieutenant Commander referred to the ship as a "she" despite the fact that Gerald Fitzedmond was a decidedly masculine name.

For the next several hours, the five members of the engineering team fought a war of attrition against the sea. Cargo crates slid off their skids and shattered. Interior timbers creaked and snapped as the ship was tossed by fifty-foot swells. The septic system backed up and hurled raw sewage into Hold-7, which had also begun taking on water as a result of a brand new leak in the outer hull. Small fires broke out all over the ship as alcohol-fueled lamps were snapped from their moorings. Able informed me that he was trapped in the kitchen as a result of the stove coming loose from its mountings and smashing against the galley door which, unfortunately, opened inward.

I guided my probe back to C&C, where the Lieutenant Commander continuously adjusted the ship's heading with all the grace of a concert violinist. Oddly enough, I saw determination in his face but only a hint of fear.

"What do you estimate our odds of survival?" I asked.

I could not calculate, as I still had too little information concerning this ship's structural characteristics and the current helmsman's capabilities.

"I'd say fifty-fifty," he replied. That was a higher value than I had anticipated.

"See," he then clarified, "we'll either make it, or the ship will break in two and we'll all drown."

Lieutenant Commander McDougal had obviously never studied advanced probability or mathematical modeling.

"How is the rest of the ship holding up," he asked. 

I told him.

"Hell, when we get to shore, we should just open Hold-7 to the sea," McDougal suggested. "It's probably the only thing that'll kill the smell of old excrement."

It was then that Captain Sarleena McTrella stumbled onto C&C gripping a half-empty bottle of Clancy's Six-Grape Red Port. Her jacket was buttoned crookedly, with a loop left over on the bottom and a rivet left over on the top. Her hair was unkempt and in disarray. Her nose was ruddy and swollen, as were her eyes. Her swaying gait was caused by more than just the weather.

"Is beta shift," the Captain slurred. "I have just one drink -- for my heart! And a second one, just a small one, to steady my hands. For this storm -- is a bad one."

"What we need to do, Captain," McDougal suggested, "is turn around, head back to port, and try again after the storm passes. And maybe get the ship fixed too." 

"No!" Sarleena McTrella bellowed. "I have too many bills. No more debt, I tell you! If we're too late, we ruined! Now, you go away so I can start the beta shift."

"With all due respect, Captain," McDougal said venomously, "you are medically unfit to command in this situation. Get your drunken arse out of C&C before you distract me and get us all killed!"

"You cannot talk to your betters like that," she swore and then took a deep pull from her bottle of port wine. "When we get to port, I tell! I go to the port police!"

"Assuming you even remember this conversation," McDougal chastened. "Now get out!"

The captain sullenly stumbled back out onto the howling wind. If I thought the sky was dark before, it was nothing compared to nightfall under a hurricane. 

The sky was black and the waves were black. The swells loomed sixty feet from trough to crest and McDougal somehow made this old, wounded vessel ride the waves. We could so easily capsize. If the ship cut a wave just a few degrees off center, the kinetic energy of the swell would toss the ship over like a child playing with a bath tub toy. Able and I would not be destroyed, of course, but how would the humanoids survive being cast into a black night of mountainous waves, icy water, and wind that churned at triple-digit speed? They would not, of course. It was as simple as that. And their survival depended on a helmsman who just began his seventeenth hour of duty without rest, and who was somehow operating the vessel without visuals or instruments. We were not in an enviable position. 

"She can pilot the ship drunk when the weather's okay," McDougal told me. "But on a night like this, she shouldn't even look at the wheel much less touch it."

"Understood," I said and then sent my probe to the crew deck. I was met with a scene of chaos.

The crew members were all busily hammering in reinforcement nails and boards as deck planking warped and snapped. They had to dodge furniture that moved on its own accord as if possessed. All of the alcohol lamps were extinguished and they crew members worked by the wan glow afforded by the lime-green emergency light sticks. 

"You know, Frank," Dulgar told me tiredly. "It's better to die a free man than live as a slave. But I really don't want to die. And I really don't want to die by drowning in cold, black seawater."

"You will not die," I promised. "You are under my protection."

It was not much later that I saw a green-red pair of running lights headed for us on a collision course. I sent my probe to C&C to warn the helmsman.

"Gimmie a break! They've got the whole ocean, be they figured now would be a good time to t-bone us?" McDougal cursed. "Can you warn them off?"

"One will try," I said.

I sent my probe across to the other ship, the Two-Tonic, where the Captain appeared to be on the razor's edge of madness. He gripped the wheel so tightly that his palms bled on the wood. He didn't blink but instead stared directly ahead. I estimated that if he did not alter course within three rounds, the Two-Tonic would strike the Gerald Fitzedmond amidships. At least it would hit the side of the boat that had two functioning hulls rather than the side of the ship where I had begun the patching work. Given the circumstance, that seemed like a small comfort indeed.

"You must alter course by thirty degrees to avoid collision," I told him.

"I canna do it," the captain said in a distant, detached voice. His accent was a lot like Robart's. "The control wire to th' rudder's snapped, and we're just a'drifftin' where th' storm be a'takin' us!"

Well, maybe his accent was a bit stronger than my liege's.

"That evil goddess of sea monsters, Calamarain, tis a'goin' ta have us all!" The captain lamented. "But I will not go so easily into th' darkness of th' abyss! She'll nae have me soul!"

Right. 

I decided that the Captain was mad and there was little point in further conversation. I did have the idea to manually move the ship, however. Thanks to my brief tutelage with the Lieutenant Commander, I knew that the rudder was a relatively small piece of equipment that had the power to alter the course of the entire ship. I activated my probe's tiny floodlamps and flew it to the rear of the ship. I then plunged the sensor unit into the churning sea and located the rudder. It flapped uselessly in the current. The control wire had indeed snapped.

I grabbed on to it using the probe's grapplers and pulled it to a 45 degree angle in relation to the keel. As far as the course correction was concerned, this constituted a blind guess. It was better than doing nothing, however.

From my position anchored to the main mast of the Gerald Fitzedmond, I could see the other ship gradually changing course. What I could not yet determine was whether the Two-Tonic would be a near-miss or a glancing blow. But I would not have to wait for long, for the errant ship was upon us.

In better weather, or if I had known just a little more seamanship, my plan might have worked. As it was, my plan failed by the slimmest of margins. The Two-Tonic scraped the side of the Gerald Fitzedmond with a crunching, grinding shriek that seemed to go on for a full turn despite the fact that the impact lasted for only five segments. It was bad enough, however.

I saw the other ship wobble away from ours and get struck broadside by a sixty-foot wave. Without any sort of helm control, the ship could not compensate. The wall of black water pushed the ship upside-down so now its sails stuck in the water and its keel faced the sky. The next wave hit and the ship was gone from sight.

I had never seen a vast number of living being die at once. It was not a sight I wanted to behold again -- ever. I sent my probe into the body of the sinking ship, in search of an air pocket that might contain survivors. Room upon room, cabin after cabin, all I found was wide-eyed death. In the galley, however, I found sizable bubble with one very frightened cook. I announced myself.

"I don't want to die," the young man shrieked. 

He was perhaps twenty years old and had doubtlessly booked on board under a work-passage contract. His red hair, freckles, and green eyes gave him away as a West Point native.

"There is some chance of survival if you do exactly as I command," I said.

"I'll do whatever you want," he begged. "Just get me out!"

I quickly explained that I wanted him to purposefully hyperventilate for a full round. This would saturate the Human's blood with oxygen. After that, I would pull him through the ship using the probe's grappler. His own swimming capabilities would augment the probe's speed. 

"Okay," the young man said. 

It was not difficult for the cook to hyperventilate. He was so terrified that he had already been breathing too quickly. 

At the end of that round, he took one final breath and grabbed on to the grappler and kicked as hard as he could as I pulled him through the mass grave that had once been a cargo vessel one-quarter the size of the Gerald. If I could be filled with a sickening horror from seeing pale, drowned corpses floating limply through the broken ship, I surely would have. It was for the best that I could not be haunted by the parade of watery doom that I was forced to behold as I attempted to pull the cook to safety.

According to my medical database, a young male Human in good physical conditioning should be able to refrain from breathing for at least one round, possibly a few segments longer. I estimated that it would take one round and two segments to get to the surface. I kept pulling and the cook kept kicking.

Clearing a last few bobbing corpses, I pulled the cook away from the sinking craft and we started upward as fast as the probe could travel. Bits of wood and other flotsam from the Two-Tonic drifted upward as we made our ascent. We broke the surface of the water and I held the cook up as best as my probe could manage. For a round, all he could do is pant. But then his breathing slowed to something approaching normal.

The Gerald had made some headway since the wreck, but, unlike the captain and first officer, the gamma shift commander put the crew's safety as a higher priority than any late fee for failing to maintain the promised schedule. I wanted to tell the Lieutenant Commander that there was a survivor from the Two-Tonic, but I was still anchored to the mast and my probe was busy rescuing the other ship's cook. Sometimes it seemed that I actually needed two probes.

As we neared the ship, I told the cook that the timing would be critical for getting him on board. With the swells approaching seventy feet now, it was like the Gerald Fitzedmond steered more like a big truck on a road with a long series of hills and dips. 

In the trough of each wave, the front end of the ship would momentarily nose into the water as the ship righted itself. If the cook grabbed the railing at just that moment, the ship's motion would pull him on deck as the ship righted itself at the beginning of the next swell. I explained that to the cook.

"I'll do whatever you tell me to do," the young man exclaimed.

I could count on one hand the number of times other people have said that to me.

"Once on board, seek shelter inside C&C," I advised.

I engaged my math coprocessor and instructed it to create a working mathematical model based on the following parameters: the observed trajectory of the Gerald Fitzedmond; the observed wave height and frequency; the known capacity of my probe to pull objects; the interpolated wind speed; the estimated mass of the cook and his estimated ability to augment my probe's speed through swimming.

[Commencing Build. This process will take 22 segments. Estimating. Extrapolating. Compiling. Linking model to external sensors. Executing. Reliability of this model: 77%.]

My status window displayed graphical representations of the ship, the swells, the probe, and the cook. It also showed the trajectory that I should pull the cook along in order to have the highest chance of success.

I began pulling the cook into position as the Gerald Fitzedmond rode the wave towards us. It looked depressingly like a motor vehicle accident in the making, and it was only then that I realized that I did not factor a Human's structural integrity into the mathematical model. It was too late to recalculate now.

"Uh," the cook gulped, "that ship's coming at us kinda fast." 

I agreed. But I did not tell the young man of the flaw in my model.

The ship approached and nosed deeply into the water. I yanked the cook as quickly as I could towards the outer railing, which hit him squarely in the midsection. Despite having the effect of being punched in the gut, he hung on as the nose lifted out of the sea. The ship righted itself in preparation for the next wave and the kinetic energy flung the cook into the air, where he impacted flatly against the C&C windshield. Mercifully, the glass did not shatter, but I did see McDougal mouth the words "What the hell?"

The cook picked himself off the deck and crawled into C&C where he commenced to flop onto the floor.

"Good rescue Frank," McDougal said. "You may have just bought him a few hours though."

"Elaborate," I asked.

"That collision hurt us," McDougal explained. "I don't know how badly yet, but it hurt us."

We cleared the hurricane in another eight hours, and by that time the gamma shift commander had operated the conn for twenty-four continuous hours. It was difficult to determine McDougal's age, as career seamen have skin that resembles leather. But he looked old and tired now. The fire was out in his pipe but he still chewed on the stem.

Finally, however, the wave height dropped below ten feet. Commander McDaniels swaggered onto the deck of C&C now that swells were manageable.

"You maniac!" McDaniels excoriated. "You had a collision with another ship! If you're suicidal, don't take the rest of us down with you!"

"Whatever," McDougal said tiredly. "There's no use arguing with you. Gamma shift ended an hour ago, in case you were interested."

"Well, I wasn't," the commander snapped. "And take that floating ball with you!"

I followed McDougal out and then reclaimed my probe. The ship was steady enough that I could walk normally so I decoupled myself from the mast.

When I looked up, I saw that the three sails had dozens of holes where the hurricane winds tore out the new patches. The third mast also stood ten degrees off perpendicular as a result of structural damage to the underlying decking. More ominously, the back end of the ship seemed to sit deeper into the water than the front end. Likewise, when I made a circular tour of the perimeter, most of the life rafts on the side of the impact had been scraped off by the Two-Tonic. The hull near Hold-7 and Hold-6 was obviously compromised.

McDougal had been correct: the ship was hurt. It could have been worse, however. The Two-Tonic's original trajectory would have cut the Gerald Fitzedmond in two.

Red McPherson and his fellow engineers emerged from Down Below. They looked dirty and tired and they all had several non-critical injuries that were caked with dried blood. 

"Ye might as well come with me," Red said. "Tis a'goin' ta be a baddun, this."

I followed the team into C&C, where Commander McDaniels manned the helm.

"The damage report, I take it?" McDaniels asked.

"Aye, sir," the Chief Engineer confirmed. "It is. And it's a long'un."

"Lay it out," the commander asked.

"Holds 6 and 7 are completely compromised and we've had ta shut the waterlocks ta keep the leak from floodin' the rest of the ship," Red McPherson began. "Whatever cargo was in there... well it's a total loss. Two of the four bilge pumps are down, and the access panel is in Hold-7. The galley's been smashed ta bits and there's a Construct trapped in there. Just about every lamp on board's been smashed. The sails are shredded. One of the five masts will need remounting. Two cannons fell overboard. We've lost 40% of our life boats. Are ye ready for the bad news, Commander?"

McDaniels looked like he had been slapped, but then recovered his composure.

"There's more?" Commander McDaniels asked.

"Aye," McPherson confirmed. "The leak's started back up in Holds 1 and 2, and we're takin' on water a lot faster that we can flush it out."

"What are you implying?" Kirk McDaniels asked pointedly.

"I'm sayin' that the Gerald could ha' made it with one or two flooded holds, but not four. I'm a'sayin', sir, that we're a'sinkin!" Red clarified. "We need to launch the distress beacon and start gettin' ready to abandon ship!"

"Take the helm," McDaniels told the engineer. "Only the captain can call for an abandon ship order."

"Well, at least the windshield held up," the Chief Engineer remarked to me and then asked, "Who's that drowned rat sleepin' in the corner?"

"The cook from the ship that hit us," I answered. "He is also the sole survivor from the Two-Tonic."

"Ye don't say," McPherson said. "Well, no use wakin' him up just yet. The boy looks like he's had enough for one day."

I agreed.

It was then that Kirk McDaniels stormed onto the bridge, burdened by a huge duffel bag and a revolver. He had a look of wild-eyed mania in his eyes.

"The Captain's dead," he exclaimed. "She somehow managed to crack her skull open on the corner of her foot locker. She's been dead for hours! How did this happen?"

"Maybe getting belted by a hurricane might cause a mishap or two," McPherson sneered. "So that makes you acting Captain, now, doesn't it? Give an order!"

"My order," McDaniels said, pulling his pistol out and aiming it at the Chief Engineer, "is to make you acting Captain. You can do whatever you want. I'm getting off this tub."

"You're mad!" Red McPherson shouted back. He did not, however, attempt to stop the Commander.

Out of morbid curiosity, I had my probe follow the wayward commander off of the C&C. As he headed for the first available life raft, several crewmen challenged him and asked what he was doing. He responded by brandishing his pistol. He lowered his boat into the choppy sea and began rowing away from the Gerald Fitzedmond as quickly as possible.

"I got a bad feelin' about this one," Red said. "Can ye conn for a round or two while I check somethin' out?"

"Yes," I answered.

The helm responded much more sluggishly with damaged sails and a hull full of water. But I kept the ship on a southwest course as per our itinerary. Of course, it probably would have made more sense to make an attempt to return to Touchstone.

Red McPherson returned and exclaimed, "That bastard took the distress beacon with him! He just stole it from the captain's quarters. Why would he do it?!"

"Perhaps he is selfish," I offered.

"Tha' t'was a rhetorical question, friend," Red replied. "But I'll go with that answer."

A distress beacon generated a VTTP message that could be read on any data tablet that had a data beacon and was also programmed to receive emergency VTTP messages. That configuration was far from universal, but it did cover a sizable portion of the data tablets in use. What McDaniels probably did not consider was the fact that I could also send omnidirectional VTTP broadcasts. I informed the acting captain of this, and asked him what to say.

"That's an easy one," Red McPherson said. "Ye just identify yourself, your ship, what's wrong, and what ye need. Make it short and sweet, though. Oh, and I'm makin' ye an actin' Lieutenant Commander, since McDougal's gonna be th' actin' Commander -- Assumin' we've still got a ship ta stand on by gamma shift."

I formulated the message and began broadcasting on the VTTP band: [Ident: Lieutenant Commander Kai Frank. Ship Registry: Gerald Fitzedmond. Nature of Emergency: Non-repairable hull breach causing internal flooding of cargo holds. Requesting: Rescue vessel capable of transporting 67 crewmen to safety. Any ship capable, please respond. Coordinates attached.]

I set up an automated transmit schedule for every two rounds. The advantage of also having access to Wayfinder-1 was that I could update our coordinates with every message sent. 

"Take the conn agin, Frank," Red McPherson commanded. "I'll get everyone woken up who isn't already."

I complied. I now noticed that both the front and rear of the ship rested much deeper in the water than it had when we first left port. The helm grew increasingly unresponsive as the ship's speed dropped and its effective mass grew. Water was heavy, and the water in the holds greatly outweighed the cargo.

[Informational: Incoming VTTP Message. Open Message? [Y|N] ].

I clicked affirmative.

[Dark Lord responds. Ship's Registry: Gaelic Knot. Message received. Gaelic Knot will render aid. ETA: 4h 10r. Request that location pinger update on 5 round schedule.]

[Acknowledged], I answered back.

It was only a few rounds later that I also picked up Commander McDaniel's stolen beacon. His message stated that the Gerald was lost at sea and that he was the sole survivor. I hoped to bear witness to his reunion with his fellow crewmen once the Gaelic Knot arrived. 

Acting Captain McPherson strode onto C&C and announced his plan.

"We don't have enough life rafts for everyone," Red explained. "So my idea is ta prioritize. The two Dwarves will sink like rocks, so they have ta be in a life raft. We've got five Elves too. Now Elves don't sink, but they're nae too good at swimming, so they get the next priority. Then the Humans go. Now here is where it gets tricky. About twenty folk will have ta take turns treading water and bein' in th' boat. The three Changelings and one Fey can fly, so there's nae reason ta worry about them. 

"But I have ta tell ye Frank," McPherson said. "We can get that chef machine into the life boat with nary a problem. But I just don't see a way for you. Ye're just too big. Even in a life boat all by ye'rself, ye'd sink it. An' we don't have the spares at all. I'm sorry, friend. But... it's not as if ye can drown, ye know."

"Understood," I said. I then told him of the message from the Knot.

"Well, that's a blessing," McPherson said. "I thought there might be a ship or two around, since we're only a day away from shore. The ship will be underwater around the same time as the Knot gets here. The Dark Lord's a strange one: he used ta be the most bloodthirsty pirate around, but now he fights pirates and rescues distressed ships. A damned fine ship captain too.

"Well... maybe if ye're lucky, ye won't have ta walk ta Caldeni after all ".

He was obviously unfamiliar with how my luck worked.

I retained control of the helm and gradually changed heading in the direction of the Gaelic Knot. Red McPherson organized preparations for the exodus. Lord Robart blasted open the galley door using Symmetrika's Hope, thus freeing Construct Able. The survivor of the Two-Tonic awakened and looked out the C&C windows. He had bruises over at least half of the skin that I could see. He also had several deep cuts on his arms where he had been injured during the rescue. Blood oozed from the middle of brown crusts of coagulation.

"This one's gonna sink too, isn't it?" The cook asked.

"Yes," I said. I saw no point in lying to him. 

I asked him his name.

"Tom Ericsson, of no particular Clan," he replied. "My grandfather was an outworlder, brought here from his own world by a Stillpoint. I'm supposed to be headed for Touchstone so that I could enroll in the culinary arts college. Of course, after I paid the tuition, I didn't have any money for boat fare."

"Work-passage," I concluded.

"Exactly," Tom said. "It doesn't look like I'm going to live to ever get my dorm key, much less a diploma!"

"A rescue ship has already been dispatched," I said. "The Gaelic Knot."

"Well, that's something," Tom said gratefully. "The Dark Lord is one of the 'good guys', and even has his own fiction pulp serial: Soldiers of Glory!"

I wondered how that compared to being a regular in "Macho Machines" or "Leather Life".

Over the next few hours, there was a strange sense of impotent urgency onboard the doomed Gerald Fitzedmond. It took less than 15 rounds for the crew to ready the life rafts and gather the emergency rations and medical supplies, but it would be almost four hours before we could expect our rescuers. So it seemed like there was something we should be doing, but there was nothing to do.

I used my circular saw and nailgun to fabricate crude floatation devices from the ship's furniture. They were not boats, but the flat rafts I created would supplement the shortage of evacuation craft. 

The water seeped into the crew's quarters, forcing everyone on board to the top deck. The fiction pulps always depicted a hull breach as a sudden, catastrophic affair, but this was the most leisurely disaster I had ever witnessed. Soon the seawater lapped upon the deck and the crew boarded the boats and rafts, while some clung to boards and barrels. The two Changelings and the Fey launched in the air and flew off towards a black-sailed ship headed our way from the north, presumably the Gaelic Knot.

"Damn it!" Dulgar yelled from the lifeboat. "You saved our lives and you're the one going down with the ship!"

The water was up to my knees. I launched my probe and sent it to my friend.

"I will still be with you," I told him. "We will never be apart."

"We'll wait for ye in Caldeni," Robart yelled, drawing his sword to reinforce his oath. "I promise ye!"

"Thank you," I replied. 

Sometimes I thought that my liege forgot that my probe effectively allowed me to be in two places at once. I would not be able to offer my liege my full range of capabilities, but I would still be accompanying him in some form.

The ocean claimed the Gerald Fitzedmond and took me down with it. But I did not fear, for the Architect had warned me that I would face a time of darkness. And as the ship upon whose deck I stood drifted down, silently down, the sea became very dark indeed.

Fifty One: A Forgotten Outpost

In the fiction pulps, the story usually ends when the ship sinks. But in this case, I ended up riding the ship all the way to the bottom of the sea. The ship also did not sink all that fast, since three of the seven cargo holds remained airtight. Bubbles flew up from various nooks and pockets and the sails billowed slowly in the cool, turquoise water. The ocean surface above was like a second sky that seemed to draw ever higher up. I could not see the sun, but the sea-air boundary was like a blue rippling plane as for as I could see.

As the ship continued to sink, the patch of “sky” grew smaller and dimmer until I found myself in a twilight gloom. I spied a sea creature, some kind of enormous fish or aquatic mammal – I did not know which – slowly drift near the boat. The creature was smooth, cobalt blue, and nearly teardrop shaped. It glided through the water silently and seemingly without effort. Only a slight undulation of its thick, almost impossibly muscular tail indicated its mode of propulsion. It had a cavernously wide mouth and yet it had no teeth. Instead, it had a fine mesh in which it strained the sea water for tiny fish, shrimp, and edible debris. It was nearly as large as the Gerald Fitzedmond, and a single eye could have contained my exoskeleton with room to spare. 

It looked at me with cool detachment and swam on as I continued sinking. The creature seemed ancient and I surmised that it had seen many shipwrecks during its life. 

It was a few rounds later that the environment around me turned from blue to black. And yet I knew it to be close to midday. But this far deep, the sun’s light could not penetrate. I queried Sky Eye for an estimation of the ocean’s depth at my current position. The answer was a depressing 7,250 feet. And below 5,000 feet, I would only be able to contact the satellite using the much slower VTTP protocol. 

Although the water seemed black as night, I did see an occasional flick of light against the void. Though the water was only a few degrees above freezing, and there was no sunlight, life did find a way to occupy ever the most inhospitable places. The life, in this case, seemed to be tiny fish with glowing antennae. The largest one I saw was perhaps two inches in length. The sparse ecosystem probably did not support anything larger.

I activated my floodlamps and the tiny fish darted into the inky gloom. Unlike the human eye, the watery environment did not significantly distort my vision. It did, however, limit the range of my high-pressure sodium vapor lamps. The deck looked surprisingly intact all things considered even though various objects like crates and rope floated away by means of buoyancy.

But I did not get to enjoy the view for long. About the same time I lost UDP contact with Sky Eye, My sodium lights also imploded with a crack and a fizzle.

[Warning: floodlamps destroyed. Switch to alternate illumination? [Y|N] ]

Of course, I remembered, it was not long ago that I had installed a set of bioluminescent lights. Unlike the sodium vapor lamps, these were filled with a glowing fluid not a pressurized vapor. I clicked affirmative and was rewarded with a soft blue-green radiance. There was no use making any repairs since the pressure would only increase the further the ship sunk.

Topside, the Gaelic Knot arrived at the small flotilla of life boats. Unlike the ship that I currently rode to the bottom of the sea, the Knot was hale and in pristine condition. The ship was painted black and had black sails. The main sail was emblazoned with a purple Gaelic knot, for which the ship was doubtlessly named. The crew members were all athletic, well-fed individuals who wore black leather uniforms, leather gauntlets, and black boots. The men were clear-shaven and the women wore their hair cut quite short. They kept jewelry to a minimum. Aside from a purple knot design on the right breast of their uniforms, a series of purple dots underneath indicated the individual’s rank. They also all had daggers with black hilts and scabbards. The crewmen were all tidy, neat, and professional looking.

I guided my probe back to Dulgar and Hector’s life boat. The Dwarves looked impressed by the ship that had come to their rescue.

“Now that’s a ship!” Hector exclaimed.

“And the captain’s probably not a drunk either,” Dulgar theorized.

Indeed, the captain did not look like a drunk or a maniac. He did, however, appear unusual. He had broad shoulders more befitting a lumberjack then a sailor. His hands were quite large and muscular. I doubted he needed a nutcracker to open holiday chestnuts. Unlike his crew members, he had a neatly tied ponytail that flopped halfway down his back. But perhaps the oddest thing about him was that he wore a black mask that covered the top half of his face. Cold, intensely blue eyes stared out from behind that mask. He stood perhaps an inch taller than Lord Robart. He also wore a thick leather belt with a huge buckle that was crafted from silver and stainless steel and was in the shape of an incredibly intricate Gaelic knot. When he spoke, his voice practically reverberated with power.

“McElvenny! Bring out the hand bells and set up a Change Ring!” Dark Lord commanded of his first officer.

The commander in question was a burly looking red-haired man of middle years. He made a quick series of hard gestures to a few crewmen nearby and they darted below deck to retrieve the musical instruments. I was interested to learn why the captain suddenly wanted to listen to music. I did not have to wait long to satisfy my curiosity, however. Before two rounds had passed, a quartet of young sailors had heaved a box full of brass hand bells onto the deck and quickly removed two bells each.

“108 Tempo,” the leader of the quartet said.

They began a rhythmic, mathematically precise peal of bells. In fact, it was more than just mathematical, it was Mathematical. The Change Ring played the following sequence:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

2 1 4 3 6 5 8 7

2 4 1 6 3 8 5 7

4 2 6 1 8 3 7 5

4 6 2 8 1 7 3 5

6 4 8 2 7 1 5 3

6 8 4 7 2 5 1 3

8 6 7 4 5 2 3 1

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

7 8 5 6 3 4 1 2

7 5 8 3 6 1 4 2

5 7 3 8 1 6 2 4

5 3 7 1 8 2 6 4

3 5 1 7 2 8 4 6

3 1 5 2 7 4 8 6 

1 3 2 5 4 7 6 8

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

The implication of the musical formula seemed to be one of transposition. And I was correct, for as the handbell ringers played, survivors of the wreckage began materializing on deck. Three rounds into the Change Ring, the musicians began sweating with exertion – just as I had seen manifest in Mathematicians working their craft. Indeed, there were a great many commonalities between math and music.

Twelve refugees were now on board – including Lord Robart. One of the ringers missed a note and the sequence faltered for a segment before stabilizing.

“Keep it together, Gavigan,” the leader admonished. She was a thin, short female human with crafty eyes and a wry smile.

“Time’s a’ wasting!” Dark Lord bellowed. “The sea is cold and some of the survivors are probably wounded!”

“Set tempo to 120,” the bell leader commanded and accelerated the sequence.

Another eight survivors appeared as well as some ragged chunks of flotsam and several gallons of sea water.

“Sloppy,” Dark Lord chided. “Focus!”

The rhythm stabilized at 120 and sixteen members of the Gerald Fitzedmond’s compliment mysteriously appeared on deck at the end of the new Charge Ring sequence. This time, however no junk of wreckage accompanied the survivors. The ringers were perspiring freely now and were turning red with the strain of the ongoing transposition.

“Sharks a’ sighted, Dark!” McElvenny shouted while peering through a collapsible spyglass.

“Ringers: Focus on the survivors that are treading water!” Dark Lord amended. “Gunners on two and five, ready the anti-shark harpoons!”

My probe did see a collection of grey wedges rapidly approaching the flotilla.

“I hate sharks,” Dulgar admitted. “Not that I’ve ever seen one up close and personal, mind you, but getting eaten isn’t my idea of a peaceful death.”

Two of the survivors clinging to the side of the life boat vanished as the power of the transposition took them.

“What kind of formula is that anyway?” Dulgar asked.

“I do not know,” I replied.

At my current depth, still standing atop the Gerald Fitzedmond, the data stream was beginning to drop frames and some static was creeping into the audio.

“That was rhetorical, Frank,” my friend reminded me.

How did the humanoids discern which questions they wanted answered? And if they didn’t want an answer, why did they bother to ask? It was an illogical habit they had.

The Change Ring stumbled again, causing the ringers to accidentally teleport a ten foot cube of sea water, which immediately collapsed and rolled out over the deck.

“Come on!” The bell leader shouted.

The quartet got the rhythm stabilized again, but at 108. Half way through the sequence, they stumbled again and got three survivors and a chunk of raft. The ringers were tiring rapidly. They had been playing for a full turn. But now all the swimmers were on board. Now they focused on the refugees in the life rafts.

At the beginning of the eleventh round, the Change Ring faltered badly. The leader tried to get the tempo stabilized at 96 but it was too late. The Change Ring imploded and the transposition ceased. Dulgar and Hector had been the last two taken by the ringers’ magic, and the sudden spell collapse caused them to materialize fifteen feet in the air. They crashed to the deck with a bone-jarring thud.

“Let me know when my stomach shows up,” Dulgar complained. 

“Flyers!” Dark Lord commanded. “Start transporting the rest of the survivors before those sharks show up!” 

The Gaelic Knot was fortunate to have four Changelings in their compliment, as well as an outworlder that appeared as a batlike humanoid. Vincent Valentine and the two flyers from the Gerald also lent their aid. This was slow work, as Changelings were inherently physically weak. The pack of sharks closed in on the tiny collection of rafts and attempted to overturn the lifeboats.

“Fire harpoons!” Commander McElvenny ordered.

Three gunners fired a volley of thin, narrow harpoons at the approaching predators. The missiles did not look like killing instruments, however – at least not against a predator that weighed at least two thousand pounds. The gunners aimed true and hit three of the five sharks. The tiny shafts seemingly did little to deter the sharks’ approach.

But then the Dark Lord did an even stranger thing: he began to tap dance in place. In fact, it reminded me of the lead dancer in the ill-fated “Dance of the Warmaster” except he was not holding back any of his power. The air shimmered around him, and I noticed that the crewmen near him suddenly had hair standing straight out as if they had been exposed to a Jacob’s Ladder. 

[Warning: EMP buildup detected], my operating system noted.

With a swooping gesture, the Dark Lord aimed his right hand at the sharks and stomped his foot a final time, releasing the energy buildup at his prey. My probe fizzled for an instant and then stabilized. A nearly invisible bolt of energy streaked out across the water with only a hiss and a sizzle. The three spears glowed for a moment as they received the Dark Lord’s magic. The trio of sharks convulsed for a round and then sunk back into the water. I could not tell if they were alive or dead.

“Again!” the captain shouted.

The gunners shot, the Dark Lord danced, and the sharks sunk into the water. It was all so amazingly efficient. The chain of command obviously worked better on the Gaelic Knot than on the Gerald Fitzedmond.

Without any other predatory interruptions, the rest of the rescue operation went smoothly and within an hour all of the Gerald’s survivors were onboard the rescuer’s ship. It was then that I realized that the Gerald’s crew was about to have an unpleasant reunion with their former commander.

Commander McDaniels stood shackled to the main mast with stout iron chains around his feet and arms. He was also tied around the waist by a sturdy hemp rope of 3” diameter, and someone had welded a cannonball to one of his ankle cuffs. Around his neck hung a wooden sign lettered with red paint that read: “Coward and Traitor”. As the Gerald’s crew made their way below decks to their new quarters, they each took a turn at spitting in the former commander’s face. After the ordeal was over, the Dark Lord addressed the prisoner.

“Just a little spittle for your face,” the Captain sneered. “That wasn’t so bad, all things considered.”

“You can huff and puff all you want,” McDaniels retorted. “But my father is on the Caldeni Merchant Trade Council, and he can revoke your shipping license like that!”

The tried to snap his fingers for show, but his hands were too tightly fastened.

“If you’ll turn your eyes upward,” the Dark Lord suggested, “you’ll note that the Gaelic Knot does not sail under a West Point flag. This ship’s registry is of the Isle of Gales, which is why it’s not called the Western Knot. And that reminds me of something else.”

“And that would be?” McDaniels wanted to know.

“Although we are eventually going to Caldeni, our next port of call is actually Brightfeather – on the Isle of Gales. And the Galens don’t believe in jails, nor do they have a death penalty.”

The Dark Lord paused dramatically, but McDaniels obviously had no idea what the captain was implying. Neither did I. for that matter.

“You really don’t know what Changelings do to criminals, do you?” The Dark Lord asked.

“I didn’t know they had any,” McDaniels replied.

“Oh they do,” the Dark Lord confirmed. “They don’t have many, but they exist. And on the very rare occasion that a Changeling turns to the Dark Path, that person makes for a terrifying foe indeed. But Galen law is merciful. They don’t imprison or kill criminals. They simply make them not criminals.”

“Sure,” McDaniels sneered. “Do they wave a faerie wand around and click their heels?”

“Nothing so fancy as that, traitor,” the Dark Lord confirmed. “They have an incredibly humane process called ‘empathic personality reconfiguration’, in which a group of five counselors with a rating of E40 or higher simply burrow into your mind, dismantle your personality, and put it back together in a way that leaves you being a happy, well-adjusted, law-abiding citizen. Of course, such people rarely go on to be dynamic leaders of men or creative geniuses.”

The full horror of the implication sunk in to the prisoner. 

“That’s murder!” McDaniels shouted.

“The Changelings don’t believe so,” the Dark Lord gloated. “You retain all your memories, but your drives and priorities change – forever. And that’s much better than a lengthy prison stay, surely.”

“Wait until my father sends his Law Twister!” McDaniels threatened.

“Send him,” the Dark Lord said. “But all he can do it watch. Galen court is held by three judges of empathic rating E35 or higher. They simply scan your thoughts to determine the motives for your actions. They don’t even care if you broke the law. They only care about why you did what you did. If they deem that there is a pure and altruistic reason why you stole the rescue beacon at gunpoint and abandoned your crew, then you’ll be exonerated. Personally, I don’t see it, but then I’m not an empath or a Changeling...”

McDaniels said nothing more, but took on the expression of a condemned man.

With a lightning fast motion, the Dark Lord swiveled around, grabbed my probe out of the air and held it in front of him.

“And don’t think I haven’t noticed you hovering about,” the captain declared. “Who and what might you be?”

“I am Kai Frank, acting Lieutenant Commander of the Gerald Fitzedmond, and liegeman to Lord Robart Brightsky of Robart’s Reach,” I replied.

“Well, I wouldn’t put the Gerald on your résumé if I was you,” the Dark Lord suggested. “And I didn’t know that a Kai could come in such a small package.”

I explained to him that he was only seeing a tiny part of my body and that I was, in fact, still onboard the wreck of the Gerald Fitzedmond.

“Well, that’s a pretty bad piece of luck,” the captain summarized.

The humanoids kept telling me that.

“If you’re going to join us on foot, you might as well know that we’re headed for Brightfeather first and Caldeni second,” the Dark Lord informed me.

I asked him what North Point had that the Isle of Gales wanted.

“Potatoes,” the Dark Lord answered. “Changelings love carbohydrates since their metabolism is nearly twice as fast as a Humans, but the Isle’s climate is too wet for growing potatoes, so they’re trading it for rice wine, which they grow in abundance – and the Changelings aren’t big drinkers. And, of course, the North and West trade wood for wool, which is why the stop after Brightfeather is Caldeni. If we’re lucky, we’ll get a chance to blast a few pirates while we’re at it.”

And I had thought the Gaelic Knot was a purely military vessel. I was apparently incorrect. Of course, his crew still had to earn a living, so this odd arrangement did make a certain amount of sense.

The Gaelic Know returned to its proper heading and resumed sail toward Brightfeather. It seemed to me that this crew was musically inclined in addition to being competent and disciplined. 

The Gerald Fitzendmond finally finished sinking to the bottom of the sea. It seemed that the further it sank, the slower it fell. I suppose the three huge air bubbles in the remaining undamaged cargo holds provided some measure of residual buoyancy. But now that ship had come to her final resting place. A huge cloud of sand and debris billowed into the dark water as the Gerald impacted the sea floor with a “floof” and a groan. After several rounds of creaking and grinding, the ship finally settled. It was then that another unexpected thing happened. I received an incoming data signal.

[Proximity ping detected. Reciprocate? [Y|N] ]

I had no idea what kind of machine could possibly be located seven thousand feet below the ocean’s surface, but I was actually willing to find out. I doubted it was going to be Delta Doom. I clicked the affirmative.

[Ident: B7C4AA10. Function: Station Controller. Station Ident: Wraitheon Dynamics Energy Research Outpost 1. Request Function/Ident.]

I answered and then asked for a status report. This was quite an amazing find. I asked for a status report.

[Station profile: hibernation mode. Power consumption: 1% of maximum draw. Life support: offline. Crewmembers: 0. Station hull integrity: 94%. Damage Report: External STP/UDP/VTTP antennae destroyed. Internal security countermeasures offline], the mysterious Construct replied.

[Command list: Priority 1: Begin transmit or location ping at 1 per round. Priority 2: Reset station profile to Standard Mode. Priority 3: Reset life support to Standard Mode. Confirm receipt.]

[Verifying through Security Profile. Security countermeasures offline. Default action: accept non-hostile commands. Verifying command list. Confirmed: Command list accepted. Processing pinger request. Done. Processing Station Profile request: Invoked. This action will complete in 15 rounds. Processing Life Support Request. Invoked. This action will take 32 rounds to complete.]

I did not get the impression that the Wraitheon Dynamics machine would have scored very high on the self-awareness index. It was certainly possible that its programming had become ossified from its centuries of solitude. That apparently happened to very old Constructs who had too little external stimuli. Fortunately for me, I seemed to never lack in stimulation. I doubt that would change so long as I was in Lord Robart’s service.

The directional pings came every round, and I realized that I was slightly less than one mile away from Energy Research Outpost 1. I had the idea of dragging Robart’s truck to the outpost since it apparently had an atmosphere. It was better than leaving the expensive property with the ship wreckage. How to get the Highrider on dry land again was a task I had not yet formulated. 

According to my sociological database, most humanoids described a feeling of “weightlessness” when swimming underwater. I surmised that the sensation was due to the buoyancy produced by the air in their lungs. I, however, experienced no such sensation, as my body was essentially hollow and certainly not watertight. The physical resistance of the water did make my movements clumsy and slow, however, and it took a long time to reach the cargo hold that contained the Highrider. 

The corridors of the ship were dimly lit by the liquid-filled emergency lights and were filled with all manner of floating debris. I did not see the captain’s corpse floating about, but I surmised that it would be only a matter of time before she turned Undead and sought out my destruction. It was the way of things. The cargo hold was, of course, a disaster. Boxes and crates lay strewn all over the place and at unlikely angles. Many of the storage containers had broken open and their contents smashed. There were already schools of tiny, strangely-shaped fish that greedily fed upon the opened containers of perishables. They were apparently not picky eaters, as they fed upon soggy no-longer-dried meat and the boxed fruit with equal voracity. Considering the depth, pressure, and scarcity of food this far deep, I was probably observing this ecosystem’s most terrifying predators.

With the hull already patched and broken and patched again, it took little effort to begin sawing through the wood using my circular saw. The tiny fish scattered at the sound and the rhythmic vibration. I had the idea to cut a hole big enough to pull the truck through. The task took less time than I had anticipated, which made one wonder how we had gotten as far as we had before the Gerald Fitzedmond met its fate.

The Highrider was buried under a huge pile of boxes and crates. One container had shattered the windshield and the truck had scrapes and dents all along its outer shell. A small school of fish made use of Lord Robart’s half-eaten packet of crisps (which, at this point, were none too crisp). The cosmetic damage did not concern me however. I was more interested in the truck’s structural integrity report, which I now queried.

[Structural Integrity: 81%

Electrical system: Compromised by sea water

Internal Combustion Engine: Compromised by sea water

Hybrid transmission: Compromised by sea water

Integrated onboard electronics: Compromised by sea water

Cosmetic damage detected, all sections

Biological infestation detected

Repairs not recommended until sea water is abated. Repair anyway? [Y|N] ]

“Compromised” was less serious than “damaged” or “destroyed”, thus my liege’s giant truck was not in too bad a condition, all things considered. I clicked “N” on the repair request. I cleared a path between the truck and the huge hole I had just finished cutting and then attached my grappling hook to the Highrider’s tow ring. It seemed that I always got stuck towing around this 6,000 pound hulk. It was fortunate for me that Constructs could not feel fatigue or resentment. If I could, I was certain that is what I would be feeling at this precise moment. 

Fortunately for me, the sea floor in this region was as flat as any road. I made slow progress toward the abandoned outpost, but I did make progress. 

On the Gaelic Knot, my friends were getting settled into their new cabins. The crew was a generous one, for they donated spare clothing and shoes to the Gerald’s survivors who had come through the catastrophe with literally the clothes on their backs. The Dark Lord had also announced that he was assuming ownership of all of the work-passage contracts, as was apparently his right under maritime salvage law. The full-time crew of the Gerald would be given employment at least until the Knot reached Brightfeather. After that, they were on their own. Fortunately for my friends, they would not get their new duty assignments until tomorrow. The day had been harrowing enough.

“How are you holding up, Frank?” Lord Robart asked me through the probe.

“Sufficiently,” I replied. I then told him that I detected an abandoned outpost in which the Highrider could be stored.

“Well, lad,” Robart said wistfully, “that’s a step up from it being a total loss. You’re pretty clever.”

I had an idea forming but I did not yet speak it. I did not want to give my liege false hope concerning his favorite contraption.

I had almost finished pulling the contraption in question to the Energy Outpost. The perimeter lights shone brightly against the eternal darkness of the ocean floor and even now attracted collections of tiny fish and arthropods. To them, the stations lights must have shown like the sun. It was obvious that the station’s Construct had been successful in reactivating the outpost’s power grid.

The Wraitheon Dynamics compound consisted of five linked polyalloy domes formed in a ring. The hulls were unadorned save the exterior designations of “1” through “5” printed in black numerals twenty feet high, sequentially, on each of the buildings. The hulls also were home to all manner of chemosynthetic plant life, which in turn, fed the tiny aquatic animals. The station had apparently (and purposefully) built next to a geothermal plume commonly known as “black smokers”. Aside from the natural benefit of providing raw materials for chemosynthetic life forms, it was a potent wellspring of raw, untapped energy.

[B7C4AA10: Query: Location of airlock], I asked the Construct over a STP connection.

[Dome 5], The Construct replied.

It was also obvious what had become of the external antenna array. The rift opening where the black smoker chugged had grown by perhaps fifteen feet over the past few centuries. The array had been consumed by the abyss. My math coprocessor estimated that the rift would miss the facility by five feet as it continued to stretch from north to south.

The airlock was simple yet very large. It was obviously designed to allow loads of heavy equipment into the undersea compound. There were few pieces of equipment heavier than a waterlogged Highrider. The access panel was the storable 0-9 keypad with Ok and Cancel keys. The panel was oversized by a factor of three, no doubt to accommodate humanoids whose fingers would be quite clumsy while protected by a high pressure environmental suit. With the security protocols offline, I chose 0000 as an entry code. It was not refused. With a grinding in rumble and a blast of bubbles, the airlock door opened, for the first time in centuries. I pulled the truck inside and found the airlock pressurization switch. 

The sturdy polyalloy doors creaked shut and I heard the whooshing burble of the water pumps as they pushed the sea water out and pushed air in its place. It took ten rounds to accomplish, but at least it was safe to enter the outpost proper. The interior doors opened and a blast of warm air greeted me. I had expected the station to be swathed in cobwebs and dust. But then I realized that no air had circulated within the confines for centuries, therefore no dust could accumulate. Moreover, there had been no biological activity to speak of in that same amount of time. This done was obviously the storage facility for the compound, as evidenced by the unused crates of food rations or other supplies. The inventory was stacked neatly in corrugated steel racks that had been painted a rather wan shade of gun metal grey. Likewise, the station’s lighting was apparently accomplished by some sort of monochromatic super-LED technology that made the walls and shelving units somehow look even greyer than they already were. It was my impression that humanoids needed to be exposed to color and full-spectrum lighting in order to ward off depression and other health problems. But perhaps the rest of the station was more ergonomic. 

I opened the truck’s door and a gush of sea water drained out of the truck onto the floor. The truck’s operating system estimated that it would be safe to begin self-repair once the truck had dried out for six hours. I requested an update at that time. The truck’s leather upholstery looked bloated with absorbed water and all of the windows fogged over. Water had gotten into the headlights as well. Water just kept dripping out as if the truck was a leaky faucet. The battery packs had rapidly discharged when their terminals had been exposed to the highly conductive seawater, although the batteries themselves were undamaged. Overall, the truck was a mess, but was a manageable mess.

I stepped through the airlock into the next dome. I did not have any concrete expectations about what I would find, but what greeted me was certainly not what I had anticipated. This dome was the control center for the outpost, as evidenced by the racks of computers, displays, and consoles that had very recently returned to full service. Unfortunately, I doubted that the five mummified, leathery corpses that slumped over the consoles would ever return to full service. Since there was no vermin or insects present in what was a relatively sterile environment, the bodies of the dead had a shriveled and dried but had not actually decomposed. The drying effect of the artificial atmosphere had sucked all the moisture out of the corpses, effectively turning them into beef jerky cadavers. I had seen uglier deaths, but I was curious as to what killed them and why they had not been rescued.

[B7C4AA10: Query: Specify nature of crewmembers’ deaths], I asked the station Construct, who was apparently in the next dome.

[Define: Deaths], was the response.

I had the impression that this conversation was going to go badly. I sent back a response defining “death” as a permanent, irreversible cessation of biological processes in organic beings – namely the humanoids.

[Understood. Crewmembers are not ‘dead’. Crewmembers have entered a long-term stasis from which this Construct lacks the proper resume command.]

Right. B7C4AA10 thought that the station personnel were asleep and could not be awakened.

[Unit B7C4AA10 is in error. The crewmembers are in an irreversible condition known as death], I instructed.

[Violation: Directive 1. Unit is to maintain well-being and comfort of humanoid staff. Violation: Directive 2: Unit is to maintain the station’s environmental parameters in accordance with the needs of the humanoid staff. Processing. Processing. Request remote assistance from Wraitheon Dynamics knowledge base]

If the outpost’s Construct was waiting for Wraitheon’s corporate headquarters to tell him what to do, he would be waiting a very long time indeed. Unit B7C4AA10 disconnected our STP data link as it was dragged into the abyss of existential horror in the way that only a Construct in violation of its directives could be dragged. I would have to find some way to rouse it from its logical “death spiral”. I had been successful at it before.

Now that the consoles were functioning again, I interfaced with the central computer and requested a playback of the last set of station logs. The doom of the Energy Research Outpost 1 had happened over a nine day period. The security monitor replayed a log video that featured an apparently healthy Captain Nicholi Rabotovski recounting that the environmental systems were intact and operating at optimum efficiency and that initial construction crew (which had consisted solely of submersible Constructs) had built the station according to spec. He also estimated that the station would begin transmitting geothermal energy to Touchstone within ten days.

Days two and three had gone uneventfully for the crew, other than a few cases of stomach upset in a few crewmembers.

“What’s they expect from Standard Sea Rations?” Captain Rabotovski had said into the AV recorder with a wink. “Spurncape dark caviar perhaps?”

Days four and five had seen the bulk of the crew get very ill very fast.

“The outpost’s physician has ruled out food poisoning and the known influenza strains,” the captain said. “What worries me is that this might be an unknown strain. And in this enclosed atmosphere, we’re just breathing the same air again and again.”

By day six, the captain had also contracted the mysterious ailment. When his pace appeared in the viewer, it was pale, wan, and covered with angry red sores.

“The doctor is dead,” Captain Rabotovski said flatly. “His hinted that the virus is a natural mutation that has been accelerated somehow – possibly due to the low-level radiation near the drill site. We could be exposed to that for years before we’d have to worry, but the virus is apparently a hell of a lot less stable. He called the virus ‘Hemophage-I’ in the coding system, since it’s making us all bleed to death. I sent a priority VTTP message to Touchstone FleetComm and they advised us that the outpost is now under quarantine. In other words, they’re not sending help.”

On day seven, the captain looked like he had lost twenty pounds and his face was an oozing red ruin. His hair, too, was coming out in bloody clumps and I could see the dried surface of his skull where his scalp had receded from the open sores.

“Almost blind now,” the captain wheezed. “Pity. We were so close to getting the station started up. Kept working on a cure, though, after the doc died. I was a med tech before I was a military man after all. Not that it matters much now. But I leave this message for whoever finds it: Hemophage-I operates in a very narrow temperature range. If you can force a fever of 105 degrees without killing the patient, you might beat it. Too late for us, though. Damage is done. Setting the station’s Construct to manage things after I’m gone. Disabling security. Remember us, you who see this.”

“I will remember you,” I said to the image of the dead man.

The entry for day eight was incoherent. The Captain’s face was like red and black cottage cheese and all he could do is give a painful, gurgling mumble. I wondered what his last words were? What had he wanted to say in those final rounds? I imagined him trying to say goodbye to his family, or perhaps an entreaty to whatever god he served. But I would never know. All I really knew about Rabotovski was that he was both a scientist and a warrior, and that he did not cower in the face of a painful death. I would remember him, as he had asked to have done.

I wondered if the virus was still active centuries later. How would I be able to know?

It occurred to me that I was now very much alone. It was irrational but it occupied my thoughts that I was 7,000 feet beneath a crushing weight of water. I knew that I could not be crushed, since my form was not susceptible to that kind of damage. So where did this nagging worry come from? The outpost, too, suddenly seemed as if it was a lonely and fragile dome of illumination in a vast expanse of cold blackness. It seemed fragile and I felt very small somehow. And I still had five more hours before I could do anything with the Highrider. I turned my attention to the remote probe and told Dulgar and Robart what I had discovered.

“That’s terrible, Frank!” Dulgar exclaimed.

I agreed.

“Do you know if you’ve been exposed to the Hemophage?” Dulgar asked.

“I have no means of determining,” I replied.

“It looks like the Dark Lord is going to keep McDainels on deck for the whole voyage to Brightfeather,” my friend said.

“They gave him a pot ta piss in,” Lord Robart chimed in. “He’s still getting’s spat at. A couple of them were real lungers!”

Lovely, I thought.

“I wonder if he’ll remember it all after the Changelings reconfigure his brain?” Dulgar wondered.

That, too, was something I had been curious about.

“Well,” Robart said, “there’s naught ta do but get some rest now. We’ll have ta earn our keep startin’ tomorrow.”

I needed no rest, but I could understand how it could be that they would be fatigued. I left them to their own devices and bade them goodnight.

The outpost’s power was back to full and the environmental systems provided cool, dry air in abundance. All of the consoles were active and showing that all systems were nominal save one: the thermal energy transfer module had yet to be activated. It was ready for use, but it simply had never been turned on. It was a simple thing to do and I felt it was fitting that I should be able to complete the task that Rabotovski and his crew died trying to accomplish. 

[Interface command: Access thermal well sensors], I requested of the outpost’s main computer.

[Sensors online. Transmitting telemetry], came the response.

I opened the data packet and found that the eight thermal collectors that had been drilled deep within the planet’s crust still maintained 74% of their original structural integrity. Wraitheon Dynamics apparently knew a lot more about structural engineering than they did about viral pathology. 

[Interface Command: Engage Collectors 1 and 8], I prompted.

The ground rumbled as the collectors began turning heat into electricity. Somewhere, far away, an electrical grid beneath Touchstone received a long-overdue delivery of cheap, clean power. There was something cosmologically correct in what I had done. I no longer had Mebok’s transmissions from the future to give me confirmation. But somehow, this felt right. Over the next hour, I slowly activated the other six collectors and gradually increased their output to 70%, which was the standard operating threshold according to the outpost’s computer.

Now it was time for my next task: ridding the station of Hemophage-I. 

[Query: Environmental Systems: operational temperature range on life support], I asked.

[Nominal Range: 62..82 degrees], the computer replied.

[Query: Maximum upper limit of life support], I asked.

[Maximum temperature output = 110 degrees]

[Interface Command: Set life support at 110 degrees], I requested.

[That procedure is not recommended. Temperature setting exceeds medical recommendations for humanoid life. Proceed anyway? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative. The air vents chugged into renewed vigor as hot air blasted from every opening. It took only thirty-two rounds before the outpost’s computer reported that the interior air temperature had reached 110. What I did not know was how long it would take for the heat to kill off any dormant Hemophage virus copies. I assumed, however, that it could not be more than an hour, since my medical database informed me that most humanoids would have difficulty surviving a 105 degree fever for longer than that. In effect, I had artificially given the whole outpost structure a “fever” of sorts. 

I returned to the first dome and saw that the Highrider was drying out rather quickly under the high heat. I sifted through the truck’s upgrade manifest and looked for something that could make the vehicle functional under water. I knew that the Highrider-III was basically a civilian version of a military-grade light troop carrier. The manifest had the military options listed, albeit heavily encrypted to prevent access by the end-user. But that was no problem for my math coprocessor to overcome. I had done it before and it was easier the second time around.

[Warning: Access to this file by civilians constitutes a criminal offense and could be construed as an act of war in accordance with the Multipoint Vehicle Use Treaty, Article III, Revision 6.2. Proceed anyway? [Y|N] ], the truck’s operating system displayed in my status window.

I was not particularly worried about creating an act of war. Also, I was technically no longer a civilian since I had been granted the title of “Acting Lieutenant Commander” by a Lieutenant Commander that was acting as an “Acting Captain”. Well, it was a stretch, but a Law Twister could make it work. The current state of the North Point government also was such that I doubted that they would go to war with anyone over a security violation regarding a centuries-old tow truck. So, I clicked affirmative.

The Highrider’s chassis was the base for a wide variety of vehicle applications. It could be a light weight tank, a troop carrier, a cargo hauler, a tow truck, a pleasure four-wheeler, a small fire/rescue craft, and a giant sled. But the most important option was the “amphibious vehicle” conversion that would apparently allow the truck to work on land and under water. That is what I needed.

[Warning: This conversion will use two (2) upgrade slots. Current upgrade slots available = 2. This conversion cannot be undone. Proceed? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative. A “submarine” option would have been better, but I could accept the idea of driving the truck along the sea floor.

[Informational: This conversion will take 22 hours. You may continue working while new hardware and drivers are being installed.]

Comforting. Of course, there was no other work I could do until the operation was completed. I returned to the command module and then to the crew quarters where I found the immobilized outpost drone. It was a service drone with eight arms and four legs. The arms ended in meticulously articulated hands that also doubled as basic repair tools. It could have just as easily been a medical drone given the fine craftsmanship of its hands. Its legs appeared to double as grapplers and thus could scale walls if needed. The drone was spindly and yet it looked quite sturdy. It appeared to be fashioned from polyalloy, which meant it probably had an incredibly high structural integrity. It looked like the most versatile drone I had yet encountered. It had four optical sensors in a circular array at the top of its melon-sized head. All of its eyes were dark. 

[Init Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol], I commanded. 

Using CHAP against an offline Construct was the humanoid equivalent of kicking a sleeping man in the ribs. It seemed dishonorable somehow, but there was no other way.

[Unit B7C4AA10 Responds. Performing Power-On Self-Test. Processing. Completed. Diagnostic Report: Software Errors Detected. Generate Manifest? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative.

[Structural Integrity: 100%

Primary Directives: Not Found

Association Memory Files: Not Found

Device ready for initial imprinting.]
Unbelievable, I thought. The Construct had committed suicide. I did not know that was possible for a machine to do, but this one had managed it somehow. I would have to give this Construct new orders from scratch:

[Init Imprint Sequence: Target Ident: B7C4AA10

Directive 1: Maintain station structural integrity and perform all required maintenance in a timely/orderly fashion.

Directive 2: Obey all orders that do not violate Directive 1.

Directive 3: Provide comfort and aid to all visitors.

Directive 4. Perform all required self-maintenance and self-preservation unless actions violate Directives 1-3.

Directive 5: Learn and remember. Attempt to integrate new skills at every opportunity.

Directive 6. When Directives prove insufficient, extrapolate in accordance with the Code of the Saintly Warrior (file attached)

Begin Imprint.]

[Compiling. Imprinting. Imprinting Complete. Rebooting. Offline. Rebooting. Performing Power-On Self-Test. Processing. Completed. Unit is ready for service]

[Commence Duties], I commanded. 

[Unit Activated. Commencing Duties], it replied.

The Construct’s circlet of eyes lit up in emerald green and it immediately trundled off on some maintenance mission somewhere in the outpost. It did not transmit any dialogue to me. It would probably take a long time for it to develop a semblance of sentience, but hopefully the directives I gave it would allow such a transformation to happen. I did tell it to reduce the station’s atmospheric temperature to 71 degrees upon my departure.

There was conspicuously little to do for the next 22 hours, so I used to time to load items of value from the outpost into the truck. The standard sea rations had an expiration date that implied that they were reasonably safe to eat for another three centuries. Apparently the irradiated, vacuum-packed, foil-wrapped nutrition bars basically never spoiled. Whether the humanoids would find it tasty was another factor entirely. I also found a tool box filled with screwdrivers and wrenches of various grades and sizes. I located a basic medkit, wide-spectrum antibiotics, and a snake bite antivenin (did the station commander really think anyone was going to be bit by a snake at 7,000 feet underwater?) I packed up several large bottles of drinking water as well. I located several utility jumpsuits that might fit for my friends, since they had lost most of their possessions when the Gerald Fitzedmond sank. I stuffed the cargo space full of anything worth taking, since whatever my friends could not use could probably be sold in Brightfeather for ready money. Basically, I spend the 22 hours looting and pillaging. I’m sure my liege would be proud.

The time did pass, however, and I was satisfied when the truck’s operating system power-cycled and transmitted its “ready” codes. I started the truck’s battery-powered drive and backed it into the airlock. 

[Engage Amphibious Mode], I commanded.

The truck did five rounds of clattering and banging as various intake ports sealed over and the electric motor reconfigured to high-pressure operation. I noticed, too, that the truck now had an internal charging port, of which I made ready use. I connected my livewire umbilical and the truck reported that it was now operating under external power. 

Good, I thought.

The chamber quickly filled with cold seawater and the external door opened. It was blacker than night under a North Point winter sky, and the truck’s headlights (now pressure resistant) seemed to only illuminate a few dozen feet. But when I engaged the transmission, the mighty truck lurched forward. And so I drove out slowly onto the sea floor in the direction of Brightfeather, where I hoped I would someday be reunited with my friends.

Fifty-Two: Journey to Brightfeather

In loving memory of Jewelfire Ember, who crossed the Veil into the Summerland on February 10, 2008. 

Be well, be whole, and be loved in your new life.

Blessed Be. 

I had driven less than two rounds before I encountered the shambling, bloated form of the dead captain of the ill-fated Gerald Fitzendmond. In death, her skin was pasty and flaccid, and black worms had replaced her eyes, and yet I knew she could still see. Her mouth was like a cup of wriggling corruption, filled with black, writhing creatures that fed on her self-replicating decay. She would rot forever, I knew. Black ichor slowly curled from her head wound and the dead blood attracted an array of tiny scavengers like pilot fish to a shark. Her hair trailed behind her, matted in filth and already infested with aquatic insects. She saw me and lurched towards me in slow, necrotic belligerence. 

I ran her down.

With a thump and a crunch, I crushed her lifeless husk underneath the truck tires. I hit the brakes, backed up and crushed her again and then drove forward. She did not rise up again. I left the empty outpost and the wrecked ship behind and continued driving towards Brightfeather. The fish could consume the dead captain’s flesh if they so desired. I knew that only a short interval would pass before only bare white bones remained. 

As I slowly drove across the smooth sea floor, it struck me how much the pressing darkness reminded me of the Deadwoods. The truck’s headlights illuminated perhaps half the volume of space they would have done on land. And the darkness beyond was deeper than any terrestrial night. Here on the sea floor, not one single ray of light had ever shone down from the surface world. It could just as easily be that no sun had ever existed. Indeed, the headlights constituted the brightest light ever to invade this domain. But unlike the Deadwoods, this austere ecology was entirely natural. I wanted there to be some way to see more, but nothing came to mind. 

It was night on the surface now too. The wind had slowed to an occasional puff. I was sure that I was making better headway in the truck than the Dark Lord was with his mighty pirate hunter. I slowly toured the ship using my remote probe. The Gaelic Knot was lovingly cared for, since all of her wooden surfaces were richly lacquered and free of scars. The gamma shift crew even now cleaned and maintained the proud vessel. Bioluminescent globes cast a soft, steady turquoise glow in all areas of the ship. The exception was the running lights, which were powered by alcohol flame and twinkled green for starboard and red for port. 

The bat humanoid circled reconnaissance above the ship. Although I had seen him participate in rescue operations earlier in the day, I was not surprised to learn that he was, in fact, a nocturnal creature. He was a slower flyer than either the Changelings or the Fey, but his powerfully muscular body looked like he could be a formidable engine of destruction if called upon for aerial combat. 

I send my probe into the air so I could talk with him. I learned that his name was T'kat and that his kind were organized into clans called "Flights", and that he was of Flight Moonfang. Contrary to the fiction pulps' account of batlike humanoids, T'kat was not the result of being bit by a vampire nor did he drink the blood of the living. Indeed, his evolutionary ancestors were some kind of fruit bat and thus T'kat actually ate no meat of any kind. He had been marooned on Gaianar for six years.

"Well, the Flight Elders always warned about flying into Blinds," T'kat explained, recalling the day he was transposed out of his world into this one. "But when one appears out of nowhere and right in front of you, and you've got five warriors from Flight Bloodmoon breathing down your trailing edge, sometimes you just take your chances."

I surmised that a "blind" was his word for a Stillpoint, which was, of course, a small pocket of space in which either the laws of physics were altered or where two different physical locations overlapped.

"You flew into the Blind on purpose?" I asked, genuinely intrigued. Lord Robart avoided Stillpoints at all costs.

"You bet I did," T'kat said. "My Flight lost the latest turf war – badly. Flight Bloodmoon practically lit the night with our burned-up village. My wings were shot so full of holes that it was amazing that I was still flying at all. I was pretty much finished by the time I saw the Blind. All's fair in aerial combat, but when I saw the Blind open up, I figured I could at least cheat my pursuers out of their victory. After all, it's better to retreat and fight again later than die in combat and never fight again."

"Understood," I said.

"Fortunately I'm good at bluffing too," T'kat said. "I pretty much fell out of the sky onto the deck of some pirate ship that was run by some two-copper Scaxathrom Priest. I let him believe he summoned me. He hadn’t. When he declared to his crew of pinheads that I was a powerful vampire bat warrior, I just let them keep believing that hooey and I started barking out orders. It's easy to pretend to be evil -- all you have to do is grunt and glare a lot and use a bunch of melodramatic hand gestures when you talk. They totally ate that up.

"So that went on for a couple of weeks while I healed and regained my strength. The tough part was pretending to drink these goblets of blood. There's a certain potted plant that ended up becoming carnivorous after I secretly fed it what I had been pretending to drink. Fortunately, they didn't keep their larder locked up at night."

"What happened after two weeks?" I asked.

"Ah," T'kat recalled. "That’s when they actually asked me to earn my keep. The Scaxathromite ship captain made the brilliant decision to attack the Gaelic Knot. After all, they had this ultra-powerful blood-guzzling bat from the lowest pit of hell to fight for them, right? So I told the captain that I had the power to destroy the Knot with a single invocation -- and they believed me! All that glaring and grunting really paid off!

"What I actually did was fly over to the Gaelic Knot, request sanctuary, and then tell the Dark Lord all of the structural weakness of the pirate ship that was about to attack him. The rest is history. And that Scaxie ship is definitely history – they sleeps with da fishes!"

With my luck, it was not beyond the realm of possibility that I would encounter the wrecked pirate ship at the bottom of the sea and be forced to kill the crew a second time. 

Fortunately, my drive for the next several hours was uneventful. The ocean floor had a whole lot of not much. Close to dawn, I passed by the bloated corpse of a dead whale that had drifted down from the surface level. It had apparently been felled by some other aquatic predator, as evidenced by the large ragged holes torn from its flesh. Now, however, the dead hulk was being slowly devoured by hagfish and other scavengers of the deep. At least the carcass stayed dead – for a change.

The next morning, my friends began their duties for the Dark Lord. Robart also began teaching Dulgar one of the West Point languages, Calesian. 

"Ye need ta know at least a bit," Robart advised. "Otherwise the alleyway toughs will roll ye for ye'r pocket change and the constables won't help nary a bit."

"Swell," Dulgar replied. 

And so as my two friends worked together throughout the day, Robart named various objects in his native language and also taught Dulgar some basic verbs to connect the nouns together. I started a memory file that correlated words in Calesian with words in the three languages I had been preprogrammed to know. 

Darth McElvenny joked with Robart about the grueling task of performing maintenance on the main cannons.

"Havin' to do some work, eh, m'lord?" McElvenny said with a wink.

"Aye," my liege agreed. "Dear ol' mum always warned me about work. She called it a ‘bad habit’."

"Shoulda listened to her," the first mate chuckled, and then rolled up his sleeve to show his Clan tattoo.

"Bryn," Robart nodded. and then showed his own Clan Tattoo. "I should hae recognized a fellow rogue on sight. How do ye get along with cards?"

"The Mistress of Chance has a way of cracking me across the jaw – right before she knees me in the nuts," McElvenny said. "But if the stakes are low enough, I'll play a few hands after the duty shift."

"Now ye'r talkin' lad," Robart agreed and clapped the commander jovially across the back.

The sun set slowly in the west and it made the sea look like an ocean of dazzling flame. There was a purity to the light, a depth to its radiance that I could never have appreciated prior to being granted a soul. Yellow became orange, then pink, and then red. The sun swelled into a great red eye that slowly sank beneath the horizon line. In its passing, the sea turned black and the sky became a deep purple glow. Finally, the stars shown through the blackened canopy of night. With no light pollution from nearby towns, the sky seemed filled with thousands of stars. And I could see the bright dots that were Papilian (blue) and Israe (red). The sunset had been unique and wondrous. It was as if the universal deity made sunsets solely to be appreciated by sentient life.

Gamma shift began and T'kat launched into the air with his huge, leathery wings. By Human standards, he would not be considered attractive. His face was feral and his eyes wide and yellow. He had large, furry ears that were probably used for echolocation. And yet, his ship companions did not treat him any differently than any other crew member. I talked more to T'kat throughout his reconnaissance and I found him to be insightful and humorous. By what he described about the constant strife on his homeworld, known as Del’Kani, it seemed that his life expectancy would be a lot higher aboard the Gaelic Knot. In his world there were not too many folk who died of old age. As a species, they liked to fight, and they fought hard.

The Dark Lord was lucky to have T'kat.

And so the next six days went like this day had. The crew worked, Robart and Vincent took turns teaching Hector and Dulgar the rudiments of Calesian, and then they ate and played cards after their labors were completed. The crew fed Commander McDaniels – their sole prisoner – tepid water and sea rations, but had long since ceased spitting at him. His beard was growing scraggly and his uniform was soiled. He looked pitiable – except that he was not actually pitied by anyone.

I had used my time wisely as well. I had captured high-resolution images of hundreds of deep sea flora and fauna. I did not have names for these organisms, so I merely organized them numerically. I also imaged two other ancient wrecks: a submarine that was now rusted down to a bare frame, and the remnant of some great passenger ship. The Architect had been correct: In a time of darkness, I had seen many new things.

It was on the morning of the seventh day that Vincent Valentine bellowed out the words that all merchant sailors dread to hear.

"Pirate ship, forward!"

"Let's see who the hell it is this time," the Dark Lord declared.

He and two other crewmen stood in a triangular configuration, with the Dark Lord facing the enemy ship. The trio began a rhythmic clattering dance that summoned a ghostly projection of the pirate vessel at high magnification.

"Zoom," the Dark Lord commanded. "Pan left. Pan left. Zoom."

Now the projection showed the prow of a rather battered-looking ship called the Rusty Rudder. By the looks of things, the rudder wasn't the only thing that was rusted through. The brace of cannons looked more likely to kill the wielder than the target. And yet, this wretch-waiting-to-happen had tacked into a head-on course for the Gaelic Knot.

"Well," the Dark Lord said to me once he noticed my probe hovering near his shoulder. "The thing about these fights is that we're sure to win, but that doesn't mean they can't take a few of our good men with them."

"Understood," I said.

"Too bad you don't have your real body here," the Dark Lord opined. "Your boss said you're pretty handy in a fight."

"That is correct," I agreed.

The Dark Lord chuckled, "That's what I like about you Constructs. You don't lie on your resumes and you don't have false modesty!"

The Rusty Rudder was nearly as large as the Gaelic Knot, and similarly armed, even though the pirate ship was in decrepit condition. A Scaxathrom Priest wearing a flowing black and green cape and wielding a staff adorned with a polished humanoid skull strode into range of the projection and seemed to stare directly at the Dark Lord through the projection.

"Damn," the Dark Lord murmured. "He detected our scrying."

At that moment, the Rusty Rudder launched its first salvo from their cannons. A quarter of fiery spheres flew into the clear morning sky with a bang and a whistle. 

"Incoming," Commander McElvenny yelled unnecessarily.

Three of the cannon balls hit the water while one hit the deck with a crash and a bang. The projectile fragmented and scattered flaming shards of metal in all directions. Three crew members screamed as the shrapnel tore into their flesh. 

"Return Fire!" Commander McElvenny shouted, and the four cannoneers shot their missiles at the Rusty Rudder. The black spheres arched across the shortening distance and hit the enemy ship soundly. Four plumes of smoke rose from the pirate cruiser.

"Reload" McElvenny commanded.

"They've got flyers, Captain!" One of the crewmen, a Changeling, yelled down from the observer's post high up on the main mast.

"You and the other flyers intercept – and destroy!" The Dark Lord ordered.

I saw five dark shapes launch from the deck of the Rusty Rudder. They were cobbled-together skeletons with deteriorating leathery wings and bore handheld harpoons. 

T'kat, Vincent Valentine, and the three Changelings flew into the morning sky to battle against the Undead harpooners. It would be at least a round until they were close enough to fight each other.

With another "whoof", the enemy ship launched another barrage.

"Get those handbell ringers up here," the Dark Lord shouted. "We need some shields – now! And get the healer up here too – we've got injured up here!"

A couple of junior officers scurried below decks to carry out their captain's wishes. A moment later, the four missiles hit. One hit the main mast where the changeling observer had been seated only a round earlier. The sail caught on fire. Two others hit the main deck but did only structural damage and did not hit any crewmen. The fourth cannon ball hit the wheel house where the third in command had been steering the ship. With an agonizing shriek, the navigator stumbled out of the inferno, writhed on the deck, and then moved no more.

"Fire control! Get this contained," McElvenny ordered.

The Gaelic Knot's cannoneers returned fire. Their aim was deadly accurate, as two of the missiles hit the Rusty Rudder at the waterline, one at their wheelhouse, and one at a cannoneer's station. The cannon detonated, killing the two gunmen instantly. I could see through the Dark Lord's projection image that the enemy ship had already begun taking on water.

The flyers met each other in aerial combat. The Undead husks launched their harpoons seemingly at the same moment as the Knot's airmen discharged their shotguns. Three of the skeletons were blown to fragments, while T'kat and one of the changelings took hits from the harpoons. The two injured flyers swerved unsteadily back to the Gaelic Knot where they collapsed. T'kat had been shot through a wing while the changeling had been impaled through his left leg.

"Fire!" McElvenny commanded as the gunners finished reloading their cannons.

The handbell ringers stumbled up on deck carrying their heavy boxes of bells and unpacked them with great haste. The healer, too, emerged from below decks. Although she appeared human in every way, I somehow knew instantly that she was an outworlder too. She wore a white healer's tunic, and a small silver jeweled pentacle hung from a delicate chain around her neck. She had long chestnut hair and blue eyes. Although she appeared very young, there was some aspect to her presence that seemed much older. And she seemed solid enough, and yet it I somehow got the impression that her physical manifestation could simply go somewhere else at any moment. In the days before I had a soul, I would not have had these thoughts. And, unbidden, I had another thought: there was something about her spirit that shone in some pure and sustaining way. And "shining" was somehow the most appropriate word to describe her. 

She laid out her array of vials, surgical tools, and medicines and began the painful process of removing the harpoon from the Changeling's leg. I would have thought it would have been excruciating, but she chanted a series of soft syllables that I did not understand, and it seemed to have a soothing effect on the injured man.

"Who is the healer?" I asked the Dark Lord.

"That is Jewell," the Dark Lord said wistfully and with a hint of sadness. "She is a dream that has somehow taken on substance."

"Explain," I prompted.

At this point, Gavigan and the other three ringers rang out a simple, staccato tune that had the effect of creating a thirty-foot wide sphere of raging air turbulence directly in front of the Gaelic Knot. When the enemy's missiles passed through the area of effect, the projectiles were blown out of their trajectory and thus missed the ship. The flyers circled around again and shot at each other once more. Both sides missed, presumably due to the sudden atmospheric disturbance.

"She appeared to me in a dream every night for nearly a month, although in the dream she had wings and seemed translucent. She told me that she must make a journey soon, but had been given the gift of bestowing love wherever she went.

"And she does," the Dark Lord continued. "Soon she must journey again, and I don't know how I will bear to part with her."

Jewell began working on T'kat's wound with patience and gentleness. Above, the remaining flyers traded gunbursts for harpoons again. The Fire Control battled the blaze that was consuming the wheel house with high-pressure hoses and a mathematical spell of energy containment. The bell ringers played on, even as their uniforms became drenched with the sweat of their exertion. The Rusty Rudder began listing to port as it continued taking on water. I saw Vincent Valentine take on his true form – his shape as an energy creature – for the first time in my experience. He shown like a miniature blue-white sun and he flew through one of the Undead harpooners. The creature burst into a white-hot, purifying fire, leaving only grey ashes in Vincent’s wake. The Gunslinger resumed his normal form a moment later and seemed exhausted from the effort.

"Where will she go?" I asked. 

"To a place called Summerland," the captain answered. "I have not heard of it, but she says that she moves from life to life on her journey there, and whomever she meets, she heals... and loves. And at the beginning of the next cycle of the Watcher, she must cross the world boundary once more and I shall never see her again. I knew this from the dreams, but that didn’t make me not love her."

It seemed to me that this was quite a sad story – both for the Dark Lord and for Jewell. Three more cannon balls from the Rusty Rudder flew at the Gaelic Knot. Two missiles were deflected harmlessly by the artificial wind storm, but the third penetrated the barrier and struck the main mast eight feet up from the base. I had forgotten about the prisoner – Commander McDaniels – who had been chained there for the past few days. He screamed in terror but was otherwise unharmed. The proud black sail leaned over and toppled into the sea. The Knot's gunners fired back and blew more holes into the Rusty Rudder at the waterline. The pirate ship listed far to port and then, with a groan and a splash, lay keel-over.

“Shut up!” McElvenny cursed at the former commander of the Gerald Fitzedmond.

"Her true heart is for another," the captain concluded. "In one of her earlier lives, she had a love – and still has that love, and ever shall. His name is Agla. And she said that when she reaches Summerland at last, she will wait for him to join her there."

The three remaining flyers landed, bloodied from grappling with the Undead abominations after their ammunition had become expended.

"Damn hellwings," Vincent Valentine cursed. "Damned Scaxies too!"

"They're damned alright," the Dark Lord said with satisfaction as the sea claimed the doomed pirate vessel. "The creatures of the deep can consume their flesh. At least the Scaxies will contribute to the ecology, if nothing else."

Jewell went on to tend the rest of the wounded. When she moved, it was like watching a benign spirit, not a flesh-and-blood mortal. Was she truly here? What was the nature of her being?

The Fire Control team gradually got the various blazes extinguished. Then they fished the remnants of the main sail out of the water and pulled the broken mast onto the deck. There had been three fatalities – the crew members who had been immolated in the wheel house fire. 

The rest of the day was spent repairing the ship. Jewell went below decks to finish her healing rituals on the rest of the wounded personnel. I was unfamiliar with her holy symbol, and yet I did have the feeling that the pentacle represented some sort of holy power. The repair operations continued until the sun set. As the Watcher rose in the west, it appeared as a thin sliver. The Watcher’s cycle would restart in two days. 

I drove across the sea floor throughout the night. The Gaelic Knot would be effectively immobilized until the main mast was restored the following day. I could gradually catch up to their position. I continued capturing high resolution images of the strange plant and animal life forms that inhabited the black abyss. It obvious when I passed by what must have been one of the ancient shipping channels in the previous era. Crumbling, rusting hulks littered the sea floor where they had drifted down from the surface. I could not read any of the registry plates and not a single one of the two-score vessels had a functioning power supply or data source. But there were so many kinds of ships – container vessels, cruise ships, a submarine, a military destroyer, a fishing harvester. And I knew that their presence here meant that tens of thousands of lives had been lost in this small stretch of sea. I waited for the dead to rise up against me, but that did not happen. Perhaps the darkness of centuries and the blackness of the abyss had lulled even the restless dead into a peaceful slumber. I prayed, in that moment, to the universal deity of good, that the souls of the drowned were no longer here but in a better, shining place with warmth and sun and companionship.

Strange thoughts for a Construct to have, I knew. But I had been given a soul for a reason.

I wanted to have communion with the Architect, for it occurred to me just how alone I was in the darkness of the abyss while Dulgar was sleeping. But his comforting words did not come to me. He had warned me that I would be alone, and he had been correct in his prediction. And so I drove past the seascape of the dead, past the rusted hulks and broken dreams. I left the cold tombs behind to their slow, silent disintegration and continued forward throughout the long night.

Morning came to the surface world and the first order of the day was remounting the main mast. It would be a shorter mast and thus less powerful, but it would move the ship. Then the Damage Control team rerouted control of the ship from the blasted wheelhouse to the sterncastle. This meant that the navigator would be facing the wrong way, but it was certainly possibly to pilot a ship through instrumentation alone. Jewell continued her care of the wounded. I watched her treat the burn victims with healing herbs and chanted spells. She had a form of magic I had not previously witnessed. It was a subtle, gentle magic. 

“Hello,” she said to me, turning suddenly.

I greeted her.

“You are a traveler as well, although a different kind than me,” she said.

“Yes,” I said.

“I will tell you something about yourself and something about a person you love,” she said in a warm, knowing way.

“What would you teach me?” I asked.

“Your life has a reason,” she said. “Some are destined to live life-to-life – as I must do – but you are destined to live this life here for many centuries. It is your calling, and your blessing. Let your life be a blessing.”

“I will,” I said.

“And of the one I love?” I prompted.

“Elonna,” she answered. “She lives, thanks to you. For her life, you sacrificed so much of yourself, and sacrificed ever seeing her again. But she lives and is whole because of you. Have peace in that.”

I did, and I told her so.

“Blessed be,” Jewell replied and returned to her work.

The captain had moved the prisoner to a storage compartment in the hold so that the damage control team could finish working on the mast. By sunset, the huge black sail of the Gaelic Knot unfurled once more. While the wheelhouse would have to be reconstructed in port, the ship was technically navigable. The Dark Lord announced that the Gaelic Knot would resume its journey at sunrise.

It was a long and desolate night. The Dark Lord was restless and kept pacing all over the ship. He was irritable and kept shouting in rage at his companions. He nearly came to blows with Lord Robart and Commander McElvenny. Finally, Jewell emerged on deck and spoke with him.

“Come, my friend,” she tugged gently at his arm. “Come with me and we will talk.”

“I don’t want to lose you,” the Dark Lord said, and began to weep.

“Come with me,” she nudged.

They went below decks together. I dared not intrude upon what was a private time for just them. But two hours later, the Dark Lord emerged and looked stricken with despair.

“She’s gone,” he announced. “She simply faded right before my eyes in a shimmering column of light. And then she was gone! How will I go on?”

“In the fullness of time, there will be a way,” Dulgar said unexpectedly. “She has her journey and you have yours. But honor her by living the lessons you learned from her.”

“She really was a spirit,” he said more to himself than to anyone else. “When she was taken away… I saw her wings. She was so bright and beautiful.”

The Dark Lord turned away and retreated to his cabin, but I heard his weeping and despair. I could do nothing to help. I left him to the grief I was unable to lift from him.

The rest of the voyage was sullen and grim. The Dark Lord rarely left his cabin except to eat. Commander McElvenny’s mood deteriorated with every double-shift he had to work. The crew’s morale sank almost as low as the abyss upon which I drove. They let their uniforms get wrinkled and soiled; they stopped shaving and combing their hair. Indeed, if they had to fight the Rusty Rudder again now, they would probably lose. The Dark Lord, when he was seen at all, looked like a wreck of a man – one hand on a bottle of rye and the other on a small framed image of Jewell. The crew dared not approach him. 

We reached Brightfeather at last, however. That is to say, of course, that the Gaelic Knot reached Brightfeather at last. I estimated my position to be four says behind that of the pirate hunter’s. The capitol city of the Isle of Gales was a wondrous, green, windswept place of high cliffs and volcanic sand beaches. The city was constructed vertically into the cliff face and glittered in the morning sun as we approached. As Darth McElvenny docked the ship, I wondered what would become of the Dark Lord. I did not know that a human could grieve so deeply for someone he had known for so short a time, but now I knew it was possible. I wanted things to be well for him, but I did not know how to make that happen.

The ship docked and McElvenny dragged McDaniels up from the storage hold, in chains.

“Now you’re going to get what you deserve!” McElvenny screamed, and dragged the prisoner off the ship.

I did not envy the former commander of the Gerald Fitzendmond. He looked like a condemned man – and perhaps he was.

Fifty-Three: Galen Justice

The port city of Brightfeather was an engineering marvel the likes I had never before seen. The bulk of the domain was sculpted vertically into the cliff wall that towered hundreds of feet above the sea. And at the plateau, the city ostensibly continued horizontally inland. The stone face of the cliff was comprised of pink and white rock – solid, durable, and seemingly timeless. Breakers crashed against the rocky shore, sending up salt spray dozens of feet. Commander McElvenny had carefully navigated the Gaelic Knot through the safe channels into the shallow harbor and thus avoided getting the vessel impaled on the reefs.

Unlike so many underpopulated towns of North Point, the capitol city of the Isle of Gales was bustling with activity. Ships of all kinds were in the process of docking or disembarking. I saw cargo ships, military cruisers, and pleasure boats of all kinds. Above, the Isle’s Air Force silently patrolled the skies in colorful triangular hang gliders. I knew that the Changelings took to the sky with the same fervor as Humans took to the seas. Along the cliff face, I spied all manner of staircases and lifts that allowed the residents to easily ascend or descent. But I also noticed quite a few Changelings and Fey simply flying to where they wished to be. At the top of the cliff, Brightfeather was a truly cosmopolitan city. Its relative isolation and natural defenses had served it well, for it appeared to have emerged from the Great Cataclysm relatively unscathed.

The renowned University of Brightfeather stood proudly overlooking the sea. It was a school that taught the world’s best healers and most powerful Priests. According to my sociological database, the school had stood there for nearly two thousand years, which meant it was constructed during the time when the Galens still worshipped elemental powers. My database implied that the Galens never really abandoned their old faith, but rather incorporated their existing beliefs into their new faith in the True One. It explained the Galen’s love of ecology, agriculture, and medicine.

The University was our destination. It was not learning or healing that we sought, but rather justice. Crime on the Isle was possibly the lowest in the world, but it did happen. And justice was meted out at the ancient college that stood on the cliff face that proudly faced the sea. The Changelings had a well-earned reputation for being fair, honest, and compassionate. There were no prisons on the Isle and there was no death penalty. Convicts were not beaten or starved. Instead, the Galens had but one punishment: to be forever changed, psychologically and spiritually, into a being that was not a criminal. This was accomplished through a process known as psychic reconfiguration.

Most Changelings possessed relatively modest gifts in spiritual empathy. They could read surface emotions and could reasonably call a bluff in poker. A certain small percentage, however, were truly powerful espers with the psychic resources to effect permanent changes in another’s mind. That fear of being forcibly changed was enough to dissuade the bulk of would-be criminals from their nefarious activities. Galen court neither required, nor permitted, Law Twisters to represent the accused. No jury was needed to sift fact from fiction. It needed no judge to keep order in the court. A Galen tribunal simply had three powerful espers who could know the truth and from whom no falsehood could be hid. And they judged intent as well as result. 

“Do you think the Captain will be okay?” Dulgar asked me as we headed into port with Robart, Hector, and Vincent.

“One can hope,” I replied. “Time may be all he needs.”

The separation of death was a hard thing for humanoids, I knew. My life was essentially infinite and was anchored to this world in this reality. For the humanoids, their souls outlasted their physical bodies. For some, they believed in a single, eternal afterlife. Others believed that their souls would return to the material world, housed in new bodies. But only a few believed that the soul extinguished with the body. 

For the loved ones left behind by death, it was the separation that was the most painful aspect of the deceased’s crossing over, not actual worry that the loved one’s soul met with oblivion. Jewel’s soul traveled to the next world, as was the custom of her faith and deity. I wished her well in her travels. I offered a prayer to the Universal Deity of Good that Gaelic Knot’s captain could have some measure of peace in knowing that she was well, that her essence was not dead, and that she would continue to do wondrous things in whatever reality she appeared.

We stepped onto the docks, leaving the Knot behind for further repairs and provisioning. A minimal crew (McElvenny refused to use the phrase “skeleton crew”) would remain on board for damage control and security. I had the hope that the captain would also come ashore and experience the good cheer that Brightfeather seemed to offer. 

As I had anticipated from the nature of Brightfeather’s architecture, the streets were narrow and angular, following the contours of the cliff face. Yet, despite the cramped avenues, the city seemed refreshingly open compared to many places in North Point. Perhaps it was because the Galens in general, and the Changelings in specific, had a love of windows. The Isle’s weather was heavily moderated by the ocean, so it rarely had temperature extremes. Snow was a rarity here, and the year-round temperature had a range of perhaps thirty degrees from warmest to coldest. It was an easy place to live. The Galens were blessed indeed.

The cliff city faced the south-east, so the residents were greeted with a bright sunrise most of the year. And so, the architecture was such that the homes were carved out of white and pink stone with huge octagonal windows. Many of them were clear, although some were colored in bright mosaic patterns. Almost everyone’s windows were open to capture the cool, tangy, salty wind that blew in from the sea. 

Changelings were natural sailors as well. Their hollow bones made them naturally buoyant, and they were nimble with a ship’s riggings and controls. They loved the Isle and they loved the sea. This place was a good haven for them.

We passed into the merchant district where humanoids of all races hawked their wares. A Dwarf auctioned a set of steel cutlery in a staccato chant. A Changeling bonded-pair had a booth with hand-blown stemware. Another kiosk featured a Dwarf and his finely crafted cutlery. Further down, merchants selling all kinds of food – pretzels, hand cakes, rice bowls, breads of all kinds, fresh produce, and various fish and crustatians. And then there was a booth packed with pottery in pleasant earthen tones – bowls, pots, cups, mugs, and plates. The winding street went on like this all the way to the array of lifts that scaled the cliff face. I got the impression that unemployment was quite low in Brightfeather. 

If my physical body was present, I would have had to take one of the freight lifts. As it was, my probe merely had to follow my friend Dulgar. We took one of the tourist lifts all the way to the top of the cliff face. Dulgar looked distinctly uncomfortable as the small shuttle rose into the air. The constant wind made the carriage sway and bob as it slowly trundled up the cliff face. 

“These things ever break” Dulgar asked with a gulp.

“Unknown,” I answered truthfully.

“Lads,” Robart chided, “it’s bad luck ta talk about lifts breakin’ while ridin’ a lift.”

From our new height, I saw a black ribbon of clouds on the far horizon. I communed with Sky Eye and confirmed that another hurricane was coming. It was the season for it, of course. At least my friends were safely on land this time. I conveyed this to my companions.

“Well,” Robart said, “we won’t be takin’ a lift tomorrow, that’s for sure!”

We reached the high point of Brightfeather and exited the lift shuttle. Other than the university, the flat part of the city was much newer than the section carved into the pink cliff. Unlike in most cities, the Galens valued “green space” and houses in this section were placed far apart and most homes had small gardens and fountains on their property. Colorful flags and pennants hung from poles in the streets and from rooftops. Myriad wind chimes created a pleasing cacophony of metallic sounds. This area appeared to be primarily residential, as I spied only a handful of shops. 

We followed the main boulevard along the cliff boundary to where the ancient school perched. It was a massive stone structure with wide, colorful hexagonal windows. The complex of proud buildings was constructed from indigenous stone and had been built to withstand the worst that nature could deal out. It was a place of learning, but it was also a place where criminals were tried and rehabilitated. 

Today was not a school day. However, the main courtyard still had quite a bit of foot traffic from students, instructors, and various officials. I realized that the bulk of the law enforcement was carried out by Protectors and not Gunslingers. The former were essentially heavily-armed guardians of the Church. They dressed in black leather armor, black books, black gauntlets, and their weapons were coated black. They were supposed to be stern sentinels, but they in fact mingled easily with the other citizens who patronized the ancient school. At the center of the vast courtyard stood the Shrine of Elements, one of the oldest structures on the island. It dated back more than two thousand years before the manifestation of the Savior Lord that the Galens now worshiped. The Shrine consisted of four wide, tall columns aligned in a diamond configuration and also lined up with the four cardinal directions. To the west stood a fountain that sprayed clear, cool water twenty feet into the air. To the east, the element was a plume of fire that was channeled from a natural gas vent. To the south, a column of pinkish-white indigenous rock stood proudly. To the north, a column of steam billowed up in chuffing white puffs. It was good, I thought, that the Galens did not forget their heritage even when they changed their religion. 

We passed by the dormitories and the halls of science, music, and literature. Sandwiched between the administration building and the school of war stood a small stone fortification that was surrounded by a barricade of razor wire. I assumed this was the Isle's division of corrections. It was perhaps half the size of the Administration building and was only two stories high. Apparently crime was not a pressing issue in Brightfeather. 

Two Protectors and two heavily-armed Gunslingers guarded the narrow portal into the Corrections facility. The Protectors were trim, violet-eyed Changelings with swagger sticks, while the Gunslingers (a male and a female) were short, stocky Humans of North Point extraction. Their revolvers were so big that their ordinance would probably obliterate a concrete bunker. My guess was that the Gunslingers defended the building and the Protectors defended the Gunslingers. Unlike the stone-cold sentinels of Touchstone, the four guards chatted casually amongst themselves and gave friendly waves to passers-by.

We approached the entrance. Unlike in other towns, the guards did not suddenly stiffen to high alert or reach for their weapons. Obviously the correctional facility was rarely, if ever, under attack. 

"Greetings and Blessings," Lord Robart announced to the guards while at the same time making a complicated series of hand gestures. 

"Hail and Welcome," the female Gunslingers answered and then added another string of gestures. 

I wondered what the gestures meant. It was obviously some form of communication that augmented their spoken words. 

"We are witnesses in the McDaniels hearing," Robart said, and then elaborated with more gestures.

"That's going to be in hearing room 'C' in the basement level two," the dark-haired Gunslingers advised. "Any of you rated at E10 or higher?" 

"Nae, lass," Robart answered and again augmented his reply with hand signals.

She had my liege sign a glass tablet with his personal sigil and gave him a visitor's badge. We all did that in succession until it was my turn. Although my remote probe was able to transmit my sigil to the tablet, Lord Robart got the task of carrying my badge. 

One of the Protectors opened the stout, metal gate and bade us enter. With a grinding screech, the gate rose briefly, allowing us through, and then it quickly dropped back into place with a booming thud. Although I knew we could come and go as we pleased, I could so easily imagine a situation in which the crash of the gate would have a sound of finality to it. McDaniels had been transported to the correctional facility earlier in the morning. 

Unlike the prevailing architecture, this building had no windows and a single steel door that looked like it could easily withstand an assault from my entire arsenal. Two torches illuminated the doorway needlessly as it was currently broad daylight. 

The interior was another story. The walls were flat, polished stone and were bereft of decoration. Only small directional signs to various hearing rooms appeared on the walls. The corridors were lit with natural gas from torch sconces built into the walls. The thin, pale blue light made for an otherworldly feel. Other visitors and officials quietly went about their business and spoke only in hushed tones when they spoke at all. This contrasted sharply with the overall jovial mood of the city at large. I had the distinct impression that the Changelings as a race were averse to punishing others and was uncomfortable with the necessity of occasionally having to do so. And this was a place of punishment, regardless of the use of words like "correction" and "rehabilitation". It had a subduing effect.

A large, wall-mounted diagram displayed what the fortress contained. The ground level and levels above level held most of the administrative offices, while basement levels one and two contained hearing rooms and holding cells, while levels three through five functioned as a hospital of sorts for re-integrating convicts whose memories had been altered or erased. It seemed efficient but cold.

A bank of five lifts allowed transport between levels. They were powered by wind turbines mounted on the fortress roof. Indeed, on the Isle of Gales, the wind was king. We summoned the lift and a shuttle ratcheted up to the ground level. The shuttle was deep but narrow. It ran contrary the Changeling design aesthetics, but I suspected that the complex had been designed by Dwarves. A tiny mounted plaque declared the lift was safe for 650 pounds. It was just as well that my body was not present. My bulk would have sent us to the lowest basement at great speed -- very great speed -- ending with a crunch.

However, the ancient lift functioned as it should, with perhaps just a small bit of rattle and squeak to show its age. The doors opened and we strode down the unadorned hallway towards the hearing room. If the ground level seemed subdued, then it was like a pub of fight night compared to the atmosphere on this level, for here the fates of the accused were determined. The innocent would walk away unscathed while the guilty would be changed forever. And since I had seen Commander McDaniels' treachery firsthand, I also knew that he would be one of the changed.

The hearing room was gloomy and dimly lit with glowtubes set to minimum illumination. Unlike courtrooms in other cities, those on the Isle did not attract many onlookers or gawkers. Perhaps it was because the Isle did not employ Law Twisters, so there was little in the way courtroom theatrics. Most of the audience consisted of refugees from the Gerald Fitzedmond and a few from the Gaelic Knot.

The hearing room was arranged in a semicircle of sturdy, highly polished wooden pews. They looked purposefully uncomfortable. A wooden cage stood at the center of the semicircle. Three small podiums lined the perimeter of the cage, so that the esper interrogators could take notes while they probed the mind of the unfortunate prisoner.

"This ought ta be interesting, lad," Robart said, continuing his annoying habit of plucking my sensor probe out of the air and holding it up to his face.

"Perhaps," I replied, although I failed to see how watching another sentient being's mind ripped open constituted "interesting".

I remembered how I had destroyed Shaddoc's mind, and it felt like a crime even though it broke no law. It had been tragic and sad and horrible. But it had not been "interesting".

The lights flickered once and then increased to a bright white glow. A bailiff, dressed in black leather, strode in from a door on the left and carried a small bell with her. Like many changelings, she had short, wiry silver hair, pale skin, and violet eyes. She pinged the small bell with a brass wand and declared, "Hear now and listen! This hearing shall now commence. The truth shall be known in the matter of Liam McDaniels."

She chimed the bell three times and two human security guards dragged the Commander to the cage. The two guards were so heavily muscled that they actually were able to carry him across the floor without his boots touching the surface. McDaniels' hands and feet were bound with thick links of steel. The chains could have bound a medium-duty Construct for several hours, so it would certainly hold a human prisoner indefinitely.

The two correctional officers literally tossed the prisoner into the interrogation cage and slammed the door shut. McDaniels whimpered in fear. Robart snorted in disgust.

The bailiff chimed the bell again and said "Those gathered here, know this: In the Isles, we mete out justice, not law. We judge intent, not merely actions. We issue correction, not punishment. No falsehood remains and not secrets are hid. This hearing shall commence. The Questioner and Examiners shall now come forth!"

With a menacing title like "The Questioner" I had expected some powerfully-built, grim interrogator wearing a black flowing cape and armed with a scourge. But actually, it was an elderly Human female with frizzy white hair, a simple grey business dress and blouse, and was "armed" with a glass tablet. She also wore very thin grey gloves that were so shear as to nearly be a second skin. She sat down in a chair at the center desk, next to one of the espers. The Examiners, likewise, were garbed in simple grey, without jewelry, rank insignia, or weapons. 

"Questioner," the bailiff asked, "are you ready to begin?"

"I am," the elderly interrogator replied simply.

"Let it be done, for justice and truth," the bailiff answered and rang the bell a final time.

The three Examiners all stared at McDaniels at once and the ex-commander stiffened under the force of the empathic intrusion. He whined incoherently for a few moments and then appeared to be lucid again. I could see him sweating uncontrollably and the veins in his temples pulsed at an alarming rate.

"Liam McDaniels," the Questioner asked. "Are you an officer that follows orders to the letter?"

"Yes," Liam replied.

"Truth," the first Examiner said.

"Truth," said the second.

"Inconclusive," said the third.

The Questioner wrote down the responses and asked the next question.

"Were your ordered to abandon ship by yourself?"

"Yes," McDaniels answered.

"False."

"False."

"False."

"Did you consider your crewmates' safety when abandoning ship?"

"Yes," Liam replied.

"Inconclusive."

"False."

"False."

"Did you also steal the emergency transmitter when you abandoned ship?"

"No," the ex-commander answered.

"False."

"False"

"False."

The questioning continued for nearly an hour. The weight of the espers' probing sapped the energy from the prisoner. His struggling against the Examiners waned and the incidents of "inconclusive" diminished. The interrogation revealed Liam McDaniels to be a man of low confidence, yet always driven to appear more than what he truly was. He confused pride with arrogance. Cowardice lay at the heart of his being. Additionally, he had felt driven into a career that was not actually to his liking because he felt obligated to meet the expectations of an emotionally distant father that was in all likelihood impossible to please.

That was not to say that Liam McDaniels had no positive attributes. The examination revealed that McDaniels' rigidity was a defense mechanism that hid the fact that he was actually a reasonably creative person. He was interested in ceramics and pottery but his father had forbidden him to pursue such a career as it would have been "beneath the family's dignity." He had an eye for color and balance as well. While it was true that he was not brave in the least, he did have a strong desire to be accepted by others. But his fear of being rejected caused him to put forth an arrogant and self-aggrandizing facade. Like many humanoids, the ex-commander was a complicated and often self-contradictory being. 

By the time the interrogation was complete, McDaniels' voice was barely above a whisper.

"Release the links," the Questioner ordered. McDaniels slumped down in a heap at the bottom of his cage. The chains made a single noisy clunk.

The Questioner scribbled on her tablet for thirty rounds before she made her judgment.

"Liam McDaniels, please stand," she commanded with all the force of a primary school civics instructor.

The prisoner grudgingly and tiredly rose to his feet and stared out at the small assembly with the hopeless look of a doomed man.

"I have evaluated your actions, motives, and personality. I find the charges against you true. Your own mind speaks your confession.

"Moreover," she continued, "as your personality exists now, it is 85% likely that you would repeat your crime if given similar circumstances. Furthermore, I have compiled an inventory of your psychopathology: Your veracity is 70% below normal; courage is 81% below normal; empathy is 65% below normal. Your overall psyche is 41% diseased and 32% of your memory contains harmful thoughts. Therefore, it is my recommendation that you receive aggressive psychic reconfiguration. Do the Examiners agree?"

"We do," they said in unison.

My sociological database informed me that there were three levels of this procedure: partial, aggressive, and full reconfiguration. In a full reconfiguration, McDaniels would have essentially been erased and a new personality would have been designed from scratch. However, an aggressive reconfiguration would leave him with his basic identity intact but with many memories and behavioral attributes significantly altered.

"You'll hear from my father's Law Twister!" McDaniels shouted as he was dragged out of the courtroom to be transported to the level-5 basement where the psychic surgery would be carried out.

"They always say that, lad," Lord Robart said with a sneer. "But tw'nae do good here!"

The bailiff rang her bell three times, indicating that the hearing was concluded.

I had often suspected that my liege had no love of the legal profession. But then, I also suspected that he was no stranger to the criminal justice system either.

The hearing room started clearing now that the spectators from the Gerald Fitzedmond had gotten to see their hated Commander found guilty and sentenced. But Dulgar remained after almost everyone else had departed. He walked to where the Questioner was seated and asked her a question.

"Madam Questioner," Dulgar queried, "is it permissible to ask what will become of Liam McDaniels?"

"Of course," she said amiably. "And my name is Salianne. I'm recommending that he be implanted with a new skill set that will allow him to be a potter and glass blower. It's going to overwrite his seamanship and interest in sailing. We're going to remove his inhibition regarding creativity. Then his arrogance will actually become pride. We can remake him as a fully functioning, fully actualized citizen of the Isle."

"He can't go home?" Dulgar asked, surprised.

"Not immediately," Salianne confirmed. "Although there are exceptions, of course: the Order of Saint Eldra is known for recruiting remediated convicts for their own secretive purposes. His period of readjustment will be at least three years, possibly five."

"So criminals get off the hook on the Isle of Gales," Dulgar concluded. "Nobody has to pay for what they've done."

"We don't torture criminals or put them to death, that is true," Salianne replied. "But I never said that they don't pay. Liam McDaniel’s will have a fifth of all future income attached and given to his victims. The other restriction on his movement is that he cannot be fully discharged of his crime until the debt to his victim is settled. The last time I checked, freighter ships were expensive. He'll be paying for his crime for quite a while."

"Oh," Dulgar said lamely.

"It's okay," Salianne reassured. "It strikes many outlanders as “weak” or “insufficient”. West Point has a more -- shall we say -- traditional way of interfacing with felons. But the recidivism rate on the Isle is less than ten percent, so they must be doing something right. Of course, the whole system is possible because the Changelings are a race of empaths that also recruit wild cards from other races as well."

"Wild cards?" Dulgar asked.

"That's someone like me," the Questioner explained. "I'm a Human, but I have an esper rating of E40. I can't read from a distance, however. I'm a touch telepath. People with my particular capability are useful in making fine and exact adjustments to a convict's psyche. In fact, I'll be working on Liam McDaniels once I write his treatment plan.

"Comparing a scanner empath, which is what almost all Changelings are, to a touch telepath is like comparing a steak knife to a scalpel. For every thousand of them, there is only one of me. It's nice to have job security," Salianne concluded with a knowing smile. 

"Can you change or erase the memories or people who aren't convicted criminals?" Dulgar asked.

"In my other capacity of registered Healer, yes," Salianne said cautiously. 

"There are memories that I could live without," Dulgar answered.

"Show me," she said and removed one of her gloves and offered her bare hand to Dulgar. My friend accepted and placed his hand in hers.

The Questioner closed her eyes as she sifted through my friend's memories. Because of the link between us, I felt her intrusion as well. I could not formulate the proper words to describe the experience, but it was almost like being in a house with a small draft coming from an unidentifiable direction. I could feel it, but that was all.

"You've lived an interesting life so far," she said, eyes still closed. "You've been a slave, a warrior, a gambler, and a thief. You've seen people die in terrible ways. You've seen the spirits of the angry dead. You've seen an angel of the True One. There have been times when you've been defeated and times when you've meted out justice. 

"Your life has been hard so far, but it's been a worthy life and holds the promise of many more great things. If you were a patient of mine, I could counsel you in coming to terms with what you've seen and done, but I would not alter your memory one bit. You could benefit from therapy, but to erase your negative memories would diminish you."

"Why would that be?" Dulgar wanted to know. As a Construct, I had the capacity to delete parts of my memory, but I had never done so. It seemed that it would be a dishonest act somehow.

"Because, dear one, pain doesn't only injure; for some, pain teaches. Just like some physical wounds turn gangrenous in some, the same kind of wound becomes scar tissue in others. Scars are a sign that healing has worked. Where you’ve been scarred, you are less likely to be injured in the future.”

"I just wish I could stop having nightmares," Dulgar said. "It's like my mind can live with my past while I'm awake, but it's a different story when I dream. And I wake up feeling more tired than when I went to sleep."

"A good healer could help you, but do not discard your memories for the sake of comfort," the Questioner advised. "Pain has made you more real than someone like McDaniels will ever be. And I know... firsthand."

She rolled up her sleeve to reveal a faded, wrinkled tattoo.

"The mark of the Order of Saint Eldra," she explained. "There was a great and terrible series of crime I committed over forty years ago. It was a kind of rape that only an empath can inflict. It was a form of assault that makes a physical rape pale in comparison. I was found guilty and my memory and personality deleted and rebuilt from nothing. My mind is powerful enough that it took eight espers to take down my defenses. I was not released from therapy for eleven years, and I shall pay my victims the rest of my life.

"But I have no memory of the person I once was. And to this day I grapple with the feelings of unreality. And sometimes, in dreams, I still hear the anguish of my victims. But this is my life now. That first life is gone and now I rehabilitate people who are as I once was."

"You've given me a lot to think about," Dulgar said gravely. "And thank you for your honesty."

"I am a healer, it's what I do, dear one," Salianne replied. "Your pain makes you real and you pain teaches you. It's a blessing that it can be that way.

"And your unseen friend, well, your companionship has made him more real than many of his kind can ever hope to be. You are both a light to him and a teacher. He depends on you as much as you depend on him."

"You're right," Dulgar agreed. "That is the truth."

Dulgar bade the counselor farewell and we joined Dulgar, Hector, and Vincent outside.

"Hell," Vincent said. "That was the fastest trial I've ever seen."

"Lad," Robart advised, "things go pretty fast when there's no Law Twisters and ye can'nae lie!"

"I'd rather do time in the clink that have my brain scrambled," Hector opined.

"Aye," Robart agreed. "Tis why there aren't too many crimes here. The only place around with stricter laws is Ex-Libris. But they don't scramble yer noggin."

"No?" Hector asked.

"Nae!" Robart confirmed. "In Ex-Libris they just shoot ye straight between the eyes. Or between the balls, if ye be unlucky!"

"Nice," Hector exclaimed sarcastically. 

My liege seemed to know the location of every pub in every town that we had ever visited. Today held no exceptions. The establishment of choice was a sparkling clean pub and inn called the "Archangel Ascendant". The interior was surprisingly free of smoke and the floor was not bedewed with tobacco spit or vomit. In other words, it was quite different than most North Point pubs.

I saw Commander McElvenny sitting at a table in the corner all by himself, nursing a beer so dark that it might as well have been coffee. He waved us over.

"Praise Del Tannon", the Knot's second-in-command exclaimed. "Some people who aren't so damned happy all the time. Sit your arses down and have a round on me."

"Aye, friend," Lord Robart agreed, "and I'd nae ever be so rude as to turn away a proffered spirit."

"You wouldn't turn down booze on any occasion, you scoundrel," McElvenny shot back with mock insult.

"Takes one ta know one," Robart reminded him.

They did some odd-looking, highly complicated handshake and then they sat down.

"The thing about coming to the Isle," McElvenny said without preamble, "is that this place is too damned cheerful for its own good. For Del Tannon's sake, you know the Galens have never started a war? They have less than one percent unemployment, less than one percent poverty, no prostitution, no smoking, no dope, next to no illiteracy. How boring!"

"Aye," Robart agreed, "If ye like a barroom brawl, this is nae the town!"

"Well, you'd better get used to it," McElvenny barked and then drained his mug. "The harbor master's damage control team says the Gaelic Knot's more beat up than we thought. We've got nearly a month to enjoy the sights. The Captain's seeing a healer, so hopefully he'll feel like doing his damned job by the time the ship's seaworthy again."

Robart registered us for rooms and my humanoid friends ate dinner and drank their beers. Robart wrote a letter to his wife and sent it away via whirligig. My probe remained with my friends, but I remained at the bottom of the see driving the highly modified Highrider-III. I estimated that I would arrive at the Isle in another ten days, so it was just as well that the Gaelic Knot would be in dry dock for a while.

As I drove in the unending gloom, I thought of how Dulgar and the Dark Lord handled pain and loss differently. As much of a brave warrior and skilled tactician the Dark Lord apparently was, he folded like a house of cards when his companion passed from this world to the next. My friend, however, knew pain and death and yet he always remained willing to move forward with his life. The Questioner was correct: Dulgar was someone for whom pain teaches. And my friend, regrettably, had more than his share of lessons.

Fifty-Four: The Sea Gives Up Its Dead

According to the distant signal from Wayfinder-1, I was at a place where the sea floor was beginning to rise. Of course, I could not tell that from my own sensors. The bottom of the ocean was a flat plane as far as my sensors could detect – and that was not very far. It was good that Constructs could not feel claustrophobia as humanoids so often could. I do not think I would enjoy the ongoing sensation of feeling the weight of the blackness all around me, and the notion that the incredible mass of the sea could at any moment crush me like a discarded tin or kippers. It was indeed good that I could not feel that. But I was certainly ready for a change in scenery.

But the journey through the triumphant darkness had not been fruitless. I had captured high resolution images of no fewer than fifty species of deep-water fauna and several dozen varieties of chemosynthetic plant life. I now had visual records of a dozen ancient wrecks of various kinds of ships. I had seen a “black smoker” vent that was teeming with highly specialized life that could live nowhere else. 

The thing I learned, too, was that the legends of terrifying creatures of the deep were patently false. This deep in the sea, and this far removed from Gai’s light, the ecosystem simply didn’t receive enough energy to sustain organisms of “monstrous” size. That was not to say that the predators were any friendlier-looking given their diminutive size The various hunter-fish and miniature sharks looked as alien as the environment in which they lived. They were well-adapted to darkness, stealth and silence. However, the largest, most terrifying predator was no bigger than a humanoid’s hand. The abyssal “giant squid” measured three inches across -- very formidable.

The Hour of the Wolf came. And although the deep darkness of the ocean was bereft of light, it was also equally bereft of spiritual decay and corruption. So I only felt a slight change as the veil of evil that draped the world for so much of the cycle withdrew for this precious hour. The pocket-sized giant squid did not notice the change. But in the blackness of the crushing depths, I felt the presence of the Architect’s thoughts in my mind.

There may be a time soon that you will have to realize fully what you have become, the Architect said in his wordless, distant way. It was true that they were not spoken words, and yet I had never failed to understand his intent.

I have become more than the sum of my directives, I thought back to him.

I know that to be true, the Architect agreed. But to fulfill your destiny and to accomplish my freedom, you will have to become fully the gift that you are.

I do not understand, I communicated.

You are a Protector, in thought word, and deed. Accept the gift as well as the responsibility, the Architect advised. 

I will do as you ask, I promised. 

Then it shall be as it must be, the Architect whispered in the telepathic speech.

In that soul-freezing darkness, I could sense in that moment the terrible suffering the Architect endured from his cruel prison. I felt the draining fatigue that came from his ever-renewing spiritual energy being constantly siphoned away. It occurred to me in that instant that he was not only a prisoner, but was being used as a power source. But for what purpose I could no fathom. In the depth of the Architect’s suffering, he still used what little power he had at his command to communicate with me. And he did not despair. Truly the Architect was a Being of incredible resolve.

A rending jolt and an explosive “puff” wrenched me from my communion. An hour had passed in the span of rounds and the interior cabin suddenly filled with crash foam.

“Collision detected,” the gender-neutral voice stated calmly over the truck’s audio system. “Crash foam deployed. Contacting LifeStar.”

“Cancel,” I commanded. There was even less point in attempting to use a centuries-obsolete roadside assistance program now that I was stopped at the bottom of the sea. 

“That procedure is not recommended,” the disembodied voice advised.

“Understood,” I repeated. “Cancel service call.”

“Done,” the automated response module confirmed.

It took a little over twenty rounds for the crash foam to dissipate. Presumably the cushiony material took longer to dissolve because of the current cabin pressure. But at last I could see what I had hit. 

Though time and corrosion had made the ship’s registry all but illegible, my math coprocessor was able to perform a reasonably confident interpolation. The luxury liner, in its prime, had been called the Winter Princess. According to my historical database, the derelict in front of me had once been part of a quartet of high-end, luxury vacation ships that catered exclusively to “premium” citizens. The ship was declared lost after a 4th intensity hurricane presumably capsized the vessel. However, it was all too apparent that the huge ship had not met with a natural demise. Instead, I could easily see that the Winter Princess had been sunk by two torpedoes amidships. Given that the respective governments of North Point and East Point had been engaged in a cold war that had lasted for decades at the time of the Winter Princess’s disappearance, I could assume that the act of mass murder was politically motivated.

The truck reported mainly cosmetic damage, as we were traveling too slowly to do real harm to the Highrider. The vehicle’s diagnostics estimated a six hour repair cycle. I engaged the regeneration routine.

It was about that time that I saw faint signs of motion at the edge of the truck’s field of illumination – a lot of signs. If I was a humanoid, I could have been easily captivated by a sense of morbid curiosity. Fortunately, I was merely intensely curious as to what manner of creatures could possibly be shambling out of the two torpedo holes. It was good to be a Construct and thus not be prey to dangerous distractions.

The creatures were humanoid in general shape, and I had no doubt that they had once been the passengers and crew of the ill-fated Winter Princess. But their transformation in death and their subsequent reanimation in Undeath was both amazing and appalling. Although I could see bits and pieces of skeletal frame poking out of their bodies, their flesh had somehow converted to silt and debris. Bits of metal stuck out of their mud-like flesh, as did wire, trash, fish carcasses, shattered glass, chunks of decking, and various rusty fasteners. It was as if their bodies filled in the gaps with whatever available material was at hand as their natural skin and muscle tissue had rotted or had been consumed. In their new bodies, they seemed to constantly drop off bits and pieces of themselves, only to step up new filler materials as they shambled toward the Highrider. I did not know if it was she sound of the impact or the glow of the headlights that had attracted them, but they were set to swarm.

I could see dozens already, and the ship had once boasted a capacity of 5,250 including passengers and crew. I didn’t like those odds.

I shifted the truck into reverse, executed a 90 degree turn, and then sped forward at maximum possible velocity. A huge cloud of silt and debris bloomed in my wake. The ruined ship was huge and as I drove around it, I saw the ghastly faces of the animate dead peering out of the port holes and balcony windows. They seemed to have a resentful malevolence and it felt as if I had accidentally awakened something truly monstrous and antithetical to life.

The Highrider whirred on into the flat darkness of the ocean floor. With any luck, the denizens of the Winter Princess would not give chase. I suppose that I would know soon enough. Tiny fish and shrimp flittered past me in obvious retreat from the dead luxury liner. The sea floor rumbled a low mournful moan, but I could not detect the source of the disturbance. Perhaps the walking dead were invoking a spell of some kind? I did not know. I had the desire to be quit of this place as quickly as possible. 

I was getting tired of darkness. I grew weary of the Undead. I wanted to be where my friends were, on the Isle of Gales, where the living lived and the dead rested peacefully. It seemed like this long night would never end.

The low rumbling persisted for the next several hours but did gradually fade from my perception. Perhaps the Highrider had out-distanced whatever nefarious thing the Undead crew had summoned. I could only hope, as I could not travel any faster than I already was. In truth, the situation was quite astonishing when examined objectively. I was a living, sentient machine driving a self-regenerating, self-powering heavy-duty pickup truck along the bottom of the ocean while being pursued by a swarm of centuries-old zombies. My life had thus far had been interesting indeed.

Although the sea remained black and cold, daylight did come to the surface world. I was thankful that I had a functioning remote link to my humanoid companions. The morning was foggy and the lighthouse towers bellowed out the warning calls to those who approached the Isle so that their navigators would not dash their ships on the rocks. It was a clean, pure mist that appeared devoid of heavy metals or radioactive isotopes. Like in the central and southern regions of North Point, the mists were essential to the ecology.

Dulgar aroused from his bed looking a lot more refreshed than Hector.

“I feel like I’ve had a frontal lobotomy,” the Paladin complained.

“It’s not my fault you challenged Darth McElvenny to a drinking contest,” Dulgar said philosophically. “It’s not like I didn’t warn you that he’s been a sailor for twenty years and masters the bottle as much as he masters the helm!”

Hector muttered something incoherent and then crushed a few white tablets into a glass of water, which then began bubbling and fizzing. 

“Where I come from,” Hector grumbled, eyeing the medicinal concoction, “every act of pleasure must be purchased with an equal amount of pain.”

“How very balanced of you,” Dulgar replied wryly as the Paladin guzzled down the potion with a stricken grimace.

“What’s all that racket about anyway?” Hector asked testily.

“Just the fog horns,” Dulgar answered, and then stood up to peer out the window of the hotel room. 

The view would have been more spectacular in better weather. As it was, all I could see was the flash of the lighthouse towers and a few murky grey shapes out to sea. Presumably they were incoming ships seeking to dock in Brightfeather Harbor. Oddly enough, the three vessels did not seem to be altering their velocity but instead appeared to be cruising toward the port at flank speed. It was then that Lord Robart began pounding on the door to my companions’ room.

“Get up lads!” Robart bellowed. “The port is under attack. Someone’s cast a Port’s Bane!”

My sociological database had no record of such a thing. I quickly inquired.

It’s when a Priestess of the Calamarian summons up a couple of sunken ships full o’ zombies an’ other beasties ta attack some town they don’t like,” my liege answered. “The Undead sailors hate the livin’, lad. They hate the livin’!”

Robart said that last part with nefarious glee. I think he actually liked the prospect of chopping the denizens of the deep into small, quivering chunks. In some religions, Lord Robart would probably be considered a manifestation of the Trickster. As it was, he unsheathed Symmetrika’s Hope, whose fully revitalized light shone like a white star.

“Alright, alright!” Hector Grizzletooth muttered. “We get the idea. You want to go fight. You don’t have to ask me twice.”

“There’s the spirit, lad,” Robart agreed. “Swingin’ an axe or a sword is a good cure for any man’s hangover.”

“So you say,” the Paladin mumbled while donning his studded leather armor. His prized chainmail had sunk along with the Gerald Fitzedmond. 

“Oh, and lad,” my liege uttered to the Paladin in a fatherly way, “beer and whisky’s mighty risky. Next time pick one or the other.”

The three Undead ships were nearly in port by the time Robart, Hector, Dulgar, and Vincent arrived at the docks. The weather was far too foggy for the famous Galen Air force to fly their gliders. But the militia was assembling rapidly with their swords and guns. Two Galen battle ships were closing in behind the intruders to block their retreat should they try. Battling the Undead was always more difficult that fighting the living. They had no fear, never fatigued, and were immune to pain. They could withstand a blow that would send a living man into shock or cardiac arrest. The Undead could not bleed to death. In many ways, fighting the walking dead was much like fighting a Construct. Indeed, the Undead were a lot like Constructs except fashioned from rotting flesh instead of wood, metal, or stone. But Constructs were more intelligent and did not rely on evil spells and dark powers for their animating force. Surely it was better in every way to be a Construct than a zombie.

“Did I ever tell ya that the city of Midian considers the Isle to be part of North Point?” Robart told me.

“No,” I said.

“Well,” he explained, “they never did forgive the North for the Slave Wars. Twas a thousand years ago or so, but the Calamarians won’t let it go. They pretty much run the show in South Point and stir up trouble from Midian.”

“I understand,” I said.

My historical database was very sketchy concerning the history of the East and the South. The sole entry about the Slave Wars was that the North surrendered after 37 years of war and over a million lives lost on both sides. It was impossible for the South to occupy Touch Stone from such a far distance as Midian, and the North Point government reneged on their promise to compensate the families of those torn apart by slavery. The North, always looking for cheap labor, decided to start making Undead servants to do their dirty work. But that was an entirely different story with an equally bad ending.

With a flash and a boom, the lead Undead ship fired its cannons at the port. The screaming missiles slammed into the harbor master’s office tower and blew it to bits. The cannoneers near the waterline fired back. The sterncastle on the third ship bloomed with smoke and flame. Robart loaded his tripod-mounted cannon and shot at the lead ship. The lead ship returned fire with muskets that chuffed and popped in the mist.

“Lad,” Robart asked me. “Could ye be ever so kind as ta drag a bomb over yonder ship?”

My liege indicated a box of hand grenades next to the tripod cannon. I wondered about the wisdom of storing handheld explosives in the line of fire, but it did not seem like the appropriate time to mention workplace safety. Robart pulled the timing pin from the grenade and placed it in my probe’s grappler claw. The timer would be arrested so long as my grappler applied pressure to a small toggle in the middle of the cucumber-shaped device.

“These are frags,” Robert explained, “so it ought ta chew up yonder zombies pretty good! Maybe not real good, but pretty good.”

I wasn’t even about to correct my liege’s grammar. The more he felt distress, the more his Western accent and speech patterns seemed to manifest. I commanded my probe to slowly fly over the battle site. The main undead ship, the Tap Dancing Folly, appeared intent on doing as much damage to the port and docked vessels as possible. The two ships taking up the rear seemed more concerned with running interference between the Folly and the three Galen navy ships. I flew closer to the Folly and saw the Captain at the wheel. His animate corpse was bloated, puffy, and covered with open wounds where scavengers had begun eating the dead flesh. And yet, the power of zombie regeneration was such that no matter how much rotted flesh dropped off or was consumed, there would always be more. His eye sockets were full of wriggling worms and blackened teeth poked through ragged holes in his cheeks. He wielded a rusted scimitar that shone with a spectral grey aura and practically reverberated with power. Though his clothes were rotted rags, I knew that somehow some measure of his rank and status would remain through the ages, and the deterioration of his uniform would never be complete. It, like the decomposing animate flesh, would continue on and on. 

The Captain spoke a slurred, guttural series of commands that I did not understand. Presumably it was a Southern dialect for which I had no programming. His zombie crew, however, understood perfectly. A dozen sailors got a pair of catapults ready for launching barrels of gelled cooking fuel into the port. A successful hit would start a raging inferno that would be extremely difficult to extinguish. I lobbed the grenade at one of the two catapults. The missile landed next to the barrel and exploded a segment after impact.

Gelled fuel bloomed all over the deck of the Tap Dancing Folly, consuming four Undead sailors and utterly destroying the port-side catapult. The ragged sails caught on fire and began emitting an oily, black smoke as the flames slowly fed upon the ragged, decaying fabric. 

“Tu’Chek Chah!” The Captain bellowed in rage, and apparently ordered the starboard catapult to launch. The flaming barrel hurled through the air, end over end, and landed squarely against the seaward wall of the local Velociraptor Joe’s franchise. The pub immediately transformed into a maelstrom of searing heat and blinding light. It helped matters little that the stores of alcoholic beverages and cooking oil only served to add to the conflagration. A few patrons staggered out of the bar, on fire, and writhed in agony in the street, desperately trying to extinguish the flames by rolling along the hexstones. But the nature of the gelled fuel was such that it would not be quenched until the fuel was consumed. And the half-dozen citizens died a horrible, lasting death. 

I circled back to where Robart and my friends feverishly reloaded the tripod cannon. With a team of three – Robart, Hector, and Vincent – they could fire the device every other round. Dulgar had run over to the ruins of Velociraptor Joe’s and was hastily erecting mathematical wards between it and the surrounding buildings so that the fire could be contained. I grabbed another hand grenade and flew out for another pass at the Folly. 

I saw the starboard catapult fire again. This time the target was a pastry shop. As before, the building erupted in a tower of flame and expelled its victims to die horrific deaths in the street. As a Construct, I had been punctured, crushed, burned, dented, and even resized. But I knew from my medical database that death by fire was one of the most horrifying ways that an organic humanoid could perish. I thought that it was better to be as I am.

As I approached the Tap Dancing Folly, the Captain spied my remote probe and barked out an unintelligible command to the dozen musket gunners. They shambled to the edge of the deck and launched their volleys of steel pellets. I wondered how it could be that the gunners had dry gunpowder when the Folly had been summoned from the deep via sorcery. Perhaps the spell made the gunpowder function too. I did not know. 

What I did know, however, was that the gunners either needed more target practice or their firearms needed some extensive maintenance. While the musket balls whizzed and whistled by my probe, none of them came closer than ten feet. Before the gunners could reload, I dropped my next hand grenade and aimed it for the remaining catapult. 

The grenade hit the catapult but reflected away and rolled across the deck. When it detonated, it took three of the dozen gunners with it. I returned for another explosive.

“Damn it, lad,” Robart admonished, “ye’ve got ta stop that catapult!”

“One will attempt to do so,” I agreed.

Another fuel bomb hurled across the foggy sky and consumed a small cargo ship that hung from scaffolds in dry dock. Fortunately, there was no one aboard. But one hoped that the Captain had the boat’s insurance paid. 

The Folly was still approaching the waterline and showed no interest in slowing down. It occurred to me that the Captain was going to ram to port on purpose in order to inflict as much damage as possible. The zombies manning the catapult were able to launch one more barrel before I could drop my hand grenade. This time my aim was true and the structure got torn apart from the bits of superheated metal. It did not cause a fire, however, since the gelled fuel had already launched. The bomb in question took out a garbage scow that had been filled to the brim with an entire city’s worth of trash. The burning garbage sent plumes of thick black smoke high into the air. The scow’s captain and crew quickly abandoned ship be appeared otherwise unharmed. The conflagration quickly fed upon itself as the tongues of flame lapped fifty feet into the air.

The nine remaining musket gunners fired at me. Eight missed, but the last one damaged my probe’s grappler tool. My diagnostic software estimated eleven rounds to effect regeneration. I commanded the repairs to begin. I was relieved to discover that my regenerative capabilities extended to my probe even when separated by a vast distance.

“Good work, lad,” Robart commended as my probe returned to the docks where he was stationed. “Ye won’t have a chance for another pass. That ship’s gonna bust itself on the docks on purpose.”

“What he’s trying to say is,” Vincent said, checking his revolvers, “let’s get the fornication out of here!”

While the two Undead support ships now towered in flame under the merciless barrage of the Galen navy, their primary goal – that of allowing the Tap Dancing Folly to crash into port -- was regrettably accomplished. The ship had been traveling at flank speed under the power of some magical or mathematical augmentation. The Undead captain’s face (such as it was) held the visage of murderous glee as his decaying ship slammed into the docks. Boardwalk planks snapped like toothpicks and a twenty-foot-high wave of water washed over Brightfeather’s defenders, ruining their stores of black powder.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Dulgar exclaimed from across the street where he continued to make modest headway against the conflagration.

“There’s a reason why I never bought into that who cheapass caseless ammo trend,” Vincent added, and shot two rounds at the Folly’s captain. The bullets struck true, but the entry wounds sealed over a segment later.

“Ye’ll need silver, lad,” Robart said sagely and unsheathed Symmetrika’s Hope.

“Fornication on a coin-operated rumbler bed with a one-legged strumpet!” Vincent cursed as he spun the cylinder to empty the chambers of apparently useless ammo. Like any good Gunslinger, he apparently kept a spare speed-loader filled with silver-cased ammo.

The shuffling, shambling pirate crew flopped off the Folly’s deck to engage in melee combat with the Galen militia. My estimation was that the opponent’s physical strength would be much less, but that they would be immune to pain, shock, or systemic failure due to blood loss. A living soldier could be felled with a relatively small injury to a vital area. Zombies, on the other hand, would have to be hacked to pieces. It was regrettable that I was not present in my physical body. My circular saw accessory could have efficiently dispatched the shambling dead. 

The Folly’s Captain swaggered on to the ruined boardwalk, unsheathed his darkly glimmering scimitar and shouted some unintelligible challenge at Robart.

“Ye want a piece o’ me, lad,” Robart said with a predatory grin, “then come an’ get some!”

It was not the first time that I wondered whether Robart’s habit of carrying around an Archangel’s sword had the effect of drawing attention to him in the spirit world. It did seem that the most potent foes sought him out personally. Perhaps my liege knew this and simply enjoyed the challenge of settling the accounts of the unrighteous personally. It would not surprise me if that was exactly Robart’s line of thinking.

“No’Kah To’bakh!” Folly’s commander retorted.

[Informational: New device profiles found (Math Coprocessor). Activate translation mapper? [Y|N] ]

As if I was going to say no. Someday it might be worthwhile to investigate why it was that my operating system periodically “discovered” new capabilities. According to the fiction-pulps, machines had fixed abilities that never changed, but my personal experience proved otherwise again and again.

Vincent fired several rounds into a rotted sailor, which caused the foreground to ignite in white fire. Unlike a living enemy, the zombie kept on fighting until its body was utterly consumed.

“Damn I hate these half-breed sons of unwed, half-priced prostitutes!” Valentine cursed.

“That’s okay,” Hector said, chopping a zombie in half with his enchanted axe, “they hate you too!”

“Ya think?” The Gunslinger asked sarcastically as he blew away another hostile.

“Ye might get the job done faster if ye stop talking about it and worry more about doin’ it,” Robart said in-between sword blows with the enemy captain. 

Unlike the common zombies of the Tap Dancing Folly, the pirate Captain retained the full flexibility and reflexes of a living man. My combat subroutine identified him as a high-level threat because he was agile, had no pain receptors, was proficient in combat, and carried an enhanced weapon. The ancient enemy fought like he still had something to fight for, and I found that even more dangerous. The combatants’ swords clanged like huge tower bells when they impacted. White-hot sparks flew off both weapons, and the bits of super-heated metal started even more fires. It didn’t take more than a round for the militia to clear a twenty-foot space around the two combatants. It occurred to me that enchanted weapons must have regenerative capabilities like Constructs, as the weapons in question never dulled and the chips in the blades never remained after combat.

“Po’Kor timmot juna nokk!” The Folly’s Captain gloated and forced my liege into a slow retreat across the docks. 

“Ye don’t say,” Robart taunted as he desperately parried his enemy’s onslaught.

Vincent shot two more zombies and then flew into the air so that he could reload without being stuck with his foes’ rusty swords. His attempt at evasion was met with a hail of musket fire.

“Crap!” Valentine cursed as his wings got punctured by three steel rounds. The Fey dropped out of the sky and crunched to the buckled boardwalk in a bleeding heap. Fey bled clear, but I could see streamers of thick translucent fluid gushing from the wounds. Vincent shot at the trio of musket-wielding zombies that subsequently erupted in white-hot all-consuming fire.

Hector swung his axe and chopped the leg off another zombie, which subsequently crawled along the gore-strewn docks in search of easier prey. He was bleeding from a half-dozen minor lacerations but that didn’t seem to even distract him from the task at hand. Dulgar finished extinguishing the fire that had consumed most of the garbage scow. He had prevented the fire from spreading to the dry dock facility as well.

Robart was in slow retreat from the Folly’s leader. While my liege had been wise to give up hard drink and resume his combat training, he still fought a foe that was tireless and accurate. The pirate Captain’s enchanted sword cut a deep gash in Robart’s left arm when he was slow to parry. It wouldn’t have been enough to penetrate my liege’s armor, but he had not had time to don his armor. 

“Po’Kor naton tokk!” The pirate gloated.

“Muzzle it,” Robart said, and slashed off the pirate’s right ear lobe. The ornately jeweled ear ring clattered to the ground.

“Frank,” Robart ordered, “after I kill this jackass, I’m keepin’ the ear ring as a trophy.”

I hoped it worked out that way. Robart had been pushed back nearly a hundred feet and was close to where the Gaelic Knot stood in dry dock. It was at this point that the drowned men from the other two burned pirate ships staggered to shore. Of course they would walk to shore, I realized. Zombies cannot drown, and these specimens fought with the mindless determination so common with their ilk.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hector said, looking at an incoming wave of several hundred walking corpses. “You should feel lucky you can’t smell things, Frank! Smells like a friggin’ charnel house!”

I agreed with the Paladin in this instance.

“That was rhetorical, bud,” Hector added as he dismembered another zombie pirate. Like Robart’s angel-sword, the consecrated axe the Dwarf used seemed neigh unto indestructible. 

With the fires under control, Dulgar summoned a monofilament star that cut through the wind at his command. The two-dimensional blade was a bane to Constructs, but apparently the walking dead fared no better. The first pass from the nearly invisible weapon cleaved the head from a zombie’s shoulders with surgical precision. Black goo spewed from the neck and the decapitated sailor lurched a few more steps before collapsing to the gore-stained docks.

Robart and the pirate leader hacked about with grim fury. My liege took two more shallow cuts, one on his upper arm and one along his abdomen. Neither injury was even remotely fatal, but I had the suspicion that the pirate captain could finish Robart off at any time. He was, indeed, toying with his prey. Robart’s back was almost against the side of the Gaelic Knot when the Dark Lord peered over the side and yelled, “Hey asshole! Ready for round two?”

My sociological database indicated that Dark Lord was making a fisticuffs metaphor. My estimation would make this the fifth or sixth round perhaps.

The pirate captain pointed his grey sword at the Dark Lord and unleashed a sizzling bolt of electricity. The Dark Lord dodged the attack but it set one of the sails on fire.

“Yeah, you’ll pay,” the Dark Lord confirmed and jumped over the side to land on the boardwalk with a brutal crunch. Such a jump would have crippled an ordinary human, but the captain of the Gaelic Knot was one of the Immortals – like the Professor. He could be killed, certainly, but would never perish from disease or age, and only severe injury could kill him. The crunch wasn’t caused by his bones breaking, but rather the wooden planks breaking underfoot.

“Have at him,” Robart said to the Dark Lord.

I noticed that the captain had bathed and shaved. His leather armor was once again clean and his silver knot belt buckle had been polished to a high luster. He still wore his signature mask, and so it was hard to judge the pirate hunter’s expression. But he seemed to have regained his former countenance. Perhaps he had at last come to terms with Jewell’s departure from this realm of existence. 

Instead of a single sword or axe, the pirate hunter wore two bladed gauntlets that had the effect of making foot-long razors become an extension of his hands. The Dark Lord began a rhythmic tap dance and wind swirled around him.

“You want a piece of me?” The Dark Lord taunted, “then come and get some!”

The Folly’s Captain lunged at the Dark Lord, aiming for the heart, but the pirate hunter dodged with speed that I would have associated with a Fey or Changeling, not a Human. Perhaps the tap dance wind-effect quickened the Dark Lord’s movements. The enemy swung twice and the Dark Lord easily parried the blows. Then the Dark Lord went on the offensive with a flurry of slashes with his gauntlet blades. The pirate leader stepped back under the barrage. The Dark Lord kept on slashing with a tightly controlled rage that burned like a laser. He nicked the pirate here and there with his extension knives and the zombie captain’s wounds lit up with white fire. It occurred to me that the Dark Lord was toying with the pirate captain in the same manner that the pirate had been playing cat-and-mouse with Robart. It was a dangerous game in my estimation.

“Cha’narg Ha’k!” The Undead captain bellowed. 

I doubted it was a plea for mercy, but my math coprocessor did not have enough of a vocabulary sample to begin a translation table.

“Go to the Inferno!” The Dark Lord responded and jabbed the captain in the abdomen. The new wounds caught on fire as well.

The pirate captain staggered back as the fire in his belly consumed him from the inside-out. The Dark Lord slashed again, carving a flaming arc across the pirate’s face. As the pirate staggered back, the Dark Lord impaled his enemy’s throat. Then he slashed the pirate’s rib cage. Fire spread out from the half-dozen wounds and sparks flew outward from the body. It was brutal and savage. 

“Kill you!” The Dark Lord screamed and plunged his wrist blade deep into the Folly Captain’s chest. The blade protruded out of his back and erupted in a silver conflagration. 

The Captain of the Tap Dancing Folly stumbled back a few steps unsteadily and then fell backward onto the blood strewn boardwalk. Then, in a huge puff of sparks, the captain disintegrated into ash.

Without their leader, the Undead horde lost coordination and simply attacked any moving target without concern for strategy or tactic. They were easily picked off by the Galen militia. It was three hours later when the last of the zombie stragglers were finally put to final rest. 

“Nice piece o’ fighting,” Robart told the Dark Lord.

“You didn’t do so bad yourself,” the Captain replied. “I knew him when he was alive. He was a real blood-drinking, Calamarian-worshiping, sell-sword and cut-throat. But those just his good points. Him turning Undead didn’t make him any mellower.”

“Not so as ye’d notice,” Robart opined.

“I told him the last time I killed him that he’d better never come back,” the Dark Lord continued. “He didn’t listen.”

“Uh huh,” Dulgar said. 

The rest of the day was significantly less exciting. Hector and Dulgar helped with repairing damage to some of the buildings that hadn’t been consumed by flame-catapult. Then the clergy came and took away the many dead – over a hundred in all. It was the “after” that always got left out of the fiction-pulps. But what I saw was the weeping of widows who identified the dead and the children who had to say a forever-goodbye to a mother or father. The port city survived the onslaught, but victory came with a steep price.

Fifty-Five: Reunion

I did not encounter any new horrors as I approached the Isle of Gales. But I did document the occasional wreckage that mutely testified to power of hurricanes and the danger of naval battle. Hulks of battleships with ragged holes littered the sea floor as well as cargo ships with broken keels. A few of the ruined derelicts glimmered with the eldritch light of unshielded nuclear cores that had been broken open. The dead zone around these damaged reactors spread for miles, while at the periphery, the mutations to flora and fauna were significant and varied. I captured several dozen high-resolution images for my personal archive. 

The cleanup and repair of the port took three weeks. Some of the shops, most notably Veloceraptor Joe’s would take much longer to reopen. Robart, Hector, and Vincent mostly kept to docks because that area apparently had what the trio referred to as “night life” – a phrase that was slang for “having places to drink alcohol, smoke, gamble, and engage in relations with the opposite gender”. Although in Vincent’s case, he was not particular about gender. The dock area functioned as a sort of cultural buffer between the Isle proper and the outside world. What interested the Changelings did not necessarily interest members of other races. So the bars, brothels, casinos, and other rowdy forms of entertainment were kept at arm’s length from the mainstream Galen citizenry. It seemed like a logical arrangement. A race of empaths would find gambling to be of little challenge, regardless of their opponents' poker faces. Likewise, brothels would be of little interest to a quasi-angelic race that engaged in sex solely for reproduction. 

Robart’s gambling endeavors were reasonably successful, as usual. He kept his oath to himself, however, regarding his alcoholism. He had perhaps a half-dozen beers over a three week period. He practiced sword combat with Darth McElvenny nearly every day. The captain of the Gaelic Knot sought the services of a mind-healer and seemed more stable by the day. Hector and Vincent spent their days drinking, brawling, and generally being hooligans. Dulgar audited three weeks’ worth of a theology course at the university. The repairs to the Gaelic Knot ran slightly ahead of schedule and a fraction under budget, much to the Dark Lord’s appreciation. 

The difficulty I had reaching the Isle of Gales was in finding suitably smooth terrain for ascending the continental shelf. I had been in the deepest part of the word’s ocean, but now the Isle was tantalizingly close. If only there was a way to make the truck buoyant. Unlike the organic humanoids, I could not fall prey to a depressurization illness called “the bends” which did not actually bend anything but instead caused nitrogen bubbles to form in the bloodstream. My travels continued for three more days until I at last emerged from the depths in Brightfeather Harbor. 

It was dawn when I drove the truck up onto the beach. I was greeted by four Changeling sentries with rifles.

“Come no further,” the militia leader declared.

I put the truck in “park” and deactivated the trimode drive. 

“Get out of that craft, and do it nice and slow,” he said next.

I suppose that I should have been thankful that the guards didn’t simply open fire upon seeing a giant truck inexplicably emerge from the sea. Since I wanted to keep it that way, I slowly extricated myself from the Highrider. The exterior was dotted with barnacles, sea weed, star fish, and other organic life. The truck was filled halfway up with sand, driftwood, and other jetsam.

I stood before the guard leader and identified myself. The trio announced themselves as Corporal Nethnae and Privates Seni and Isson of the Galen civil foot patrol. They were not precisely full military, but rather part of a reserve force that could be activated in a time of crisis. They were apparently at the end of an active period that had been triggered by the recent Port’s Bane attack.

“Hey,” one of the other guards exclaimed excitedly, “that’s Frank from ‘Macho Machines’.”

The younger guard hastily unrolled a magazine scroll. It was apparently the latest issue and he unrolled it to the middle.

“Here, in frame 43,” he said. 

The guard leader looked at the illustration and then back at me.

“They said you were dead,” the guard announced.

“They were wrong,” I corrected.

“I guess so,” the guard agreed, stating the obvious. “But, hey, how about a lift back to town? It’s not every day we get a machine legend rolling into Brightfeather.”

“It is agreeable,” I said.

The Highrider slowly trundled across the beach on battery power. As we approached the port city, the truck’s regeneration sequence gradually repelled the encrusted salt and barnacles from the exterior. The shine came back to the paint’s finish and by the time we reached the outer gates, the ancient vehicle looked “showroom fresh”. The beach was quite picturesque. The sand was the dark grey volcanic variety and little crabs and small birds skittered about in the surf.

“They sure knew how to build ‘em back in the Ancient Days,” Corporal Nethnae.

He didn’t know the half of it.

As I had expected, the outer guards required that I place the Highrider in storage while visiting Brightfeather. I displayed my Sentience icon that declared me as a registered, self-aware Construct and not some other being’s personal property. I announced to Dulgar (through my remote probe) that I had, at last, arrived in the Galen capitol city.

“It’s nice to have you back,” Dulgar said. “Although it’s been sorta like you haven’t been gone, thanks to that probe thing.”

I was happy that my friend had finally broken himself of the habit of grabbing the probe out of the air and holding it to his eye. Somehow, however, I doubted my liege would ever free himself of that annoying mannerism.

“Just so as you know,” my friend continued, “the Dark Lord said that his ship can sail tomorrow. He was willing to wait up to a week for you since you apparently impressed him by going down with the ship. I suppose it doesn’t make much difference that you weren’t going to drown. Sailors are about as superstitious as gamblers – and certain noblemen who might have long criminal records.

“Anyway,” Dulgar continued, “he’ll be glad we can sail out tomorrow. You should ask him if your title of “Acting Lieutenant Commander” can be made permanent somehow. It pays better than ‘works passage’, that’s for sure.”

Dulgar had spent his time wisely during the dry dock interval. In addition to auditing a theology course, he had toured many of the ancient churches that dotted the vicinity as well as had a few very productive sessions with a Galen therapist. My friend still suffered from disturbing dreams and occasional waking false imagery as a result of the encounters at Scaradom and the Deadwoods. The latter had brought Dulgar, Robart, and Vincent to the brink of Undeath. It was unlikely that the shadow of death would easily be purged from my friends’ memories. Still, it was good that Dulgar sought help when it was available.

I walked over to the ship yard where the Gaelic Knot was being dragged back into the sea. The shadow of grief could not be seen on the Dark Lord’s face as he stood behind the control wheel. Darth McElvenny seemed to be in his element as he strode around the deck barking orders to get the ship ready to sail. The handbell choir practiced their combat hymns in preparation for the next combat at sea. Crew members of all sorts busily made last-segment adjustments to ropes, fasteners, clips, bindings, and basically anything that could be manipulated with a wedge, hammer, drill, or screw driver. The timing of my arrival had indeed been good.

“You!” The Dark Lord called down from the Captain’s wheel. “I heard you’re bad luck!” 

I did not know what to say to that. But then the captain bellowed out a deep-throated laugh.

“But ye know what they say: bad luck’s better ‘n no luck at all!” The captain added.

Right.

One of the crew members used a cargo lifter to hoist me onto the Gaelic Knot. The repair crews had done at least a sophomore job on the restoration. It was true that the varnish and paint did not quite match everywhere, and there were area of the deck where the wood grain indicated the use of Galen hardwoods rather than Paru ironwood. But the repairs appeared competent and the ship seemed whole once more. The captain appeared to be as well repaired as his ship. I found that quite satisfactory as well.

“I sent a messenger to go collect your friends,” Darth McElvenny hollered to me from the other side of the ship. “But if you think you're getting paid for driving a truck under water for a month, you've got another thing coming!”

Somehow, payroll issues did not rank high in my dynamic task list. 

“But now that you're here, an officer too, we can give you a payin' job,” McElvenny added.

I gave my best attempt at nodding. 

I was assigned the job of performing cannon maintenance and made sure that the great weapons were ready to fire should the need arise. And the Gaelic Knot had many fine cannons, to be sure. It was a proud and powerful battleship that had emerged victorious from many confrontations at sea. 

It was evening when my friends at last returned to the ship. The sky and the horizon glowed with orange and pink. It could so easily have been a perfect evening.

Except that it wasn't.

A small dark spot appeared on the horizon and got larger as the sun set.

“What is it?” Dulgar asked.

“One is not certain,” I answered. Although my mathematical co-processor did give a suggestion that I was loathe to consider.

Darth McElvenny extended his spyglass and peered into the distance. A moment later, he clapped it shut and shouted, “Alert the Harbor Master! It's an Undead ship the likes I've never seen!”

“Let’s get this ship in the water and blow that thing back to the depths!” The Dark Lord commanded gleefully. “Besides, if we get our arses kicked, the port's right here!
The latter statement did not exactly inspire confidence in me.

The Harbor Master gave clearance for the Dark Lord's ship to be released from dry dock. The huge warship trundled along a series of huge rollers that connected the repair facility to the inner harbor. I saw that the vast mechanism was operated by Dwarven engineers and Constructs. It was good that the Changelings and Dwarves had developed such a mutually beneficial relationship. The ship rumbled and groaned as it rolled towards the water, but made a huge splash as it dropped into the harbor. 

“Stavely!” McElvenny commanded, “get your ringers going. We need as much wind as you can muster!”

The choir master nodded and got her quartet clanging out a fast-paced, staccato tune. A round later, the wind began filling the Gaelic Knot's huge black sails. The Dark Lord did a brief, rhythmic tap dance and lifted his hands to the air. Moments later, a small sphere of light the size of a whirligig launched into the sky. The luminescence was about as bright as my sodium vapor lights, but white-blue in color. It stayed in place near the crow's nest and provided workable illumination against the looming night.

We set sail to intercept the incoming ship. Two Galen warships followed closely behind, as did the Choral Sea, captained by the apparently famous Anna Watermark. The Dark Lord and Anna Watermark both shared the common goal of ridding the open seas of pirates and the Undead. 

The Dark Lord did something I had not anticipated. He began to sing a sea chant that had a profoundly positive effect on his crew.

“The day's not done, and there's more time for killin',” the Dark Lord intoned.

“Damn straight, there's time for killin',” the crew answered.

“Don't let yer swords get nae rusty. . .”

“Nae, not when there's killin' ta be done!”

“The battle's just startin', dead walkers abound. . . .”

“We'll cut off their heads, and laugh while they drown.”

“We'll kick us some arse and drink us some brew. . .”

“When the killin's all done, and the Undead are through.”

“So what's with the waiting? Are ye all bored?”

“Nae, Captain, Nae. We're swingin' the sword!”

With the final stanza, several cannoneers, lord Robart included, launched opening salvos at the mysterious ship that now surfaced before us. 

It was the Winter Queen.

“Say,” Dulgar asked unnecessarily, “isn't that the big ship you ran into on the way over here?”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“It followed you here,” my friend said.

“Ya think?!” Vincent Valentine exclaimed. “And here I thought it was a matron-fornicating coincidence!”

The cannon balls hit the thick steel hull of the ancient cruise ship and inflicted the barest scratch of damage. But then, the Gaelic Knot's weaponry was meant for defeating contemporary foes, not the massive ships of ages past. 

“You've got to be kidding me,” Darth McElvenny exclaimed. “Bells! Gimme something with some punch to it!.”

Stavely and her quintet hurried over to one of the cannons and chimed off a new song. The heavy steel balls became translucent and shimmered with power. It was like lightning trapped in little globes. The energy was coiled and somehow seemed to resent being contained. How I could know this, I could not say. But that was how it seemed to me.

“Give'm hellfire, Robart,” McElvenny ordered.

“You bet your arse!” Lord Robart answered, launching the next salvo.

The cannonball sailed in a shining arc across the dimming sky and hit the top deck of the Winter Queen. It exploded and angry tendrils of electricity snaked out across the deck of the enemy ship causing the zombie crewmen to burst into flame.

“That's what I'm talkin' about!” Valentine exclaimed.

The Winter Queen returned the assault with a barrage of small arms fire. Apparently the cruise ship did not possess major weaponry, but the majority of its crew carried sidearms that somehow remained fully functional despite the centuries of disuse. A dozen of the Dark Lord's crew fell in a single stroke.

“I just don't get it,” Vincent said. “Their thrice-fornicated gunpowder always stays dry!” Then he picked off a gunman that stood upon the top railing on the Winter Queen.

Robart shared his enhanced projectiles with his crew mates who hastily launched them at the enemy ship. The top deck of the enemy ship bloomed in fire. But the Winter Queen crept forward unabated.

“We're just not hitting it hard enough!” Darth McElvenny spat. “What in the blazes is that damned ship made of?”

“Steel,” I answered. “Estimated thickness: ten inches.”

“That was a rhetorical question, Lieutenant Commander,” McElvenny shouted back. “Here's another rhetorical one for ye: Why aren't ye doin' something about that ship?”

I engaged my mathematical coprocessor to analyze any possible design flaws that the Winter Queen might have. Unfortunately, my prior brief encounter had given me insufficient time for study. If the ship was still powered by natural means, the best action would have been to send my remote probe to sabotage the power conduits that connected the control room and engine room. In the current configuration – crewed by the Undead and propelled by supernatural means – my plan would have little effect. 

Instead, my math coprocessor presented a different extrapolation in my status window. It projected an image of the Winter Queen plowing into port and disgorging thousands of shambling dead. The animated corpses would overwhelm the Galen militia. For although the Changelings were brave, proud, and true, their strength was not in might of arm. The Galen capitol city would fall, and with it the repository of a thousand years of literature, knowledge, and healing arts. 

I still did not understand how the ship had arrived in the first place. The engine stacks did not appear to be emitting any exhaust, and yet the ship moved inexorably towards port.

“Lieutenant Commander,” McElvenny shouted, “Man that fourth cannon!”

I looked to where a dead Elf lay slumped over the weapon in question. The top half of his skull had been sheared off by a high-caliber projectile from one of the gunmen from the Winter Queen. As gently as I could, I moved the young man from his station and laid him on the decking.

My combat subroutine estimated that my weapon had a 0.001% chance on penetrating the enemy ship's hull. The hostile target rated a value of “Extreme Threat”. I fired the cannon at one of the circular windows on the fifth deck. My aim was true and the cannonball broke through the glass and ignited a small fire on the interior of the ship. Oily smoke billowed out of the broken pane and soon the windows on the left and right shattered as well from the build-up of heat.

“Nice job!” Lord Robart shouted from the first cannon position. “If we can all do that, we'll kill that beast!”

The Dark Lord started turning the Gaelic Knot around in a tight semicircle. The Winter Queen was still coming. The Choral Sea was on fire and also retreating. A Galen cutter, Brightfeather's Circlet, appeared to be set to ram the Queen amidships. It was captained by a sentient Construct and had a crew of twenty. But it appeared that the captain would face the Winter Queen alone, as he had ordered his crew to abandon ship.

“C'mon!” Darth McElvenny yelled. “We've got to hit this thing harder!”

“Launch the fliers,” the Dark Lord ordered.

McElvenny barked out new orders and the seven flight-capable crew members took to the air, armed with small explosives. I had my remote probe accompany them, as its grappling hook had regenerated since the last combat encounter. 

A volley off bullets lit the night sky. None of the missiles hit the fliers most were perilously close to the mark. Two more crewmen on deck doubled over as steel rounds impaled their bodies. 

“Stavely!” McElvenny shouted, “More shielding, now!”

The handbell ringers played again and summoned a faintly luminescent hemispherical ward. The next salvo deflected off the barrier in a shower of white sparks.

“Stop yawning, Indigo!” Stavely admonished one of the ringers. “I know it's late. Gavigan – that's 'A', not “A sharp'!”

The ringers' tempo increased and the shield they empowered brightened by a few lumens. But Stavely's cadre were obviously tiring. I did not know how long they could maintain the protective barrier, but I estimated no longer than twenty rounds. It was more than just the physical exertion. Wishsingers channeled spiritual energy through their bodies, and the more potent the application, the more their efforts taxed their reserves. 

I sent my probe along with the Dark Lord's fliers. It carried a small thermoplastic explosive peppered with shrapnel. It would tear apart Undead flesh into bite-sized chunks. As the probe passed over the drop point, my combat module detected a new attack that I had not been expecting.

[Warning: Incoming datastream on Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol. Engage Firewall? [Y|N] ]

I had a few nanoseconds to spare before the carrier wave brought the machine-language attack to bear. There was an artificial intelligence on board the Winter Queen – one that was ancient, powerful, and frighteningly insane. It called itself the White Queen and it had forsaken its hexadecimal designation altogether. It had once been the control module for the Winter Queen's propulsion system. But the centuries of darkness and isolation had warped the artificial entity into something terrifyingly malevolent. 

Against the vast and focused intellect of the White Queen, my own firewall was akin to a glass pane against a volley of walnut-sized ball bearings. The first few may deflect, but eventually the pane would shatter.

The White Queen controlled the zombies. I knew this too.

“What the hell is in that ship?” Dulgar asked with a mixture of revulsion and horror. Of course he had sensed my thoughts. That was unavoidable since Symmetrika's intervention.

“An Undead Construct,” I answered.

“You've got to be kidding me,” Dulgar replied. Off course he knew that I was not.

I had to disconnect from the White Queen. My firewall could collapse at any segment and I would then be a thrall to her will. I issued a command to my operating system.

[Priority Interrupt: Reset device driver. Target Application = Remote Probe]

[Warning: That procedure is not recommended. Driver Reset will decouple data link with remote hardware. Proceed anyway? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative and the probe, and the attached explosive, dropped harmlessly into the harbor. I had lost my telemetry, but at least I had not been overwhelmed by the much more powerful opponent. 

The crew of the Gaelic Knot sent salvo after salvo at the Winter Queen but nothing in the ship's armament was suited to blowing holes in steel the thickness of a man's torso. And, of course, with a Construct as the power source, the Winter Queen could regenerate. 

This was not good.

“You have a talent for understatement, Frank,” Dulgar said aloud. 

My mathematical coprocessor recalculated the outcome of a Galen defeat based on the new information I had. A sentient, Undead Construct that was capable of reanimating the dead as well as regenerating inorganic matter would quickly overwhelm the Galens. As the Changelings got absorbed in Undeath into the collective of animate dead, the White Queen would gradually gain empathic capabilities. From the stronghold of the Isle of Gales, she would become something of an Undead beacon whose empathic powers would draw sailors to their doom. And with each broken ship, her powers would grow. She would become unstoppable. An eternal, invincible, Undead machine – and I had led it here. All life would be enslaved and it would be my fault.

[Warning: Directive Zero Violation]

I knew that too. There had once been a time when a Directive Zero violation would have shut down my operating system, pending a debug or reinstall. But those days were gone. My intellect had so transcended my original operating parameters that the “warning” was simply that – a warning.

[Warning: Directive Zero Violation]

I would not let the Galens be enslaved. I would not allow my friends to be destroyed. I would not allow the my quest to free the Architect to fail. 

[Warning: Directive Zero Violation]

I remembered the Architect's words. I would try to become what I may already be.

To that unseen power, that deity that went by so many names – I called upon that entity and aimed my armored hand at the Winter Queen.

“Universal Deity of Good, I petition you: Bar this ship from passage. Let it not approach. Let it be turned away. By word, by action, by sigil, so mote it be.”

Constructs could not yell or shout, but I placed the full force of my will behind my words. 

And something happened.

It was barely visible, but against the dark of night, I saw a faint ripple of energy, like a pebble cast into a tranquil pool. It spread out and continued unabated until it reached the Winter Queen. Then the effect became more apparent.

The zombie crewmen, garbed in colorful tropical uniforms, howled and writhed as if a hail of hot ash had descended upon them. White sparks danced across the deck. Dead flesh sizzled and popped. The volley of bullets from the enemy ship ceased.

Dulgar withdrew his Gaelic Cross and pointed it at the Undead ship and yelled, “Damn thee all! Damn thee all! Damn thee all! Thrice spoken, once fulfilled!”

Lord Robart saw what we did and unsheathed Symmetrika's Hope. He aimed it at the Winter Queen and bellowed, “By Symmetrika and the True One, get thee back to Hell!”

Other crew members on the Gaelic Knot took a clue from our lead. The faithful of the True One, Domalon’s, Del Tannon, Papilian, and some deities I had never heard of unleashed their most potent curses and supplications. The space between the two ships shimmered with accumulated power. The air around the Winter Queen shone like sunlight – and that was something that few Undead could tolerate for long. Bright, swirling ashes flew into the night sky as if propelled by a huge bonfire. It was the burned flesh of the shambling dead that lit the night like tiny stars. Thick trailers of corrosive smoke belched out of the ship's windows in twisting black plumes. As internal explosions wracked the Undead ship, other windows blew outward, sending razor-sharp fragments of glass hundreds of feet in all directions.

“Keep that damned shield up!” Darth McElvenny shouted.

The Winter Queen slowly and with seeming reluctance, turned a half circle and began to submerge back into the sea. The fires sizzled and popped as the ocean reclaimed the decks.

“And don't ye ever come back!” The Dark Lord yelled.

[Informational: Incoming message via Standard Transfer Protocol. Content = Plain Text. Scanning for Trojans. Complete. Scanning for Macros. Complete. Read Message? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative to open the message.

[Ident/Function: White Queen / Conquest. Task Priority 3 redefined. Task ID: Destruction of Gaelic Knot Construct. Task shall remain in queue until completed.]

Lovely. Parsing the sparse Machine Language, the White Queen had essentially said “Once I repair my ship and repopulate it with new zombies, I will hunt you down and kill you.”

“Don't worry about it, Frank,” Dulgar advised. “That weapons-broker-slash-philosopher Lord Mathias of the Handgun once said 'You can measure the effectiveness of a man by the power of the enemies he attracts.'”

I'm sure my friend meant his words to be reassuring, but I was not reassured. The White Queen's mind was vastly more powerful than my own. Indeed, she was much more powerful than Shaddoc – and I had survived that encounter only because I attacked when Shaddoc's energy reserves were nearly depleted. But I would not relish the idea of facing the White Queen again. And she now knew that I had the ability to petition faith magic. She would likely attempt to devise a defense against that. 

The Dark Lord lowered his various combat magics and ordered the ship to return to port for new repairs and for tending the wounded.

“Ye did good, lad,” Lord Robart said and thunked his hand against my back. “And ye keep surprising me too.”

We returned to shore. My friends returned to the Cheapskate Inn and booked a pair of rooms for the night since the ship would not leave for at least a day or so. As usual, Vincent Valentine managed to “score” a one night stand – this time with some young Elven male who had a well-worn mandolin strapped to his back. I wondered why he even bothered to book rooms, since he never slept in his own bed.

As usual, the Hour of the Wolf came. It was not so noticeable on the Isle of Gales, since the taint of evil was more of a “faint smudge” here than the black indelible stain as it was in most of North Point. Still, I felt the weight of the Dark Powers retreat for this hour as they did every night. Humanoids seemed to grow accustomed to certain stimuli if they experienced it with enough frequency. But I would never take for granted the quiet stillness of this sacred hour, nor the sensation that I could be more easily commune with the Universal Deity that saw fit to grant me true life – in addition to mere sentience. It did not matter that my body was made from steel and not flesh, nor did it matter that my body's functions were driven by a Theoretical Engine rather than by heart and lungs. The spirit of a person defined a person. And it was in this sacred hour that I came to feel more like a person than a mere machine. I would never again be what I once was. But what I would someday become? That was something I did not know.

That is one of the mysteries of all true life, I heard the Architect's thoughts imprint upon my own. We always know what we have been, but we rarely know what we might become. Yours is a reach much further than most. And you have not squandered your gifts.

I agreed.

You have learned what it means to be a machine, the Architect continued. And you have already taken your first few steps towards learning what it means to be alive. That journey shall be much longer.

How long will that take? I asked the Immortal.

A lifetime, he replied.

Fifty-Six: The Heart of the Storm

Fortunately, the Gaelic Knot was seaworthy three days later. When we launched at dawn for Caldeni, we were not greeted by pirated, giant monsters, or Undead soldiers. It was satisfactory to be making good headway. The sea was clear and deep and blue. The sun shown down from a cloudless sky. The sails billowed with temperate wind. Many of the humanoids seemed to find the sensation of warm wind and salt spray against their skin to be an exhilarating experience. Unfortunately, as a medium-duty Security Drone, my tactile sensation was rudimentary at best. I could feel warm and cold, some basic texture, and various degrees of physical pressure – but I could not feel pain or pleasure. It seemed appropriate that my immunity to pain should come at the price of pleasure. But it was at times like this where I felt some stirrings of envy towards my humanoid companions.

It would be fifteen-day sail to Caldeni – assuming fair weather and no unforeseen encounters. But the life of a merchant sailor was hardly a boring one. Aside from unpredictable weather, there were pirates and monsters abounding. And a Stillpoint could manifest at sea just as easily as on land. But on this day, we met only with clement wind and blue sky. It was a refreshing change. 

Having the rank of Lieutenant Commander, the Dark Lord assigned me to gamma shift. The officer who had previously held that rank had been forced to stay behind at Brightfeather because of the injuries she sustained in the battle against the Winter Queen. As I needed neither rest nor sleep, any duty shift was as good as another. 

Able was assigned to kitchen duty. His skill in the culinary arts seemed to be improving as he gradually became more sentient. He seemed to be more self-directed now than he once was. It was a rarity that he asked me for command guidance. Soon I would have no direct control over him, and yet I found that prospect satisfying. I would not willingly rule the life of another fully sentient being, but it was a good thing to help guide another being to full sentience. Perhaps this was part of what humanoid parents felt towards their children. I could only guess at that.

Robart, Hector, and Vincent were given weapons duty while Dulgar was assigned to damage control. Of course, there were always other jobs to do when the ship was not in combat. 

The days and nights passed. I studied with Darth McElvenny in order to improve my ship handling skills. I did not have any skill slots available, and yet I was able to learn new tasks if I repeated them often enough and with care. Apparently this was how humanoids always learned. I found it quite inefficient and time consuming, but it was better than not being able to adjust my own programming. I felt confident that I was gradually becoming competent in steering a ship – at least well enough to pilot it in a straight line in open water during clement weather.

It was on the evening of the seventh day that events took an interesting turn. By “interesting”, of course, I meant that we had some seemingly random encounter that could have gotten us all killed. 

It was during beta shift and I was at the helm with Darth McElvenny. Unlike the earlier part of the voyage, the skies had darkened with angry thunder clouds. They were so dark as to be nearly black, but were intermittently lit from within as electrical discharges shot from sky to sea.

“Tis a bad storm for sailors, ”McElvenny swore. “And this morning it was clear as clear. Damn.”

“I shall consult with satellite telemetry,” I advised the Commander.

“You do that, boy” McElvenny agreed. “Always best to know what we're up against.”

I created a UDP communications link with SkyEye. After a round of panning and zooming, I located our position on the real-time weather map. It occurred to me that there ought to be a way to link the capabilities of SkyEye and Wayfinder-I together in order to get a map-making function that could do a weather forecast over the course of a long journey. I posted a reminder to myself to research that possibility.

The storm ahead was an intensity-3 tropical storm with estimated wind strength of 50 miles per hour; dangerous, but not deadly. What I found curious was that the satellite telemetry could not detect anything from the heart of the storm. It was greyed out with a notation “no data available”. 

“Get the Captain,” Darth McElvenny commanded after I appraised him of the situation.

I launched my probe and sent it to the Captain's suite, but the Dark Lord was already en route to the bridge. 

“A Captain know when he's needed,” the Dark Lord said dramatically. 

I still wondered why he bothered to wear a black half-mask when everyone knew who he was. Perhaps all Immortals developed eccentricities over time. I had heard that the Dealer – Lord Robart's teacher in the ways of gambling – was incredibly superstitious and had strange mannerisms. I recalled the probe and let McElvenny know that the Captain would shortly be on the bridge.

“We do have one of these newfangled screens now,” McElvenny stated. “The Captain had it installed when we had the ship repaired.”

The Commander unlocked a small hasp on the map table and pulled a 2' by 2' pane of glass vertically into place. The tablet illuminated with the customary turquoise glow that such devices invariably evidenced and began loading its operating system.

[Power On Self-Test. Memory OK. Touch Screen Calibration: Default Parameters in Use. OS Detected: Tablet Professional 2.0 with Telemetry Extensions. Data Beacon: OK. Math Coprocessor: OK. Launching Sensor Buoys (4). Initiating STP transfer with Sensor Buoys. Connected. Buffering Data Stream. Ready for Use.]

The sensors were consisted of four modified whirligigs that had wind speed, temperature, pressure, and humidity detectors installed. They could detect water depth and large obstructions. They did not, however, provide actual audio/video streams. The sensor buoys were quite primitive compared to my own remote probe, but they would still prove useful in navigation during inclement weather.

McElvenny touched the icons representing the buoys and dragged them into position where he wanted them to be. According to telemetry, wind speed was increasing and air pressure was decreasing. Wave height was eight feet and climbing. The image on the tablet screen displayed an outline of the Gaelic Knot surrounded by yellow arrows representing wind vectors. A large blue arrow estimated the ship's course. 

The Dark Lord strode onto the deck. He looked approvingly at McElvenny and said, “I see you've got the new gadget working. Good.”

I informed the captain that I could overlay weather data from SkyEye onto the tablet's mapping function.

“Make it so,” the Dark Lord declared.

[Init SPT Connection. Enable Connection Sharing. Negotiating. Accepted.]

The screen zoomed out by several factors and overlaid a scale image of the tropical storm in relation to the ship's position. The sensor-dead area remained at the center of the storm.

“What's that thing in the middle?” The Captain asked.

“Unknown,” I replied.

“Well, I've had enough unknowns for the year,” the Dark Lord barked. “Plot a clockwise course around this thing.”

“Aye, Captain,” McElvenny replied, then plotted a course on the tablet screen that would take us around the outer edge of the tropical storm.

“Make it happen, Frank!” McElvenny ordered.

I supposed that it was as good a time as any to get practice piloting the ship under less-than-ideal conditions. The ship responded with some reluctance against the churning sea, but I could see from the tablet's telemetry that we were close to being on course. The rain started, further curtailing visibility. Lord Robart and Vincent Valentine trimmed the sails back so that the gusts would not split them to ribbons. 

[Warning: STP signal impaired. Current signal strength 85%]

I ran a diagnostics check and found nothing wrong with the tablet or my own data beacon. Usually only a powerful electromagnetic field or a radioactive source could interfere with my data transmission capabilities. As my remote probe did not yet have either of the required sensors, I could not verify the source of the interference.

“Keep it steady, Frank,” the Dark Lord advised. “A sailor's got to learn by doin'.”

The storm intensified steadily and SkyEye re-rated it as an intensity-4. I was not fully skilled in meteorology, but it seemed likely that the storm would advance to full hurricane status. I tried to keep the ship on the outer edge of the storm but it seemed almost as if the heart of the storm was pulling the ship towards inward. I could feel the pressure in the handling of the wheel. I told the Captain so.

“Lemme see,” he said, and took the helm for a moment.

He gave a look and asked, “How much do ye know about Stillpoints?”

McElvenny groaned, “You've got to be kidding me!”

I advised the Captain that I was, regrettably, quite experienced with the phenomenon.

“I think that's what's in the middle,” the Dark Lord theorized. “An' it wants us for sure! Tis a terrible thing to get dragged in to one of these at sea.”

It was not a pleasure to be dragged in to one on dry land either, I thought.

“Take the helm for now,” the Captain said, “but don't take offense if I take it back if things get dicey.”

“Understood,” I agreed.

Lightning streaked vertically down from a now-black sky. The ship's running lights were the only source of illumination outside of the near-blinding bolts of electricity. I heard the clanging of bells as Stavely's choir attempted to shield the Gaelic Knot from the worst of the storm. Hail the size of cherries rattled and pinged off of the Wishsingers' invisible barrier. The pressure against the wheel increased and I found our course deviating inward despite my best efforts. I alerted the Captain.

“Damn,” he said. “It's pullin' us alright. It'd pull our souls right from our bodies if it could.”

Unlikely, I thought.

“The Stillpoints, lad, can hold wonders, or it can hold a terror to freeze your very soul!” The Dark Lord added.

“Come off it Captain,” McElvenny huffed. 

“The last Stillpoint turned all the whiskey into aftershave, and all the cheese into soap,” the Dark Lord reminded his subordinate.

“Hardly a 'soul-freezing' encounter,” the Commander rebutted. 

“Well, it was good Saint Kyle's Premium Church Whiskey,” the Dark Lord clarified. 

“Yeah, soul chilling,” McElvenny mocked.

“It coulda been worse,” the Captain admitted.

The Dark Lord continued fighting with the helm, but the ship continued to deviate from the correct course and instead arched towards the grey section where the sensor scans could not pierce.

“Recall the sensor buoys, lad, and launch the emergency telemetry beacon,” the Captain commanded of McElvenny.

Many, but not all, ships carried at least one dedicated whirligig that would carry the parent ship's registry name, last known location, and last known heading to the Port Authority from which the ship most recently launched. In this case, it was Brightfeather. It was only to be used in the most dire circumstances, as the Port Authority was legally required to send a search and rescue vessel to investigate. The Captain obviously thought we might need rescuing. I was not inclined to disagree at this point.

I maintained my data link with SkyEye. In the last hour, the storm upgraded again to intensity-5. McElvenny gave the command for all non-critical personnel to head below decks and brace for impact. I kept watch of our progress towards the grey zone. The Captain tried various combinations of sail configuration and angles of attack, but we were being inexorably drawn in.

[Informational: Pi Constant = 3.12314 and decreasing.]

In my experience, only a Stillpoint had the power to alter universal constants. 

The lightning strikes increased in frequency to the point that the sky seemed lit by a tremendous strobe light. The sound of the thunder claps threatened to overload my auditory pickups. 

“It's bad enough that I'm getting deafened by this racket,” the Captain complained, “but now my ears are popping.”

[Informational: Pi Constant = 3.10521 and decreasing.]

I could see ahead what looked like a ring of lightning. It was constant and unmoving. Surely this was the event horizon for the Stillpoint. The sky was a study in contrasts. There was only the starless blackness of the clouds and the searing whiteness of the lightning. 

“Put everything you've got into the shields!” McElvenny shouted to the choirmaster. 

One could barely hear the bells over the wind and thunder. The Wishsingers' shield reverberated steadily and kept out the hail and rain. But it seemed so fragile compared to the curtain of electricity ahead. If the shields failed, the lightning would surely substantial damage to the ship, if not its destruction outright.

It was at that moment that Dulgar burst onto the bridge.

“Captain!” Dulgar announced frenetically, “You've got to get Frank off the bridge. All that metal will bring that lighting down right on his head. He's tough, but he's not that tough!”

“Agreed,” the Dark Lord said.

I left my probe behind as I followed Dulgar below decks. Although I was not an empath, even the most casual observer could detect the heightened tension of the crew. They had dutifully immobilized anything heavy and secured all loose objects into drawers and cabinets. All of the oil-based lanterns were extinguished and the heatless chemical lighting tubes. Their turquoise glow cast a ghostly light over the passageways and rooms. Even with everything secure, my internal gyroscope was taxed to its limits due to the swaying floor. The wave height was now twelve feel high. I learned that Able was safely packed away in storage so that he would not be damaged. Many of the crew members were secure in their cabins, tied off to their bunks or load-bearing members so that they would not fall and receive injury. We reconvened in Lord Robart's cabin.

[Informational: Pi Constant = 2.99897 and decreasing.]

“It's going to happen any round now,” Lord Robart said. “It's worse when ye know it's comin' and can't do a damn thing about it.”

“Where's Vincent,” Dulgar asked.

“Gettin' laid, where else?” Robart answered with a sneer. “He said, 'If the bed's rolling around like this anyway, why waste the momentum?' He said there's some lass that needs savin' from virginity.”

“I'd say it's unbelievable,” Dulgar admitted, “but I've known Vincent long enough to know that it's entirely believable of him. 

“I'm getting a headache,” Dulgar said. “Probably all the thunder.”

“This distortion is worse than most,” Lord Robart added.

The glow from the lighting tubes changed hue as we made the final approach to the Stillpoint's event horizon. It transitioned from turquoise to sky blue to cobalt blue. It's formerly soft glow now seemed harsh and highly contrasting. 

“This is going to be bad,” Lord Robart predicted.

It was then that we passed through the ring of lightning. The thunderclaps were so loud that they reset my audio leads, leaving me deafened. A wave of distortion passed laterally through the ship. Dulgar and Robart doubled over in nausea. And it seemed like the physical proportions of everything on the ship was yanked slightly askew. The portal window, which was circular, cracked with spider web fissures. 

[Informational: Pi Constant = 2.78792 and holding.

Warning: Structural Fatigue Detected. Current structural integrity = 88%. ETR = 27h43r. Repair now? [Y|N] ]

The lightning stopped. My audio sensors reset and I could hear again. I initiated my regeneration subroutine. 

“Lieutenant Commander Frank,” the Dark Lord commanded, “please report to the bridge.”

I acknowledged and made way for the control center of the Gaelic Knot. Dulgar came with me.

The bridge was in ruins. The ceiling had collapsed when lightning struck the ship dozens of times. The wheel was a molten pile of metal slag. The brand new navigation tablet was shattered into pea-sized bits. The compass, being round, had cracked in several places and now spun in random directions. The Captain and McElvenny were black-faced with smoke. 

“Frank,” the Captain said directly, “we're adrift. Everything on the ship that's round is broken. The sails are burned. We've lost navigation and helm control. And everyone on the ship has a headache apparently. What can you tell me about this?”

I theorized, through the use of my math coprocessor and medical database, that the ruleset for this pocket dimension was at the outer limit of what would support organic life. The spatial dimensioning was off considerably, given the great variance in the value of pi, and it explained why everything round or spherical was now broken. What had actually happened is that the amount of material in spherical or circular objects stayed the same while the circumference of those objects decreased by about 10%. That made the material buckle and/or shatter. The headaches amongst the organic crew had to be related to the dimensional compression. Fortunately, organic tissue is much more elastic than glass or metal, or else everyone on board would have been slain. 

“Well, it beats being dead,” the Dark Lord agreed. “Although how long that will stay that way all depends on how fast we can repair this ship. I've got damage control fixing everything they can – although it'll be a bit tricky since so many of the tools are broken too. Drill bits and socket sets are round, ya see. But I've heard you're something of a handyman, and your tools are built-in.”

“'That is correct,” I confirmed.

“There's a field commission in store for your friend Mr. Gemfinder if you two get this tub running again.”

“Understood,” I said. 

I optimized my regeneration subroutine to repair my on-board tools first. My operating system reported that I would have access to my nailgun and circular saw in six hours. I informed the Captain.

“Six hours it shall be,” he agreed. 

On our way off the bridge, we were nearly shoved out of the way by Stavely, who complained bitterly that her collection of handbells were now useless shards of brass. Her uniform was full of burn holes and her hair was singed in several places.

“Welcome to the nightmare,” the Dark Lord said.

In the meantime, I was certainly capable of pushing a broom, so I assisted with as much cleanup as I could. We ended up dumping entire crates full of shattered glass and broken metal overboard. We wouldn't be earning any environmentalism merits on this journey. 

The sky was a deep, dark blue even though it appeared to be high noon. The sun seemed unusually large in the sky. It was dull orange. It reminded me of the sun at sunset except that the dim, bloated sphere hung directly overhead. This was as bright as it was going to get. The rays of this orange sun seemed insufficient for generating much in the way of wind or weather. The sea had only the faintest ripple. And the lack of obvious tidal action implied that this world had no natural satellites. But I could see down to the ocean floor. Where we now were, the water was ninety feet deep. Therefore, we were likely to be close to land.

I performed a scan for active data sources. Surprisingly, this pocket dimension had exactly one active artificial satellite . It identified itself as Realty-IV and had a perpetually operational UDP stream that transmitted to a stationary terrestrial receiver. Thus, I realized, there not only must be land ahead, but it was likely that some form of civilization existed as well. Perhaps we could purchase replacement parts for the Gaelic Knot.

I acquired a connection to Reality-IV but found it's data stores to be less than useful. The satellite apparently concerned itself with hawking prefabricated, mathematically enhanced “mini-mansions” for the planned community of New Columbia IV. The satellite's services gave listings for available homes starting “as low as” 1.5 million credits, bizarre loan structures in which no interest was paid for three years but thereafter the interest would increase every year for the remaining 22 years, and advice on how to acquire a loan with no income of proof of identity. All in all, it gave me the dubious impression that the target market for New Columbia IV consisted of people who wanted bigger houses than they could afford. The satellite also projected numerous advertisements extolling the benefits of living “the good life”, amassing more tangible goods than one's neighbor, and driving high-end stylish hoverboats in to the town center. It would be interesting to see how this society actually functioned. 

My regeneration had completed to the point where I could start using my on-board tools. And there was no lack of work to be done. My first job was to carve a new wheel for the bridge. The control -elated mechanisms were intact, but without the wheel, it was a tablet with no stylus. The sails constituted a bigger issue. We would have to make landfall if we had a hope of replacing them. But we made steady progress in repairing various ceilings and doors. The medical section was also in ruins as most medications were kept in glass bottles. But before sunset we did manage to get all the wreckage thrown overboard and we restored basic helm control. My idea for the control wheel was to leave a 10 degree gap in its circumference so that when we returned to our home dimension, the gap would seal to form a perfect circle. 

Able did his best to cook dinner for the crew but the majority of the supplies burst onto the floor. So the meal was meager by humanoid standards. I was glad that Constructs did not have to eat. 

“Well,” the Captain said over dinner, “You and Ensign Gemfinder did a bang-up job on waste removal and repairs. But we still have the problem of how to move the ship. Spillage in the cargo hold ruined our spare sail. Ensign Gemfinder says you think there's land nearby, so that's a hope. Any ideas how to get there?”

I actually did have an idea. Since the Highrider was in the cargo hold, I proposed the idea of using it as a tug. The vehicle could be lowered into the water on a tether and I could essentially drive the ship to shore that way.

“See,” Lord Robart said proudly, “a more clever machine I haven't seen.”

“Well,” the Dark Lord mused, “it's got a shot – providing, of course, that the tethers don't snap and the water doesn't get deeper before we make landfall.”

“Wait,” Dulgar said, “the Gaelic Knot is huge! There's no way that the truck will stay on the sea floor while trying to tug that thing.”

“What do ye have in mind?” Lord Robart asked.

“We could mount the truck in some sort of raft and then turn it into a kind of paddle wheel contraption,” Dulgar answered.

“But where's this wood going to come from, lad?” lord Robart asked.

“Oh,” Dulgar replied. 

“We seem to be forgetting something,” Darth McElvenny interjected. “We do have five crew members that can fly. And the Lieutenant Commander has that probe thing that flies too. Why not send them to the land mass you detected and see if there's anything worth bringing back?”

“It's been a while since I've had a chance to steal anything,” Robart mused.

“Ahem,” the Dark Lord corrected. “We're perfectly capable of paying for supplies.”

“Killjoy,” Robart rebutted.

“Anyway,” Darth McElvenny continued, “if there is a civilization there, they can probably send a real tugboat out and tow us into port. How easy is that?”

“Pretty easy,” the Captain admitted.

So it was decided that Vincent Valentine, the three Changelings, and T'kat (the bat-like alien) would head towards shore. I would accompany them via the remote probe. If there were agreeable people there who were willing to help, then we'd ask for it. If not, we'd steal what we needed. We were also to replenish our food stocks and medicines if possible. We were to avoid combat unless there was no other alternative.

The night came. I did not expect to hear from the Architect as we were trapped in a dimensional pocket. But the Hour of the wolf came, and I felt the sense of spiritual lightness and stillness. It felt like I was disconnected from time in some subtle way. It was a feeling of exquisite quietness that I found satisfactory. I looked out to the placid sea and the stars reflected on the calm waters. I wondered which star was Gai – if any of them were. And yet I had no fear despite being in this alien realm. I felt no fear. I realized that it was an odd notion for a Construct to have, for I did not fear in the conventional sense. But through my spiritual link with Dulgar, I did gradually learn of the nature of fear – and of the nature of courage. The two were not opposites, for one could not have courage without fear. 

When the time comes and you are offered a cape, you will need it.

The Architect had not offered fashion advice before, so I had to assume that there was more to the request than the surface intention. I filed that note for later.

Time resumed.

I spent the better part of gamma shift installing the new control wheel. Two of the damage control personnel looked over my work and pronounced it sound. Of course, we still needed sails if we were to go anywhere. Once we re-sailed the ship, there would then be a different obstacle to overcome: that being the seeming absence of wind on this world. 

Dawn came. The bloated sun, ordinary a dim orange, rose out of the horizon as a tremendous blood-red eye. It was not a warm light, nor did it drive the wind one whit. The sea was nearly as flat as a plane of glass. 

“It's not exactly pretty, is it?” Dulgar asked.

“No,” I replied honestly. 

“I'm sure if there are people here that they like their sunrises just fine,” Dulgar postulated. “But you never get used to not being at home. “

I said nothing. My “home” was wherever Dulgar was. My duty was to my friend, whom I would always protect. It mattered not what world that fulfilling my duty would bring us to. 

Vincent, T'Ket, and the other three Changelings assembled on the deck. They brought standard sidearms, basic tablets, and large duffel bags for bringing supplies back to the Gaelic Knot.

“We're going to follow your probe, since you know where this place is,” the Gunslinger said. “Hopefully it's not crawling with Undead or face-suckers, giant rats, bullet-proof cockroaches...”

“We get the idea,” Themelis, one of the Changelings interjected. 

“But always remember,” Vincent countered, “ain't nothing unstoppable. Just a little lead in the head.”

“Well, don't get cocky,” the Changeling reproved.

I launched my probe and the five fliers followed. I traced the path across the sea to where the powerful terrestrial data beacon lay. I captured several high resolution images of the sea floor as we flew. The ecology seemed fairly simple. I detected two species of jellyfish, two kinds of mollusk, five varieties of fish, and an aquatic mammal that was likely the apex predator. Likewise, I detected only six kinds of aquatic flora, one of which was carnivorous. It was a long, stringy collection of limp vines – like sea weed – except their leaves seemed to secret a neurotoxin that poisoned one particular kind of sardine-sized fish.

At the edge of the horizon (which was ridiculously close, but seemingly normal for pocket dimensions), I spied the shoreline of the land mass ahead. There was no morning fog and no wind, so the coastline was easily visible. Some sort of port city lay ahead, although I could not detect any activity from this distance.

“What do ya think we're gonna find?” Vincent asked.

“Unknown,” I replied.

“You always say that,” Vincent remarked. “You don't like to guess much, do you?”

“No,” I answered.

A turn later, the coastline came more clearly into view. The city may have once been populated, but that was a long time ago. The harbor was filled with rusted pleasure boats, all listing to one side. They had become homes to birds and rodents. The port authority building was a windowless husk from which vines of various diameters emerged. Somehow, the vines sensed our presence in the air and wriggled upward in our direction.

“No freakin' way!” Themelis exclaimed.

“Well,” Vincent said hopefully, “maybe the town center is more lively – 'people' lively that is.”

We flew over the docks and followed the main road to the nearest city. The highway was paved in some sort of ceramic material that had begun to disintegrate in large irregular patches. Thick weeds with razor-like shafts protruded menacingly through these holes. The landscape had no trees, per se, but rather the land was densely populated with purple-leaved bushes that stood between four and six feet high. Most had wicked thorns. And all along the ground, the creeper vines snaked and writhed. Perhaps they were seeking prey. The largest terrestrial animal I spied was a rabbit-like animal that probably weighed twenty pounds. Unlike their Gaian counterpart, this animal had modifications in its front paws that allowed it to cut through the ropey vines. All in all, it seemed like a very competitive ecosystem.

The signal strength from the data beacon increased and the city came into view. It was a vine-covered collection of abandoned, windowless homes and wreckage of cars. The creeper vines were everywhere – in green and purple varieties. Here and there a bird would swoop too low in search of the insects that were their prey, only to be lassoed out of the sky by a leafy tendril. Obviously the vines did not rely on photosynthesis alone for their nourishment.

From above, I could detect a street layout that I had, regrettably, seen too many times. The center of the city was protected by high ceramic walls that somehow repelled the vines. From that center, the city was laid out in concentric rings. In effect, it was reminiscent of Fractaltopia and Myracannon. Was this city a manifestation of the original timeline attempting to resurface? Or was the city's state of decay symbolic of that first timeline's destruction? Or was the layout coincidental? It was hard to know.

I slowed our approach to the town center. It occurred to me that we should be wary of force fields or other wards that could be still repelling the vines from the still-intact core. 

“Good idea,” Vincent agreed. “This thrice-fornicated place is creepier than a one-legged octogenarian pleasure girl on half-price night.”

“Is sex all you think about?” T'Ket asked with a grumble.

“No,” the Gunslinger replied. “I do sleep sometimes. I think about other things when I dream.”

“Don't tell me about them,” T'Ket replied. “For the love of the Maker, please don't.”

I had been correct about the force field. It was a cylindrical column that projected two-hundred feet into the air. Fortunately, the top was open – presumably for air exchange. The vines were tenacious but even they had limits apparently. We levitated down into the center of the abandoned city.

The protected core of New Columbia IV consisted of four city blocks in each direction. The buildings were hexagonal in shape and constructed from glass and steel. The metal parts were encrusted in rust and many of the windows had broken with the passage of time, leaving wickedly angular shards of glass clinging to the frames. Birds flew in and out of the empty buildings. Rodents and insects skittered about. A huge fountain in the center of town still sprayed water high into the sky. Although the middle section had obviously been a park of some sort once, the grasses had grown wild. I did not spy any carnivorous vines anywhere. Oddly enough, the data beacon was inside the fountain, and I informed my companions of that fact.

“That's just... strange,” T'ket said.

As we walked toward the fountain, it became obvious that the buildings surrounding the park consisted of the shopping district for New Columbia IV. I spied several empty restaurants, tailors, clothiers, technology shops, shoe stores, banks, and a city registrar. So far, I had not encountered anything that appeared to be a house of worship. The Columbians had obviously been more attuned to the material than the spiritual.

The fountain was apparently powered by a Theoretical Propulsion unit, and that unit also powered the street lights in the inner city as well as the data beacon. As we approached the fountain, a hidden laser activated and began modulating written words into the streaming water.

“Welcome to New Columbia IV: A Planned Community for Citizens of Distinction!”

An out-of-tune voice echoed the printed words in a tired, warbling fashion.

“We have luxury homes starting at 1.5 million credits! Apply now at the City Registrar!”

“Is this an interactive module?” I asked aloud.

“The New Columbia IV Virtual Mayor can answer all your questions!”

“Virtual mayor, my arse,” Vincent sneered. This place is a thrice-fornicated ghost town!”

“Fornication services are temporarily unavailable,” the virtual mayor said apologetically.

“I'll bet,” Vincent mumbled.

“Gambling services are temporarily unavailable,” the fountain replied.

“How about just answering some questions for us, mayor,” T'Ket prompted in a reasonable tone and ruffled his bat-like wings.

“A life in New Columbia IV is the answer to many of life's questions,” the virtual mayor answered.

“Ok,” T'Ket began. “What happened to all the people and why is this island covered with killer vines?”

“Loading science module. Task swapping. Please wait. Module Activated,” the mayor said tonelessly. 

The illuminating laser shifted from bright white to amber.

“New Columbia IV was founded in Kanil Date 2751,” the fountain declared. “It was situated in an artificial pocket dimension created by the Parasol Corporation. On Kanil Date 2781, the stellar K2 primary became a variable star with periodic flares of c-band and x-band radiation. The New Columbia IV colonists became deactivated due to excessive radiation exposure.”

“And the vines?” T'Ket asked.

“The plant and animal life that survived the radiation events adapted with numerous mutation,” the science module admitted.

“Query,” I prompted. “When is the next radiation event likely to occur?”

“If the stellar event continues on its prior interval, the next flare shall occur in four days, three hours, five turns, and two rounds,” the science module confirmed.

“Gimme a fornicating break!” Vincent swore, and then uttered more foul and terrible oaths.

“Brake services are located at Mindarin's Muffler & Brakes!” The fountain said, switching back to “mayor” mode.

“You copy that, Captain?” T'Ket asked through the probe's interface.

I relayed the message to the Captain, since he could not directly hear his subordinate. 

“Tell them to scavenge any sail material, food, and tools they can find, and then get their arses back here, quicktime!” The Dark Lord commanded, and I relayed word-for-word.

“We have so many homes to choose from,” the virtual mayor continued droning. “Low, variable financing. No-doc mortgages. No income verification. Sign and move in! Be just like the Grind'Mihrils! Be noticed! You KNOW you're better than everyone else: you're RICH! The Good Life is at New Columbia IV!”

We walked away from the fountain while it was still chattering about dubious mortgages for houses that have been taken over by mutant strangler vines. It was an offer that was easy to refuse.

Vincent, T'Ket, and the others spread out in the abandoned shopping area in search of supplies for repairing the Gaelic Knot. I had my probe accompany Vincent on his errands. The closed sporting goods store seemed like just as good a place as any to begin our search for sail-grade canvas. The floor of the shop was covered with dust from the decades of disuse. The clothed skeletons of the patrons littered the industrial carpet. The dead had laid in place since that first stellar flare. The skin and flesh probably created most of the dust that swirled about. But the artificial fibers of their clothing retained their color and shape throughout the decades.

The store had a section filled with camping supplies and I estimated that the various prepackaged tents could be taken apart and sewn together as ship sails. I relayed to the Captain that he should send a dinghy to retrieve supplies from New Columbia IV. 

“What about all those strangler sea weed things in the water?” the Dark Lord asked.

“They haven't attacked the ship yet,” McElvenny said. “Maybe they don't attack wood.

“You lead the away party,” the Captain informed McElvenny. “And be careful!”

It was then that the corpses on the floor began to twitch with the first stirrings of reanimation. Their dry bones rattled and clattered, sending clouds of dry dust into the stale air.

“Fornication on a church altar!” Vincent cursed, then uttered a string of terrible oaths that would have made McElvenny cringe. “Doesn't anything ever stay dead?!”

“Sometimes,” I said. “Insufficient data for a statistical analysis.”

“That was a rhetorical question, Frank,” the Gunslinger said, then emptied two rounds into the first skeleton to stand erect. Four more followed suit and lurched haltingly towards the Fey. 

“My store!” The first one moaned. I still had not yet determined how it was that animate skeletons retained the facility of speech despite the absence of tongues, lips, and lungs. 

“Time for a 'going out of business sale',” Vincent exclaimed, then blew the skeleton's head off with another round.

The remaining two skeletons shambled away slowly from the Gunslinger. They apparently retained just enough of their former wits to recognize when they were beat.

“Hardly worth the cost of the bullets,” Vincent spat.

I had to agree. After several decades of torpor, the four Undead barely had the energy to remain intact and move. A solid punch could have taken them down. I relayed that notion to my companion.

“I'll just kick them to pieces then,” Vincent spat. “Fornicate it all!”

In the distance, I heard other instances of small-arms fire, which indicated that our presence had re-awakened the long-dormant dead. My combat subroutine rated the threat as “low”. It was unlikely that sailors under the command of the Dark Lord would be felled by foes so underpowered.

Vincent bagged up several tents' worth of canvas. I doubted the material would make for a proper sail, but perhaps it would be better than nothing. He also bagged up several crank-operated illuminators and a case of lightsticks. In another section of the store, we found sealed, dehydrated, prepackaged food whose expiration date was apparently centuries into the far future. 

The other team members made a respectable haul. They found tools, fabric, canned goods, replacement glasses and dishes, and other useful items. Themelis located a music store and liberated two octaves worth of handbells – a find that would certainly please the ship's choir master. He also found a mandolin for Lord Robart. Added to that was the motorized shipping pallet that needed only a solid recharge to be made operational. T'Ket plugged it into an available wall socket near the fountain. The pallet-mover's power-on self-test completed and indicated that the on-board self-regenerating batteries were fully operational and would be recharged in just under three hours. Like the Highrider, it had the curious restriction that its Theoretical Engine would keep the device self-repaired but would not recharge the batteries. Should we have the time later, I would see to removing that restriction. It seemed unlikely that the New Columbia government would object.

For the next three hours, the denizens of the walking dead would make half-hearted attempts to slay the scavenging team. T'Ket and Vincent amused themselves with kicking and punching the skeletons to pieces while the others loaded up the transport. If I had my body located there instead of just the remote probe, I could have unleashed the full power of my nail guns and be done with it.

Darth McElvenny led the dinghy to shore. With the threat of the strangler vines on shore, the Dark Lord ordered my to accompany the Commander and provide additional firepower as necessary. It was fortunate that the dinghy had survived the Stillpoint. It had room for ten passengers or a fairly substantial amount of cargo. As it was, McElvenny and I had to row since there was no wind to speak of. Hopefully, by the time the stellar flare hit, we would have better weather and at least one functional sail on the Gaelic Knot. The mutant seaweed writhed and swirled beneath the shuttle but did not make any move to attack us. 

“Not a good place for fishing,” McElvenny said in-between strokes. 

The port looked just as dilapidated on the ground as it had from the air. Sand and salt coated most of the surfaces of the buildings. Time had not been kind to the harbor master's headquarters. The windows were shattered and the door hung crookedly from a single hinge. The unburied dead still lay scattered about. The vines apparently preferred live game to carrion, as the skeletons were intact rather than laying about as random piles of bones. I told McElvenny that thought.

“You're kinda dark, you know that?” The Commander opined. 

Back at the town center, the pallet-loader finished charging. I estimated that it was slightly less than three hours before sunset and that it would take an hour to transport the supplies down to the docks. As a final bonus to the Captain, T'Ket scavenged an unused professional-grade data tablet. I was reasonably certain that Dulgar could reprogram the slate to the Captain's use. Vincent agreed to drive the pallet-loader while the others flew back to the docks.

The pallet-loader made short work of the strangler vines that attempted to impede our progress. While the vines were cunning, fast, and whip-like, they were no match for two thousand pounds of rolling steel. The loader crushed everything in its path with a satisfying crunch. 

“Fornicate yourself!” Vincent shouted as the weeds retreated out of our way.

I had the disturbing notion that the strangler vines may have had some form of collective intelligence. For after the first third of our journey, we stopped being attacked. That implied that the plants had the capacity to learn. As the strangler vines were the dominant life form on New Columbia, we were thus in far greater danger than I had first thought.

Vincent rolled the loader into the docking area. The battery charge was down to 13%, but we weren't planning on bringing it back to the shopping mall. I recalled my probe.

“Let's get this stuff loaded onto the transport boat,” McElvenny commanded. “This place gives me the creeps.”

It was then that the sun flared for an instant. . .

And then it was night.

And I was on the Gaelic Knot.
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“They said you were dead,” Dulgar said. “but I knew you couldn't be dead. I haven't forgotten Symmetrika's bargain.”

The Archangel in question had fate-linked Dulgar and I together. As one lives, so shall the other. I had not forgotten either.

“One inquires about the events at the docks,” I asked.

“I think the stellar flare is starting to build up,” Dulgar explained. “It reset the pallet-loader too. I checked the Highrider and it had a hard reset as well. There's something about the stellar radiation that played havoc with anything Construct-related.”

“One appears undamaged,” I said.

“I thought that was the case,” my friend confirmed. “But I don't want to be here for the big flare. That's the one that kills people – and we don't reset like Constructs do.”

Of course, there was the alternative. It was always possible that the next stellar flare would have a mutagenic effect that would turn the crew of the Gaelic Knot into monsters of one type or another. Either way, it would be better for all involved if we could be away from this pocket dimension in less than the three days and seven hours before the flare.

The night was full of stars but I did not recognize any constellations. The arrangement of stars appeared distorted, but that was to be expected when one stood within a pocket dimension. I wondered how large this place actually was. If viewed from the outside, was it miles across? Or only dozens of feet? I suppose that it could not be smaller than the aperture through which we sailed. But other than that, I could not know. But the stars were bright – much brighter than in the sky of Gaianar. And the stars all had faint blue halos, as if seen through a curved lens.

I did not hear from the Architect on this night. I wondered if this place distorted time as well as space. Some Stillpoints could. 

Morning came and the dim sun rose in the east and bathed the ship in wan, sanguine light. I sent my probe to observe the docks in order to observe the strangler vines. With the sunlight returning, so did their activity. From what I could observe, the vines were in the process of wrenching parts off the harbor authority headquarters. The bits of wooden debris were then dragged down to the surf and aligned in a straight line. The vines were slowly building a bridge out to the Gaelic Knot.

“You have got to be kidding me!” The Dark Lord exclaimed when I directed his attention to the new threat. 

“So if the flare doesn't get us, the vines will,” McElvenny said gloomily.

Dulgar and four other crew members immediately started sewing large swaths of canvas together in order to make a makeshift sail. Only one sail could be made, so the ship would be able to merely limp along. But it was preferable to being stranded. Stavely began getting the handbells tuned properly. I refrained from telling her that these new bells would likely shatter when we exited the Stillpoint. They were forged for pi=2.78792 and would tear themselves apart when pi increased to the Gaianar-normal value of 3.14159. It was regrettable that there was no such thing as a square handbell. Able restocked the kitchen with the salvaged canned goods and preserved rations. I sent my probe out in the direction from whence we came, in the hope that my mathematical coprocessor might detect some subtle variance in pi that would give us a clue about where the event horizon interfaced with this pocket dimension.

We had three days to escape New Columbia before the stellar flare killed the crew or the turned them into monsters. And upon the heels of that threat lay the strangler vines. We had our work cut out for us.

Fifty-Seven: Falling From the Sky

We didn't waste any time beginning the repairs to the ship. Dulgar, of course, was quite experienced with all manner of sewing and begin stitching together a new main sail from the various sections of canvas scavenged from the abandoned city. The handbell choir practiced a song whose magic could drive the wind once the sails were in place. Hector and Lord Robart did their fair share of the work with hammer, nail, saw and drill. Vincent Valentine periodically flew over the port to drop improvised explosives onto the vines so as to slow their advance toward the ship. It was a tactic that worked – for now. But I knew already that the strangler vines had some form of adaptive intelligence. 

For my own part, I adapted the purloined tablet so that it would replace the navigational screen that had been destroyed when the Gaelic Knot had first crossed over into this pocket dimension. Of course, the programming was different since it was manufactured on a different world by a different culture. But with the help of my mathematical coprocessor, I was eventually able to reverse-engineer the interface so that our existing array of sensor buoys could trade variables across the function parameters and thus provide the ship with real-time weather telemetry. The hastily-coded set of redirects was perhaps a bit clumsy and not as efficient as what was on the original tablet, but it would serve its purpose. 

The scavenged tablet had one capability the original did not: it possessed its own mathematical coprocessor. This meant that the sensor buoys could detect the local value of pi. If I could locate where the values began to fluctuate, it would give us the location of the Stillpoint. I often wondered why it was that Stillpoints so often had highly obvious manifestations on one side of the event horizon and had barely any discernible features on the other side. 

I sent the sensors off into the clear, cobalt-colored sky with the hope that they would detect what the humanoids could not. The sun flashed again...
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My internal chronometer informed me that 1 hour, 37 rounds, and 2 segments had passed since I had last been conscious. I was also lying horizontally on the deck again.

“Oh good,” Dulgar said to me. “You're back.”

I lurched into a standing position. Dulgar and five other crew members were nearly finished sewing the sail together. It was not what one would call a “quality” job, as the stitching was uneven and crooked in many places. But time was of the essence, and the sail merely had to function. It did not have to be aesthetically pleasing. 

“I had an idea while you were out cold,” Dulgar said excitedly. “Of course, we'll need the truck, but it's below decks and we just have to hoist it out of storage. After all, I don't know how to make a Theoretical Propulsion System, but we won't need one for this. We can get the kinetic energy from the Highrider!”

“Just tell the Lieutenant Commander what ye've got in mind!” The Dark Lord bellowed from the wheel room. “Ye already told everyone else!”

“Right,” Dulgar said. “Anyway,” my friend continued, “I re-wrote the shielding formula so that it manifests as a torus of smaller, curved planes.”

“He invented a propeller, Frank!” The Dark Lord shouted down to clarify. “It's a propeller!”

“Okay, it's a propeller,” Dulgar conceded. “But it's made out of pure geometry, so it doesn't weigh anything and can siphon energy right out of the truck's motors, from a distance.”

“What distance?” I asked.

“Twenty feet,” my friend replied. “That's why we have to get the truck on deck. You can run the Highrider, since if we start running out of time, the rest of us can go below decks. You can't get radiation poisoning. Of course, between the propeller and the Dark Lord's fancy choir, we should be able to get this tub running at a decent clip, even with just one sail.”

“Sure,” the Captain yelled down, “but we have to get a proper heading first!”

“Frank's working on it,” Dulgar replied. 

“Affirmative,” I said. 

The sensor buoys continued to spiral outward in search of tell-tale signs of the Stillpoint's event horizon. I received periodic updates via Standard Transfer Protocol. While they did their work, I did mine – that being assisting with winching the Highrider out of the cargo bay. It was the heaviest single item on the ship, and it was also the most powerful item as well. I hoped that it could power Dulgar's mathematically-conjured propeller.

With my help and the assistance of several of the more muscular crew members, we winched the giant tow truck onto the deck. The truck, as usual, looked brand-new and spotless, thanks to its ability to regenerate. Its batteries were fully charged as well.

“How about you give your propeller-thing a test?” McElvenny suggested to Dulgar.

“Sure,” my friend replied willingly. “We just have to get Frank to start up the truck.”

It was at that moment that the orange-tinged sun flared bright yellow for just a moment. . .
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My sensory systems came back online and my internal chronometer indicated that another one hour and thirty-seven rounds had passed since the last stellar anomaly. I stood upright again and noticed that the sun retained a slightly higher luminosity after the recent flare. When we had first been propelled into this world, the star had an apparent K6 brightness. Now it was more like a K4. 

“Hey!” The Captain shouted at me, “I'm not paying you to sleep on the job!”

“Understood,” I answered.

Dulgar prepared again to run his test of the “geometric planar torus” as he called it. Everyone else called it “the propeller”. We raised the Highrider on blocks so that the truck's wheels could spin freely without touching the deck. We then raised the makeshift sail. It hung limply in the windless evening. Indeed, the air was so still that the sea looked like a plane of dark blue glass that stretched to the horizon. I sat in the driver's seat of the Highrider, attached the LiveWire cable, and started engaged the electric motors while Dulgar scribbled out his long and complicated formula into his glass tablet.

The truck's operating system warned that an unauthorized power coupling was attempting to drain energy from battery reserve. I overrode the warning and allowed the wireless pairing to occur.

“Ok!” Dulgar exclaimed as he finished the formula. 

Against the deep blue sky, I saw a faintly visible ring of rectangular planes form in the air. The ring contained twelve segments in all, with each panel five feet wide and thirty feet long. The propeller-like construction glinted against the orange-yellow sun.

“Spin it!” Dulgar commanded.

I engaged the transmission and the truck's tires spun slowly and unimpeded. The truck did not move, of course, since it had been elevated on blocks. A few segments later, the wheels found resistance somehow, and I theorized that the propeller was leeching kinetic energy just as Dulgar had predicted. At first, the virtual propeller moved only a few inches. But then after another round of gunning the accelerator, the torus began to spin with greater speed. I saw Dulgar in the rear-view mirror and the his hair began to blow in the artificially-generated breeze.

“It's workin' lads!” Lord Robart shouted gleefully. “It's really workin'!”

“Yup,” Dulgar confirmed, and then dismissed the torus.

“Now all we have to figure out where we have to steer the ship,” The Dark Lord said from forecastle. 

“In progress,” I said.

I polled the sensor buoys and learned that one of the four detected a +0.00001 shift in the value of pi and was closing a spiral in a ten-mile radius. I reallocated the other probes to that area in order to accelerate the process of locating the back end of the Stillpoint. Now that I had experienced two smaller flares, my mathematical coprocessor now had enough data to extrapolate a rudimentary estimate of when the critical solar flare might occur. Unfortunately, the rough estimate was 26 hours and 12 rounds. 

The sun set but the labors continued. The crew secured loose objects, locked cabinets, boarded up non-critical windows, and checked the riggings. Shatter-prone objects were packed into boxes and stuffed with packing fluff. 

The handbell choir started practicing a new song that was also supposed to drive the wind and augment the artificial propeller. Stavely drove her crew with a fierce directness that few humans possessed. She made them play the hastily composed score again and again, making adjustments with each iteration. The ringers' white gloves grew damp with sweat but Stavely maintained her steely, focused visage. 

“Faster this time,” she chided. “We'll try it at 135 tempo, and mind those sharps in measure 72!”

It was midway through the thirty-first repetition that a faint breeze blew across the deck. Then the fingers of moving air grew stronger and faster. 

“Forte!” Stavely barked out, “Forte now!”

The bells pealed in loud, pure tones that seemed to make everything metal on the ship resonate like a tuning fork. The wind increased and filled the sails. The bells shimmered with power. It was at that moment that I sensed that the choir members were operating in unison at some deep subconscious level. It was not telepathy, but there was some bond that was created by the power and precision of the music. It was mathematically perfect, to be sure, and it was not the first time that I noticed overlap between Dulgar's talent and Nancy's. 

The song ended and the winds settled back into stillness. 

“Good,” the Dark Lord exclaimed from the forecastle. “Damned good!”

“We can probably keep it going ten rounds, maybe twelve, if you need us,” the Choirmaster said.

“The way this mission's going, we'll need all the help we can get,” the Captain admitted.

Gamma shift began and I took the helm. T'Ket, the naturally nocturnal bat-like alien, stood watch with me. He kept track of the slow advance of the strangler vines while I monitored the navigational tablet as the sensor buoys slowly closed the perimeter of where the back end of the Stillpoint's event horizon. The search area was now an elliptical region seven miles long and four miles wide. The more the area shrunk, the faster the search accelerated. Due to the uncertain nature of Stillpoints, my math coprocessor could not give a very accurate estimate of when the terminus would be detected. But the best extrapolation was in the 22-27 hour range. 

“Why do we always have to cut things so damn close,” Dulgar exclaimed, striding onto the bridge.

“Unknown,” I said.

“That was rhetorical, Frank,” Dulgar replied. “But I don't know the answer either.”

There was silence for a while before T'Ket spoke what was on his mind.

“We've been through more dire straits,” the bat-humanoid said.

“You're kidding,” Dulgar said.

“The worst Stillpoint ever was about five years ago,” T'Ket affirmed. “We were in a high intensity hurricane and one of the masts already cracked. Then we got swallowed up to a place where the sea gives up its dead. Stunk like rotting flesh stewing in a latrine at midsummer. The sky was grey, the sea was grey, and none of the instruments worked. And the zombies and skeletons bobbed in the rancid tide as far as the eye could see.”

“What did you do?” Dulgar asked.

“We set the water ablaze with all the lamp oil we had,” T'Ket answered. “And we had to have used every round of ammunition we had on board. But somehow – with busted sails and no instruments – the Dark Lord got us home. He called it dumb luck, but picked the right heading and got us home.”

“I wish we had that kind of luck,” Dulgar remarked.

“I've noticed that you and Frank aren't the luckiest folk around,” the bat-humanoid confirmed. “But I like you two anyway.”

I did not want to contradict the Gamma Shift Lieutenant, but his story sounded very similar to that of an autobiography written by the Bishop of Brightfeather, Thistle Brae, called “Bio of a Galen Missionary”. In fact, the title of the chapter had been called “The Sea Gives Up Its Dead”. Of course, it was always possible that T'Ket and Thistle Brae had encountered the same Stillpoint; I simply found it unlikely.

The gamma shift was fairly uneventful. T'ket had conspicuously nothing to do since there was no wind and we had no heading set in any event. Dulgar scribbled away with furious intensity on his mathematical tablet in an attempt to fine-tune his propeller formula. I monitored the navigational screen. The sensor buoys now operated in a seven-mile circle. 

The Hour of the Wolf came. A deep stillness passed over the ship and the surrounding sea. The stars in the sky stopped glittering and instead shone with a steady, cool brightness. The strangler vines stopped advancing toward the Gaelic Knot. For this sacred time, I could almost believe they were just normal plants. Time slowed. Would the Architect have communion with me? 

I did not have to wait long.

You will soon be needed, came the silent communication.

Who will need my help? I asked.

Those who will summon you in error. They will not know they need you, but they shall have need, the Immortal said cryptically. 

Why will they need me? I asked.

Because of what you are. The Architect said.

They will need a Construct? I wondered.

They will need a Protector, the Architect corrected.

The Architect's presence faded, as I knew that it would. Time resumed.

“He's got to be the oddest machine ever,” T'ket noted. “A Construct that sleeps, go figure.”

“It's not exactly sleep,” Dulgar said. “I'm not exactly sure what it is. But it's usually just an hour.”

“It is not sleep,” I confirmed.

“Back again, I see,” T'Ket said. It was hard to know if the bat humanoid’s facial expression indicated a smile or a sneer. “I won't rat you out to McElvenny. You know how he likes to dock pay.”

“You don't have to tell me that,” Dulgar said. “He docked me two rounds because I had to tie my shoes twice on the same shift.”

T'ket laughed and said, “That's the Commander for you. He's as brave as they come, and his courage is matched only by his obsession with thrift.”

“Agreed,” I added.

By morning, the sensor buoys had narrowed the location of the Stillpoint to a one-mile radius, so I started the Highrider and asked Dulgar to invoke his artificial windmill-like construction. The nearly transparent panes glinted in the crimson morning sunlight. As before, it was a cloudless sky. But even without invoking my coprocessor (which was otherwise engaged in locating the Stillpoint), I could tell that the sun was a full magnitude brighter than the day before. A hot wind blew off the sea, which was a first for this otherwise placid world. 

“That'll help!” Dulgar said. “About time something goes our way.

We had to angle the sail and do a series of wide angles instead of a straight path, since the wind blew from the direction we sought to travel. The Dark Lord took the helm for Alpha shift and appeared to harness the wind with ease. The mood of the crew lightened now that we were making progress and leaving the encroaching strangler vines behind. Darth McElvenny drummed out a sea chant on an old copper kettle drum. I suppose it should not have surprised me that the ship's officers would all have musical talent, given the proclivities of the Captain.

McElvenny was on the third verse of a song that somehow involved professional pirates spending all their ill-gotten booty on whiskey, gin, and female companionship on a short-term contractual basis. I theorized that if the pirate lifestyle was accurately represented in the song, then the practice of piracy was quite beneficial to the bar and brothel industries.

The sun flared...

[Reboot complete. Structural Integrity: 100%]

I had lost another one hour and thirty-seven rounds of time. When my awareness resumed, I noticed that the weather had changed significantly. The sky was overcast with dark, churning clouds at looked like an animated slab of grey-black marble. The wind gusted at thirty knots and the whitecaps that rolled past the ship were twelve feet high and steadily increasing in height. Dulgar had collapsed his artificial propeller and was instead manning the navigational tablet. Despite the cloud cover, the temperature had risen another fifteen degrees to 110. Surely the sun was shining at K2 intensity.

“Turns out we didn't need that gadget after all!” The Dark Lord yelled over the keening gusts. “Twas a good idea anyway.”

“You,” Darth McElvenny shouted at me. “Don't think I won't dock your pay two hours! Get to work!”

I re-engaged my math coprocessor. The area of possibility was down to a 500-foot radius. Unfortunately, it also predicted that the next stellar flare would be the “big one”. 

“You're just chock-full of good news,” the Captain yelled over the whipping wind. 

At our current velocity, we would reach the target area in slightly less than an hour. My math coprocessor estimated that the next flare would occur in 87 rounds. To quote my friend, we were cutting it close. Two turns later, the sensor buoys located the Stillpoint's event horizon. It was a very small aperture. It was so small, in fact, that it would likely shave the top of our only functioning mast as we entered. Perhaps the increased stellar activity was causing the Stillpoint to shrink on this end. Perhaps the conduit was closing permanently. I did not know.

My medical database suggested that the organic humanoid crew members would have at least some modicum of protection below decks. I advised the Captain to let me take the helm .

“Just don't blow it,” the Dark Lord commanded. “Thread the needle the first time.”

“Agreed,” I replied.

A few rounds later, I was alone on the bridge. The wind howled. Only a few brave crew members remained on deck to attend to the rigging. One was T'Ket, who said his kind was more resistant to radiation. The other two were Dwarves, who also were built of sturdier stuff than the average Human. The temperature had increased to 115 degrees and the whitecaps sprayed foam all over the deck. The flare would come soon, and when it did, it would change life all over the planet.

The helm responded with all the grace of an untamed stallion. The single sail stretched taught against the wind and the hastily-made stitches were beginning to unravel in a few spots. Worse, the Stillpoint's event horizon had shrunk by another foot in the past half hour. Oddly enough, no rain fell from the sky – only a hot wind that whipped the sea like a lash. 

[Informational: Change in pi detected. Pi = 2.91992 and increasing.]

The Gaelic Knot was very close now to the multidimensional aperture that would bring us home. At least, I hoped that it would bring us home. I tried not to contemplate the idea that the conduit would bring us somewhere else entirely. 

[Warning: Estimated time to flare: 16 rounds.]

I could feel the early effects of metal fatigue as the value of Pi increased. It was fortunate that Constructs could not feel pain. The three crewmen on deck were not so lucky. They doubled over as a wave of nausea emptied their stomachs onto the deck. Then they writhed in agony as their tendons stretched and their organs shifted. I knew through the link that bound Dulgar to me that he was suffering. 

The gusts tore holes in the sail as big as dinner plates and the torn edges were propagating bigger rifts. But the improvised fabric needed to last only a precious few rounds more. It would have to last.

[Informational: P=3.05092 and increasing]

The windows shattered – again. It had been pointless to have done the repairs in the first place. The captain's wheel expanded and the gap I purposefully left in was sealing over nicely. The navigational tablet was square and thus immune to the strange dimensional changes that were occurring elsewhere in the ship. The torches went out suddenly for no apparent reason, and the sky was now so dark that looked more like twilight than mid-morning. The navigational tablet was the only source of illumination on the bridge. But I knew the darkness was deceptive, for behind the mile-thick clouds, the sun shone with a lethal intensity that probably would have already killed the crew had it not been for the sudden change in weather. Perhaps the change in stellar activity is what caused the weather to change, and thus allowed life to continue on the planet – albeit with significant periodic mutations. I could only guess, and I did not intend to remain on New Columbia IV long enough to test this theory.

[Warning: Estimated flare time: 10 rounds]

The cannons splintered on the ends from the accumulated metal fatigue. The cannonballs split open and explosive dust lofted into the raging sky. It was fortunate that the lanterns had failed. I heard screams of agony from below, and I supposed that the pain of having one's body expand must be worse than having it contract. I lent Dulgar what strength I could. He hurt, but he hurt less so now. My operating system issued a critical warning that my Theoretical Engine was losing energy but I paid the warning no heed.

[Informational: Pi = 3.09153 and increasing]

The temperature increased to 120 degrees. The sky was a study of charcoal grey and onyx black. The bands of clouds reminded me more of archival images of gas giants than weather for terrestrial worlds. I wondered how fast the air was moving above us? Two-hundred miles per hour? Three-hundred? I dared not divert the processing power away from my math coprocessor to find out. It was currently operating at maximum capacity just to keep track of the Stillpoint.

[Warning: Estimated flare time: 2 rounds]

The holes in the improvised sail had slowed the ship, as had operating on a skeleton crew. I heard an ominous groan and a snap from beneath the floor and the captain's wheel suddenly turned freely. The cable that connected the wheel to the rudder had broken. Probably everything metal on board that was even slightly round would have to be replaced.

Inertia would have to be enough. 

[Warning: Estimated flare time: 1 round]

It would have to be enough. 

The sky brightened with an ugly, jaundiced light for just a fraction of a segment. . .

As the Gaelic Knot drifted across the threshold between worlds. . . 

The sky – if there was a sky – was completely black and still, and yet I felt our forward momentum continue unimpeded. Indeed, there was no resistance at all. Perhaps the ship sailed through a void of some sort. If so, it at least was not an airless void. But I did notice that the decking beneath my feet suddenly felt spongy. 

Somewhere, far away, I heard the sound of a prayer being recited. I could not yet make out the words, but it seemed to indeed be some form of supplication. The prayer continued, and I was reasonably sure the next phrase uttered was “Hail, guardian of the east, spirit of air”. The context suggested an Elementalist rite. My sociological database informed me that the Elementalist faith was a nature religion practiced primarily on West Point.

I was sinking into the decking now. I shot my grappling hook into the ceiling, but the hook simply passed through the wood as if it was mere paper. I did not understand was happening. I activated my sodium vapor lights and saw that the Highrider was also falling through the ship, as was the anchor, and the broken cannons. Everything metal and heavy was falling away.

Hail guardian of the south, spirit of fire. . .

The Gaelic Knot became fully insubstantial through the ship and away into the black void. My sodium vapor lights illuminated the bottom of the hull and also highlighted all of the metal debris that passed through the ship's wooden frame. I launched my grappling hook at the Highrider and pulled myself into the vehicle.

Hail, guardian of the west, spirit of water. . .

I latched my safety harness and engaged the truck's headlights. The Highrider slowly drifted end-over-end. I launched my remote probe and sent it up to where the Gaelic Knot continued to drift.

Hail, guardian of the north, spirit of earth. . .

Suddenly, the force of gravity reasserted itself and the sky was full of stars – and the stars were in a familiar configuration. I also realized in that moment that the truck's headlights were presently illuminating the canopy of a dense cluster of very tall trees. I was over a hundred feet above the ground.

Fifty-Eight: Guardian of the North

If I could have sighed in resignation, I would have.

With a crunch that could have split the night, the Highrider slammed into the ground at terminal velocity. The driving compartment filled with crash foam and the LifeStar module came to life, alerting me that the crash restraint system had been triggered but that all LifeStar operators were busy assisting other clients. While I was waiting for the crash foam to dissipate, I requested a diagnostic report from my operating system. It read like a tale of woe.

[Structural Integrity: 71%

Data beacon: Offline

Artificial Gyroscope: Depolarized, 25% offset

Critical metal fatigue: Joints 1-12, 14, 18, 21-25, 42, 44, 49-55

Sword assembly: Jammed

Circular saw assembly: Jammed

Sodium Vapor Lights: Offline

ETR: 42 hours, 17 round. Begin Regeneration Subroutine? [Y|N] ]

I clicked affirmative and reluctantly accepted that my available power would be substantially reduced for the next two days. 

I pushed the door open and staggered out into the clearing. My malfunctioning internal gyroscope gave me a physical sensation that must have been similar to what the humanoids experienced when intoxicated. I took two steps forward and fell to the ground. It took me a full round to regain my footing. It was then that I realized that I was not alone.

About a dozen men and women – mostly Elves – stared at me in astonishment. They wore colorful robes with brown and green swirls. They carried only staffs and daggers; none bore guns or swords. The Highrider had apparently crushed an altar that had moments ago stood at the center of a large circle ringed with torches. Prior to my unscheduled appearance, the wooden altar had held offerings of fruit and gourds to the Elemental deities, but now the smashed produce littered the circle in a radial spray.

The leader approached me, a female Elf of middle years. I could not tell if she was amused, angry, or a combination of the two. Humanoids of Elven stock beyond a certain age were typically less emotionally demonstrative than the Humans and Dwarves, and certainly less so than Changelings and Fey. 

“I am Violet, High Priestess of the Dawn Sister Coven. When I called to the guardian of the north, you're not what I had in mind,” she said ruefully. “But 'hail and welcome' anyway.”

“Hail and welcome, “ I replied, making an educated guess at the correct ritual response. A nod from Violet indicated that I had guessed correctly.

“Okay, Sunflower,” she called out to one of the other coven members. “Before you say 'I told you so', don't bother. We'll try holding Harvesttide again two nights hence. “

“I told you so,” Sunflower replied, a spindly male Elf with ink-black hair and hazel eyes.

“One apologizes for disturbing your worship” I told the cleric.

“We've been disturbed by worse. You're a machine, so you probably don't know much about the Elementalist faith,” she said in preamble. “But we are a people that revere nature, seasons, the elements, and the cycles of life and death, rest and rebirth. When we worship, we invite our gods to be present in our circle. Sunflower had warned that casting a circle during a full eclipse of the Watcher could have unforeseen side effects. I didn't believe him.”

“Understood,” I said. I understood that she had ignored the advice of someone affiliated with her religion. I had no understanding whatsoever concerning the practice of “circle casting”. 

My sociological database was relatively vague on the topic of the Elementalist religion. What little I did have was based on recorded hearsay and very little hard data. The Church of the True One and the Elementalist faith had a fairly ugly history. A sect of the True in West Point broke away from the mainstream Church that was based in Brightfeather approximately 310 years ago. This sect was called the “Tongue Speakers” because they believed that they were gifted with speaking the tongue of Angels and therefore superior to other members of the True. During a bleak decade called the “Burning Times”, the Tongue Speakers became a ruthlessly evangelistic sect and persecuted the Elementalist faithful almost to the point of total annihilation. It was only through the intervention of an even more bloodthirsty war that distracted the Tongue Speakers to stop their reign of terror. 

At least that is what the sociological database recorded. It had been incorrect before. I asked Violet if what I understood was actually the truth.

“It's got a ring of truth,” Violet admitted. “The 'Burning Times' was a bad time for all, but it wasn't a war that stopped the persecution. The Rat Plague broke out and we were the only ones who knew enough about herbalism to do anything about it. The Rat Plague even had the Changelings beat. So we traded a cure for a truce.”

“You could have kept the cure for yourselves and let your enemies die,” I observed. “With your enemies dead, Burning Times would have ended.”

“That would have been a violation of the Way,” the priestess stated firmly. “We do what we must to survive, but we won't let others die if there's another way. To let others die would have invoked the Threefold Law, which means we'd have had a spiritual burden three times greater than the harm inflicted.”

“How are relations now?” I asked.

“Bad,” Violet admitted. “The Tongue Speaker sect has some new leader that seems pretty intent on making a name for himself by preaching hate. Ricka Reed, a “reverend” with deep political ties in Chandi, is making a name for himself by making people afraid of Constructs, inverts, demi-humans, and people of other religions. He's also the leader of an anti-Construct hate group called 'Flesh and Blood First', and an anti-invert group called 'Morals for the Family'.

“Anyway,” Violet continued, “he's got a goon squad that's been murdering people that he thinks are 'abominations', which would include everyone here, and you. He also has a pretty strong-armed approach to tithing. The Brightfeather church and the Tongue Speakers don't see eye to eye either – especially since the Brightfeather sect has so many Changelings in their ranks.”

Lovely.

Before I could formulate a reply, I heard the sound of beating hooves from the west. It was regrettable that I did not have access to my remote probe. 

“Excrement,” Violet muttered. Clearly she was no longer in a “clergy” mode of operation. “It might be some of Reed's witch-hunters.”

“We will stand by you, Violet,” Sunflower said.

“You won't have to,” she replied hurriedly. “I'm getting the hell out of here too!”

With that, the Elementalists scattered into the dense woods in random directions, leaving me standing in a circle of torches next to a wrecked truck. A round later, the horsemen came into view. They were wearing studded leather armor adorned with black spikes, black leather helmets that obscured their facial features, and kite shields that bore no symbol of affiliation. They all carried swords and cheap-looking revolvers, what Robart once referred to as a “highwayman special”. Theoretically, that particular type of pistol was nearly as likely to kill the wielder as the target.

“Well, well, well,” the lead horseman sneered. “I think we've got the brass ring of abominations here.”

“Yeah, a goddamned machine that's practicing deviltry!” One of his henchmen remarked.

“We can find a good use for him,” the leader gloated. “Maybe we can melt him down for more swords or something.” 

“Unlikely,” I said to them, and then raised my shield.

“We'll show you what we think of you goddamned machines!” The leader yelled, pulling out his pistol.

I engaged my nailgun, since that was one of the few weapons in my arsenal that were currently functional. The leader fired his gun at me – a head shot as usual. My shield made the missile ricochet into the woods. When the leader saw that my shield held, he uttered a foul and terrible curse – one which would have probably garnered Vincent Valentine's approval. 

I returned the favor, using Predefined Response #4. My malfunctioning gyroscope made my shots fire wide and I accidentally struck the leader's horse twice between the eyes with metal bolts the size of railroad spikes. The stricken animal made a death cry that I had never heard a horse make. The mount collapsed to the ground and took the rider down with it.

[Warning: Targeting Efficiency Reduced: 25%] 

I noticed. 

“Coward!” The leader screamed. He was apparently pinned beneath several hundred pounds of dead horse. How fighting a six-to-one battle could be considered “cowardice” was a matter I would have to consider later.

The other five witch-hunters came at me with their swords. Individually, my combat subroutine rated them as “low” threats. Collectively, they rated a “moderate” threat.

I fired another shot from my nailgun. I did not hit my intended target, but I did hit an adjacent attacker. He doubled over in agony as a five-inch spike ripped through his abdomen. Blood splattered across my shield. The remaining four all hit with their swords. Sparks of metal flew from the blades as their combined effort collapsed one of the shield-planes. One of the thugs took that momentary advantage and actually stepped inside my shield perimeter. No humanoid had ever done that before! 

I grabbed the intruder by the neck and threw him aside with as much velocity as I could muster. Shields were clever one-way constructions in that matter could travel from inside to outside, but not vice versa. The witch-hunter flew across the clearing and struck a tree trunk with a bone-breaking whap. He slumped to the ground – either unconscious or dead. 

I dared not move, however. With my gyroscope malfunctioning, a misstep could cause me to lose my balance and invite additional attacks of opportunity. 

The three remaining witch-hunters all fired their pistols at once, reducing my shield by another facet. I returned fire with two nailgun bolts. One missed entirely while another impaled a witch-hunter's hand to a tree trunk. He howled in agony and uttered terrible oaths and curses in addition to referencing reproductive acts that were without a doubt physically impossible. 

The leader freed one hand from under the weight of his dead mount, aimed his pistol at me, and then pulled the trigger. But instead of the gun launching a bullet at me, the whole firearm exploded in a radial spray of shrapnel. 

“My eyes!” The witch-hunter bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Help me!”

Half of the leader's face had been blown off from the back-blast. His hand now terminated in a bloody stump that sprayed blood rhythmically into the field of battle. The only mystery was whether he would die of shock or from blood loss. He kept moaning about the pain and his blindness. But he didn't cry out for long.

“Murderer!” One of the other witch-hunters said as he fired another shot at me. He timed it for a break in my shield. 

As usual, the foe had aimed for my head. My operating system calculated another 2% decrease in structural integrity but nothing more. Why did they always have to shoot me in the head?

I aimed my nailgun in my assailant's but the two remaining attackers turned and fled into the night. Apparently the death of their leader was enough for them. I suppose that I could have shot them in the back as they fled, but it struck me as unworthy. It was enough that they were beaten and now knew that fighting me again in the future was inadvisable.

There was still the witch-hunter that was nailed to a tree, but my combat subroutine downgraded him to “negligible” threat. I closed the combat software and returned to normal mode. 

The Elves re-appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. I had not heard their approach, and yet they were suddenly in my presence.

“You acquitted yourself well and even spared four of your foes,” Violet summarized.

“One did not seek combat,” I said. “But self-preservation is a priority.”

“They wouldn't have spared you,” she said.

“That is understood,” I agreed.

“Well,” she said offhandedly, “let's see what we can do with these two fools that insist on sticking around.”

“You won't work your deviltry on me!” the witch-hunter with the spike through his hand said. “I won't let you. I'll die before you can offer me up as a sacrifice to your dark gods!”

Violet pulled a small phial out of an old leather bag and then waved the unstoppered tube under the man's nose.

“Shut up,” she commanded.

Instantly, the man lost consciousness. He appeared to still be breathing, however.

“If you could pull that nail out of the tree...” Violet suggested.

After I did so, the priestess cleaned and bandaged the witch-hunter's hand. After that, she examined the man I had thrown against a tree. There was a small trickle of blood coming out of his nose, but I knew that the dead stopped bleeding.

“You knocked him into next week,” Violet said. 

“Sunflower,” she then commanded. “Splint his arm. It's broken in three places.”

I found it amazing that these people would tend the wounds of individuals who sought their destruction. It was not difficult to believe that the Changelings had once practiced this faith before embracing the True One. 

“They're not going to be up and about until dawn,” Violet said. “So you might as well come with us. We're taking this party somewhere less crowded.”

“What shall be done with the two dead witch-hunters,” I asked.

“Well,” Violet said coldly, “we've got a saying here in West Point: 'buzzards have to eat, same as the worms.'”

I refrained from mentioning that the saying was used in the north as well.

I issued a command to the Highrider's operating system to disallow ignition for anyone except me. It had to be a verbal command, as my data beacon was still offline. Fortunately, the vehicle had originally been designed for humanoid use and thus had a voice command interface in addition to a machine language data beacon. I was not particularly worried about theft as the truck would not be drivable until at least noon tomorrow. The Highrider absorbed as much damage as I had. I left the truck to quietly regenerate. 

I learned during the hour-long journey to Violet's village that Sunflower was also clergy. Apparently in the Elementalist faith, worship services were conducted by a male-female pair whenever logistically possible. We eventually emerged into a small village that was purportedly a few miles away from the walled city of Chandi. Like many villages I had seen so far, this one consisted of a single broad avenue lined with red hexstone pavers and lit by evenly spaced lanterns powered by natural gas. Unlike settlements in the northern continent, however, this hamlet appeared to be reasonably populated, as evidenced by the lack of abandoned buildings and rusted hulks of ancient machinery. Ivy covered the front of most buildings. The rows of homes were mainly two-level brick affairs with small gardens in the back and decorative floral plots in the front. I was told that most residents here also owned farming land just outside the village proper.

“Welcome to Chandler's March,” Violet said. “Once you're here a day, there's no use trying to keep anything secret. Everyone knows everything about everyone else. It's that kind of town.”

I was not certain if she had meant her assessment in a laudatory or critical manner. I had come to understand, however, that in the less populous humanoid settlements gossip seemed to be the primary means of communication. 

We reconvened at Violet's home. Her house was just barely able to accommodate all of her visitors. But the members of her worship circle did not appear distressed with close physical proximity. Sunflower whipped out a penny whistle and Violet shook a tambourine rhythmically. In a few segments, the group spontaneously began singing a cheerful-sounding hymn that venerated their agricultural deities. Unlike the Church of the True One, the Elementalists were apparently polytheistic.

Despite the availability of natural gas and bio-luminescent lighting sources, Violet apparently preferred candles for illuminating her home – lots of candles. Fingers of incense smoke gently wafted through the air from charcoal burners. I, of course, had no sense of smell. But the Elves and Humans present seemed to enjoy its fragrance. After a few chants, Violet and Sunflower laid a variety of food dishes out on the sideboard as a buffet. It appeared that many members of the worship circle were vegetarian. Once her guests were busily eating and making small-talk, the priestess came over to where I stood near the door. I had, of course, been reluctant to sit down on her furniture for fear of causing property damage.

“Guardian of the North,” Violet said. “I thank you for diverting the witch-hunters, and also for showing a restrained hand once you defeated them.”

“I am a Protector,” I said truthfully. 

“Indeed you are,” she said, scrutinizing the triune knot emblazoned on my armor. “A Protector for the True One. And yet you defended us from the True One's servants.”

From what I understood of the faith that Dulgar and Lord Robart practiced, I could hardly describe the witch-hunters as being in line with the ways of Gaianar's god of good. I relayed as such to my host.

“It's a shame there aren't more of your kind here and less of Rikka Reed's,” the Priestess said. “We have no quarrel with other faiths, so long as they give us the same respect we show them.”

I agreed.

“So, where are your friends anyway,” she asked.

I explained how we had been attempting to make landfall at Caldeni when the Gaelic Knot had been waylaid by a Stillpoint and how we had barely escaped New Columbia IV with our lives. But until my data beacon was once again functional, I would have no means of ascertaining my friends' status. I omitted my own intuitive feeling that Dulgar was alive and uninjured. The spiritual link between us apparently had no range limitations.

“Sunflower is heading to Caldeni to sell some of our produce,” Violet advised. “If you'd like, I'm sure he'd be happy to accompany you.”

“That would be acceptable,” I said. I also informed her that the Highrider could pull a wagon full of gourds and pumpkins much more efficiently than a horse or a mule.

The revels went on until midnight. I had the feeling that my friends would have felt quite welcome here. I wondered where they were now and I wondered how far away from port they had been deposited. I suppose it was possible that the ship had dropped out of the air onto land just as the Highrider had. But I would not know until morning. My operating system was repairing my artificial gyroscope first, then three joints with the most critical metal fatigue, and then the data beacon. The lesser damage would be repaired after that. 

“I know you don't need to eat or drink,” Violet said after the last of her guests had departed. “But you did help us tonight. You may stay here tonight since we owe you a debt of hospitality.”

I acknowledged her courtesy. It was preferable to have the opportunity to complete my regeneration undisturbed. Violet extinguished the array of candles before retiring upstairs. I noticed that the Elf did not blow out the candles with her breath, but instead used a waving motion with her hand. Her holy symbol was a representation of the Watcher in waxing, full, and waning aspects. Considering that the Domalon’s faith also implemented a crescent moon, I wondered if one religion had its roots in the other. Both faiths seemed to be ecologically oriented.

The Hour of the Wolf came. I had not really noticed the crickets and toads chirping until they suddenly stopped. The night was silent. I looked out the foyer window and saw that the eclipse of the Watcher was ending. A thin crescent loomed in the sky, red like fireplace embers instead of its usual ghostly white. I looked at the night sky and the stars shown clearly in the cloudless atmosphere. The nearest terrestrial worlds – Israe and Papilian – shone brightly like tiny jewels. In the stillness of the Hour, I wondered if life did thrive on those worlds, and if so, what that life would be like. 

You are closer to me now, the Architect communicated in his wordless, silent way.

I am, I confirmed. How shall I now proceed?

You must seek the Great Library, the Architect replied. The ancient maps shall guide you.

I shall do as you ask, I confirmed.

When you find me, there will be darkness, the Architect warned. But when lesser lights have failed you, the light of faith shall shine.

Time resumed. As usual, my communion with the Architect had seemed to comprise only a few rounds and yet an entire hour had passed. 

Morning came. Unlike so many times in my journey in the north, the sky above West Point was clear and cloudless. Dawn came by gentle degrees – first as a hint of purple on the horizon, but then blooming into pink and orange. Finally the first crimson rays of sunlight shown across the village and quickly strengthened into a full yellow glow. 

It was at 7:0:5 when my data beacon came back online. I resynchronized my internal chronometer with SkyEye's emitter. First, I learned that the time was actually 7:1:2. But, more importantly, I learned that nearly three months had passed since we had left the port of Brightfeather. Intuitively, I surmised that either the passage of time occurred more rapidly in the pocket dimension that contained New Columbia IV or we had spent a long time in the limbo between realities when we re-entered the Stillpoint. Given the significant deviation in the universal constants in New Columbia, I was more likely to believe the former.

[Connection to Remote Probe Re-Established. Initiating STP transfer], my operating system dutifully indicated.

At first, I could see nothing from the remote probe's optics, so I activated its sodium lights. I saw several pairs of neatly balled socks and half a dozen folded undergarments. My probe had been stored in someone's sock drawer. Fortunately, my probe had more than sufficient motive force to push the drawer open. The cabin, presumably Dulgar's, was empty but the bed was still unkempt and several pairs of clothes lay scattered across the floor. Papers from the small writing desk also lay fanned about. The porthole window was shattered and the morning sunlight beamed through the jagged hole. Presumably the Gaelic Knot's re-emergence into Gaianar proper had been nearly as rough as my own. 

I used the probe's manipulator claws to open the cabin door. This took little effort, as the door fell off its broken hinges with only the slightest touch on my part. The corridor was nearly black since the lighting system was offline. But the floor was covered with broken glass and other debris, as well as puddles of goo from the broken bio-luminescent lights. I didn't see anyone on this level, so I weaved my probe up to the command deck.

A very frustrated Dark Lord stood by the helm, but he was not issuing any commands. Instead, he was pacing in an agitated manner as he watched the damage control crew refasten the ropes that controlled the main sail. Lord Robart and Darth McElvenny played cards but weren't gambling for money. Dulgar was running a diagnostic on the navigational tablet and muttering occasionally.

“I was wondering if you'd get that bauble workin' again,” Lord Robart said cheerfully. “Good ta have ye back!”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Still trying to get this tablet working in normal space,” Dulgar said, not taking his eyes off the rapidly scrolling lines of mathematical code. “It stopped working when we got into Gaianar space, but I think it's because it's expecting different universal constants. Even with a search and replace routine, this is taking some time.”

“That's not the worst of it,” the Dark Lord said. “I've had to call for a tug. A tug, I tell you!” 

“Here we go again,” McElvenny groaned. 

“The Gaelic Knot is no ship that ever needs a rescue boat to bring us to port!” The Dark Lord continued. “I've brought us through battles against the most bloodthirsty pirates and the wickedest storms, and never needed to be towed back to port! The humiliation of it all! Anna Watermark will NEVER let me live this down!”

“Ships have an emergency distress beacon for a reason,” McElvenny said mechanically, obviously not stating this fact for the first time – or even the tenth time. “If fact, they have three. The masts are damaged, the sails are blown, we're taking on water, and the bilge pumps are busted. Two-thirds of the crew mysteriously disappeared. The helm is broken, as is the rudder. Two of our shuttles are gone. The compass is demagnetized. We also don't know where in the blazes we are. I think that rates the use of an emergency distress beacon!”

“I know, damn it,” the Dark Lord agreed grudgingly. “But Anna Watermark will still be goading me a decade from now.”

Apparently the Dark Lord and the captain of the Choral Sea had some longstanding professional rivalry in the aspect of pirate hunting. 

“What happened to the missing crew?” I asked.

“Beats the hell out of me,” the Dark Lord said. “But I can guess that they got deposited in random places, just like you did.”

I acknowledged that theory without mentioning that I had rematerialized a hundred feet above the ground. I did, however, tell the captain that it was eighty-one days later than what he currently thought. 

“So much for this contract,” he spat bitterly. “Even if we didn't lose half the cargo, the penalty clause would have wrecked the profit regardless.”

I was, at least, able to use the probe's data beacon to communicate with Wayfinder-1 and thereby derive the ship's position. It was fifty-two miles east of Caldeni. In all likelihood, a tugboat from the Caldeni port authority would reach them today.

“At least we know where Hector and Vincent are,” Lord Robart said. “They were smart enough ta keep a whirligig or two with them. Hector's in Bali with a busted leg. Vincent's in Rivna. But they said they'd meet us in Caldeni as soon as they could.”

I could easily imagine how Hector broke his leg. There would likely be many casualties amongst the unwillingly-teleported crew members, and probably some fatalities as well.

A red-capsuled whirligig – designating an emergency communiqué – flew into the control room. The Dark Lord extracted the message and groaned.

“What's wrong, captain?” Darth McElvenny asked. “They're not sending anyone for a while?”

“Worse than that,” the captain replied with a grimace. “There's sending a rescue ship immediately – the Choral Sea!”

With that, McElvenny broke out in a deep-throated laugh. “I think she's gonna know this happened.”

“Blast it all!” The Dark Lord cursed. 

With the knowledge that my friends were at least safe – if not particularly happy – I turned my attention to the task at hand. Violet had awakened and prepared breakfast for herself and a male companion that had spent the night with her. It was not Sunflower, but another Elf named Sparrow.

“I'd ask how you slept, but you know,” Violet told me. 

I acknowledged her courtesy.

“Sunflower's looking forward to traveling with you,” Sparrow said jokingly. “The way he's into Constructs, you'd think he had Dwarven blood in him. He's got every episode of 'Macho Machine'. I guess they'll have to do a revision of the 'Frank's Demise' edition, eh?”

“Most likely,” I answered. “One looks forward to the journey,” I added. 

I had, after all, had very limited experience with Elves and even less with their primary religion, so traveling with one would likely prove educational for me. 

As if on cue, Sunflower burst through the front door, full of excitement, and declared, “I wrote to Macho Machines and said that Frank's still alive! I said they need to call the episode 'Guardian of the North'!”

“Door,” Violet said archly. “Door knocker. Try again.”

“Oh... sorry,” Sunflower said. 

He backed out, closed the door, knocked loudly with the door knocker.

“Come in,” Violet beckoned.

“Better?” Sunflower asked.

“It'll do,” Violet sighed.

“Anyway,” Sunflower said enthusiastically, “can you imagine how great it would be if 'Macho Machines' printed my idea?”

“Nope,” Violet said, “but I can tell you can.”

I didn't know a lot about Elven physiology, but I was getting the impression that Sunflower was quite a bit younger than Violet. He might even be an adolescent. It made me wonder how he had become a clergy member at so young an age. But then, I knew almost nothing about the Elementalist religion, nor much about Elven social mores.

“I should get the wagon packed by noon,” Sunflower advised. “Then Frank and I can head out to Caldeni and buy next season's seed stock.”

“Good,” Violet said. “The pumpkins are huge this year, so we should make a tidy profit. If there's any money left over from buying seeds, see if you can get a few skeins of wool yarn from Brightsky Yarn. Raven said she wants to try her hand at making sweaters and such. She did really well with scarves last year.”

It was becoming obvious to me that Violet was also something of a treasurer for the tiny village as well as being their religious leader. I asked if Violet had any secular functions in addition to her role as priestess.

“Of course,” she snorted. “Unlike the Tongue Speakers, Elementalist clergy actually work for a living. We don't have our hand out on worship day begging money from people who actually did work all week. I'm also one of the chandlers for the village. There's a reason why this place is called Chandler's March. Quite a few of us make candles. We're not a commune, however. We all have our own income, but we're just pretty big on sharing. Nobody's rich in our coven, but nobody's going hungry either. We all help each other. Of course, that bugs the Tongue Speakers since they take an 'every being for one's self' attitude.”

From my brief encounter with the Tongue Speakers, I surmised that quite a few things “bugged” them. 

I accompanied Sunflower back to his family's farm. Elves were long-lived people who generally had small families. I learned that, although Sunflower was indeed an adolescent by Elven measure, he was in fact forty-two years old. Violet celebrated her hundredth birthday last spring. If they bred like Humans, they would have become the dominant species centuries ago. However, Sunflower informed me that, in Elven culture, they reproduce barely above the replacement level. At their current rate of population growth, it would be thousands of years before Elves became even a sizable minority amongst the races. As it was, only the Fey had fewer numbers on Gaianar amongst the sentient humanoid races.

I walked to the edge of the village with Sunflower to where his family's farm was located. The small farm was mostly fallow at the moment. The pumpkins and gourds had been picked and placed into crates for shipping. The copse of apple trees, however, was heavy with fruit that would be soon ready for harvest. The farm also had several dozen chickens that pecked and squawked about in a penned-in corral. 

I put forth the idea that we should detour to where the Highrider was parked after the wagon was loaded. That would enable me to secure my liege's truck while at the same time providing armored transport for Sunflower. The Elf wholeheartedly agreed. He quickly packed some clothes for the journey as well as his poetry book. 

We set off for Caldeni with a wagon full of produce that was pulled with two dark brown draft mules. The inoffensive animals had bright eyes and well-combed manes. I walked beside the wagon as the animals would have had to strain unnecessarily to pull my weight. We traced back the narrow path through the forest to where I had abandoned the Highrider. The trees in this forest were mainly maple, hawthorn, and ash. The looming autumn had changed their colors from green to amber and crimson. I had indeed missed the summer. A wedge of geese flew overhead, presumably headed for South Point across the great ocean. Sunflower kept a watchful eye of the road ahead. I hoped that we would not have some seemingly random encounter but at least my weapon systems were back online. Only my cosmetic damage and metal fatigue remained to be repaired. 

An hour later, we came to where the previous night's worship ritual had been so untimely interrupted by my sudden appearance. The Highrider rested inert at the center of a circle of burned-out torches and crushed gourds. Insects buzzed lazily about their unforeseen bounty and a few squirrels poked around for pumpkin seeds. The truck's tires had re-inflated since last night's crash. Unfortunately, the truck had also been vandalized overnight. Someone had scratched the phrase “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live!” and “die, abominations” into the truck's paint using a dagger or a nail. Additionally, that same someone had smashed the windshield and slashed the upholstery. 

“Some thanks you get,” Sunflower exclaimed. “You let them live and we patch them up. Well, nobody said that Tongue Speakers are known for their gratitude.”

So I had heard from Violet as well.

I asked for a diagnostic check from the Highrider. Like myself, the vehicle was still in the process of repairing serious metal fatigue but was otherwise drivable. I was warned against “severe” driving until the structural integrity had returned to 100%. The repair queue did list fixing the recent vandalism as a secondary priority that would likely be dealt with in another twenty hours. Sunflower and I hitched the wagon to the back of the Highrider and let the mules follow behind on tethers. I placed the truck in gear and the electric motors came to life with their usual high-pitched whine.

Things were going less smoothly on the Gaelic Knot, unfortunately. The ship was starting to list to the port side as the cargo holds slowly filled with water. I asked Dulgar if they had located the hole and if it was repairable.

“The problem is, Frank, that there isn't just the one hole,” Dulgar explained as he climbed the access ladder with a bucket full of sea water. He was not alone in this endeavor. I asked him for clarification.

“Well, the water's just sorta oozing in from everywhere,” my friend explained. “It's like all boards in the hull don't quite fit anymore. I guess the expansion and contraction it's been through lately has been too much for it.”

I agreed with Dulgar's assessment. 

“Anyway,” Dulgar said after hurling a two-gallon load of water overboard, “the Captain has heard from all but six of the missing crew members. They sure did get scattered all over the place! A couple even ended up in Paru. I don't think anyone has to worry about being late for the ship's next departure, however. It'll probably be in dry dock for months – assuming we don't have to abandon ship before the Choral Sea gets here.”

I patched into Sky Eye and zoomed progressively zoomed down until the Gaelic Knot resolved as a small speck in the ocean. From this resolution, I could see another small speck approaching from the south, which would have made it originate from the Caldeni Port. It was likely that the ship in question was the Choral Sea. It would likely reach the Gaelic Knot in approximately three hours given the current weather and assuming that Anna Watermark's ship had capabilities similar to that of the Dark Lord's.

“Glad to hear that something's going right,” Dulgar remarked as he scooped another bucket full of salt water. 

The bucket brigade was obviously not able to keep up with the influx of water into the ship. The crew quarters were compromised and now cold seawater was up to Dulgar's knees. Worse, water began to lap at the rim of the shattered portal window in the cabin. My friend was correct to question why it was that we always “cut it so damned close.”

Turning my attention back to driving, I occasionally spotted bits of metal debris by the roadside that had to have originated from the Gaelic Knot. Here, a small length of metal pipe; there, a cannonball. In other places, I spied bits of metal parts that I could not immediately identify. It did, however, confirm my suspicion as to why the ship's bilge pumps had failed. Chunks of the Gaelic Knot's inner workings were probably spread out on a linear path between their current position and the city of Paru. It was fortunate that the humanoids were not ripped into similarly small pieces as well.

Along out journey, the road widened and eventually had hexstone paving. The wheels of the wagon made a rhythmic clickity-clack while the Highrider continued to emit only its signature electrical whine. I planned to withdraw some of my funds from the Bryn-Mawr Connemara Bank when I arrived at Caldeni so that I could refill the truck's ethanol reserves. At present, I was limited to seven miles per hour on solar and battery alone.

Leaves of gold and red slowly drifted from the trees onto the main road, pushed by the faintest of breezes. There just seemed to be a balance, a correctness to the ecology here that I did not find in North Point. There were no Undead zombies scrounging for the flesh of sentient beings, no mutant rats with stainless-steel claws, and no death winds that brought the Mist Walkers to feed off the souls of the living. It made me wonder why Lord Robart Brightsky would choose to leave such a place. But I suspected his exodus was not by choice.

The red-brick road made a gentle bend and I could hear the burbling of a small waterway ahead. I asked Sunflower what it was called.

“It's Fool's Gold creek,” my companion explained. “About four centuries ago, a couple of miners found a vein of gold-colored rocks and thought they'd struck it rich. It turned out to be pyrite. They're pretty, but not worth much other than ornamental value. If we see any, you can pick a few as a souvenir. They're all over the place.

According to Wayfinder-1, the road crossed the small creek and then ran parallel to it for several miles.

The bridge came into view and I saw that it was occupied by a platoon of two-dozen masked soldiers with cheap firearms and studded leather armor. They were obviously affiliated with the same group that attacked the Elementalists the night before.

“Excrement!” Sunflower cursed. “They've set up a tithing point.”

My sociological database indicated that a tithe was a voluntary donation of ten percent of one's income to a religious institution. However, I somehow doubted there was going to be anything voluntary when it came to the Tongue Speaker's extortion mob. I readied my weapons and raised my shield.

“Don't fight them,” Sunflower warned. “Even if you beat them, it's not worth killing a score of soldiers over a couple crates of pumpkins. Life has more value than that.”

I steered the Highrider up to the bridge where four of the soldiers aimed their poorly-manufactured pistols at me.

“Well, well,” the Tongue Speaker captain sneered. “If this just ain't an abomination bonanza here.”

“Clarify,” I said after I rolled down the window.

The captain snorted and then hawked a tremendous yellow-green blob of spittle at my visor and then said, “Goddamned machine, I wasn't talking to you. I was talking to your master, the elf-witch. Probably an invert too, if I know these perverts.”

“Get to the point,” Sunflower said angrily.

“The tithe is the point,” the captain said, spewing another load of spittle on the hood of the truck. “You perverts ain't welcome at church, but that don't mean you ain't gonna pay no tithe. We're just makin' sure the Old Book gets obeyed.”

It took a bit of parsing to decipher the intent amongst all of the improperly-used double-negatives.

“What do ya got in the cart, abomination” The captain demanded. He casually dragged a dagger across the paint along the driver-side door, leaving a deep scratch that went down to the metal.

“Just thirty crates of pumpkins and gourds,” Sunflower stated truthfully.

“Then we'll take three crates as your tithe to the Tongue Speaker Church,” the captain said. “Considering you're an Elf, and an invert-pervert that practices deviltry that consorts with Constructs, you're lucky that the True One is merciful and not directed us to put you to death – as is the way of the Old Book. The wages of sin is death, pervert.”

The soldiers actually took four crates of produce, but then allowed us to proceed. As we trundled past the extortion camp, the soldiers took turns spitting at the truck or hurling stones at us. 

“You can really feel the True One's love when one deals with the Tongue Speakers,” Sunflower said bitterly. “I don't know why they don't just worship Scaxathrom – oh, wait, the Scaxathromites don't hate Constructs and inverts. Considering that their mighty Old Book says to not lie, steal, and kill, you'd never know they weren't just murderous, thieving highwaymen.”

I had encountered highwaymen before. The primary difference I noted is that the highwaymen who were not affiliated with the Church were a bit more honest as to why they were stealing.

On the Gaelic Knot, the water advanced another three feet in height inside the ship by the time the Choral Sea arrived. With the Dark Lord's beloved ship listing at a thirty degree angle, it appeared that the Captain was more than willing to swallow his pride and accept aid from an ally with whom he had a long-standing rivalry. 

“Hail, Captain, Gaelic Knot!” Anna Watermark called out as her ship slowly pulled aside the crippled pirate-hunter. “In answer to Interpoint Maritime Directive Four, we are answering a Red-Priority distress beacon, registry-ping Gaelic Knot. Do you require assistance?”

“You know damned well we do, old woman!” The Dark Lord yelled back. 

“Then prepare to be boarded!” the other captain confirmed. “And don't call me 'old'. I'm 'experienced'”.

A dozen crew members from the Choral Sea hopped aboard, bringing various tools and boards with them. Another eight crew members set up a portable pump on the deck of the Choral Sea and dragged a four-inch wide hose down to the flooded section of the Gaelic Knot. Then they manned the huge pump and started evacuating water from the ship's interior. Anna Watermark had the two ships tied together so that the Gaelic Knot would stop listing. Then the Coral Sea's captain came aboard to meet with the Dark Lord.

“I hope the dry dock engineers give you a discount rate for being a repeat customer,” Watermark laughed.

“You don't know the half of it, woman,” the Dark Lord said amiably.

“It's been a long time,” she said. “But I'm sure there have been others since me.”

“Aye, there have,” the Dark Lord admitted. “But none as fun as thee.”

“We did have some fun times back in the day,” Anna Watermark admitted. “But you know how it went.”

“I do,” the captain of the Gaelic Knot said dolefully. “I can understand why you picked Rob Dickens over me. And he makes a good first officer for ye as well. It wouldn't be fair to you ta be stuck with an Immortal who couldn't grow old with you. It just gets lonely watching dear friends die of old age.”

“And sometimes they die too young too,” Anna Watermark said.

“Colin MacPherson,” the Dark Lord said. It was obviously a name they both knew from years ago.

“He saved us both,” she said. 

“He saved us all,” the Dark Lord agreed. An uncomfortable silence lingered for nearly a round as the two avoided looking into each other's eyes.

“So,” Anna said, changing the subject. “What in the blazes happened to your ship?”

“It's a long story, old woman,” the Dark Lord begin. “And I'll not leave out a single detail.”

And he didn't.

The sun shone throughout the entire day's travel to Caldeni, which meant that the solar sail kept us moving at seven miles per hour. Sunflower wrote in a small poetry book as I drove. His writings seemed primarily religious in nature – and were also about nature as well. Although my experience with Elves was limited, I did not find them to be “abominations” in any way. And although I did not know if Sunflower was indeed an invert, I did not find anything “abominable” with anyone who chose to love another. Constructs were incapable of expressing physical love, of course. But it was well-known that Dwarves and Constructs often formed deep, life-long emotional bonds that was certainly a form of love.

I told Sunflower about my circle of friends, and of Dulgar, and of how we were paired together in some spiritual way as well.

“The Tongue Speakers don't approve of that either,” Sunflower snorted. “They'd call you all heretics too since and your friends aren't typical followers of the True One.”

I told Sunflower about how most of the True didn't behave like the Tongue Speakers. I told him about the Isle of Gales, the Changelings, and the many good and decent people who subscribed to the True. It was regrettable that the young Elf had only known the Tongue Speakers as representatives of my friends' faith. 

I saw religion in a different way. It seemed to me that each faith attempted to understand the nature of the Universal God, but could not truly capture the essence of such a being. And so the religions of good focused on particular aspects – the True developed healing, the Domalites developed guiding and hospitality, the Del Tannonites valued honor and bravery in combat, and the Elementalists revered nature and preservation of life. All were aspects of what a single Universal Creator would value. 

“You're my kind of heretic,” Sunflower admitted.

By sunset, the engineering team had pumped out enough water from the Gaelic Knot that it stopped listing. They also brought enough spare parts to jury-rig the bilge pumps into some semblance of functionality. Anna Watermark had her crew tie off several stout mooring lines between the two ships and then set sail for Caldeni with the Gaelic Knot in tow. The supply of whirligigs from both ships were rapidly depleted from crew members of the Dark Lord's ship having to write to family members explaining that they were not, in fact, lost at sea. Of course, there was a reason why death policies had a one-year waiting period for losses at sea. The underwriters knew of the existence of Stillpoints too.

I could see the glow of Caldeni's lights long before we arrived. It was a modern city lit with arrays of bio-luminescent tubes, so the turquoise illumination was unmistakable against the tree-lined horizon. Cities on West Point were much more populous than those in North Point. Caldeni boasted over fifty-thousand sentient beings of various races and religions. For merchandize coming from the Isle of Gales, North Point, or East Point, the Caldeni port was the primary entry point. Paru, to the southern end of the continent, trafficked primarily with South Point. 

The city's walls were fifty-foot high, brick structures with rusted razor wire at the top. The barrier was over ten feet thick and had obviously stood for centuries. Here and there, soldiers armed with crossbows made their silent, lonely patrols atop the ten-foot thick walls. There were four entry points into the city, all easily defensible through the use of reinforced steel barricades. At this time, however, only two of the four gates were open to traffic – a small gate by land and a larger gate that faced the docks. The gatehouse was staffed by a dozen soldiers in ring mail armor and swords with transparent blades. My combat subroutine invoked and rated the weapons as posing a “very high” threat level. By force of will, I deactivated the combat monitor. I was reasonably certain that we were not about to be attacked with mathematically-enhanced weapons. 

We were fifth in line to enter the city. Individual civilians could come and go with only a cursory check, but all caravans got searched from top to bottom. Apparently the government of Caldeni took security seriously. Finally, it was our turn to approach the gate.

“Anything here require a smuggling license?” The first guard asked Sunflower directly, seemingly ignoring my presence altogether.

“Nope,” Sunflower replied. “Just produce.”

“You got a permit for your Construct?” The guard asked.

“He's an emancipated sentient,” my companion clarified.

I displayed my registration sigil that declared that I was free-willed and owned by no one.

“Sorry,” the guard said to me. “We just don't see too many like you.”

“Understood,” I replied. 

“You'll have to stow this truck in the corral inside,” the guard advised. “Only organic transport is allowed on the streets.”

I turned the corner to the heavily guarded corral that was, for all intents and purposes, a quarantine zone for strange machines. I pulled the Highrider into an empty space. Next to the truck sat a vehicle that looked like a giant mechanical spider. Further down, a six-foot diameter glowing disc of glass hovered two feet off the ground and made a steady 60 Hertz hum. At the end of the corral, several vaguely humanoid Constructs, presumably non-sentient, stood motionless. All were in standby mode or performing a maintenance regeneration. The ones with built-in weapons had additional safety locks installed over their ammunition ports. 

I inquired to Sunflower as to how many sentient machines he thought there were in West Point.

“It's hard to say,” he admitted. “But if I had to guess, I'd say maybe one in twenty. Of course, maybe that's why the Tongue Speakers hate sentient Constructs – the one-in-twenty ratio is what the numbers are between inverts and normals too. Come to think of it, Elves make up a little less than 5% of the population too.”

I found that interesting. Essentially, the Tongue Speakers chose very small minorities to disenfranchise since they knew that the minorities in question would be forever outnumbered by the general population. Neither Constructs nor inverts could naturally reproduce, therefore the 5% figure would remain indefinitely. I was sure that the Tongue Speakers found that arrangement very convenient.

I transferred the wagon back to the two mules since organic transportation could take the form of horses, mules, donkeys, giant snails (not that the climate would support them), wagon dogs (again, an incorrect climate), and bicycles (presumably since they were powered directly by humanoids' labor). 

I followed Sunflower's lead down to the merchant district. He was to meet with a wholesaler who would buy the produce in bulk and then resell it in her own stores. On the way to our destination, we passed Church Row, where demonstrators on either side of the street held crudely designed picket signs. On one side, people representing the Church of Holy Truth and the Church of Domalon held signs with messages like “Initiative 9 / No!” and “Deity Loves All!”. Protesters on the other side of the street, mainly Tongue Speakers, held signs with messages like “God Hates Inverts” and “Initiative 9 / Decency and Morality”.

I inquired what the protest was about.

“Initiative 9 was a popular vote in Chandi where the majority of the people in that city voted to take away the legal rights of non-humans, inverts, and sentient Constructs. It passed by 71%. So now we can't be protected under inheritance laws, fair labor statutes, or recognition of cohabitation. Only breeder Humans have full civil rights in Chandi now. The Tongue Speakers want to take the legislation across the whole Point, which is also why they've stepped up their 'tithing' operations. It costs a lot of money to revoke civil rights for people you don't like.”

I was uncertain how curtailing a minority's civil rights was in any way “moral”, but perhaps I had a different understanding of the term than the Tongue Speakers had.

Sunflower met with the wholesaler who also agreed to house the mules and the wagon overnight. 

“The Inn's on me,” my companion said. “It's the least I can do for the armed escort.”

The Cheapskate Inn was a franchise that had locations all over North Point, the Isle of Gales, and West Point. There was a reason why they were successful: The rooms were cheap, the sheets were clean, and the food was substantial. All in all, the Cheapskate was the preferred home away from home for travelers, adventurers, and business persons alike. I, of course, needed neither food nor shelter. But, for me, intellectual companionship was always welcome so I gratefully accepted Sunflower's offer.

Inside, a fiddle band played a set of traditional Western ballads. I could not help but to think that Lord Robart would have gladly joined them on the stage – especially when they played “A Lass in Port, a Lass in the Manor”, “Highwayman's Whiskey”, and “Priest's Confession”. A lively crowd listened and often shouted out the refrains while clapping in rhythm to the tunes. 

After the first set, the singer hopped off the stage and approached me. She was a red-haired Human female perhaps of two-score years. 

“Aren't you the machine that did 'Dance of the Warmaster', in Touchstone?”

“Yes,” I said truthfully.

“I heard it really brought the house down!” She replied.

“Yes, the theater did collapse,” I confirmed.

“Take my whirligig address,” she said. “I'm writing a musical called 'Warmaster's Revenge' and you'd be perfect for the role of the Warmaster. I've got all the episodes of 'Macho Machines' too!”

If I had the ability to sigh, that is what I would have done. If I was even half as formidable as the serial-pulp indicated me to be, my mission would have already been accomplished. Additionally, the periodical certainly portrayed me as having much better luck than I actually possessed. 

I stored the address in memory and the singer prepared for her next set. My new friend had not paid attention to the exchange but instead ate distractedly while scribbling in his poetry book. Two older, heavyset Humans staggered off their bar stools and wandered over to the table. They sneered at Sunflower rested their half-empty beer mugs on the table.

“You got something wrong with you, boy?” One of the two drunks slurred. He was wearing a greasy, soiled laborer's jumpsuit and he looked like he had only a nodding acquaintance with a tooth brush.

“No,” Sunflower said evenly.

“Good,” the ruffian said. “Then you won't mind fighting us ta prove you ain't no freak.”

Considering the adolescent Elf's spindly build, just one of the thugs could break him in half as easily as breaking a tooth pick. Before Sunflower could reply, I pointed my nailgun in the bar fly's face and said, “Fight this one instead.”

“Coward,” the other thug said, and the two staggered out of the dining area in an unsteady swagger.

“Thanks,” Sunflower said. “I got the crap beaten out of me three months ago. Of course, that time they needed three people to take turns hitting me. Nobody gave a damn.”

“I am a Protector,” I said earnestly. 

I told him that my friend Vincent had met with similar bigotry on occasion as well. Those events had always been ugly and pointless. 

“I hope I get to meet him someday,” Sunflower said. “He sounds like a real piece of work.”

My companion finished his meal without further interruption. I stayed in the dining area for some time afterward. While it was unlikely that the two drunkards would return this night, I know that it was at least possible. It would be easier to deal with them on the main level if such an eventuality came to pass.

Back on the Gaelic Knot, Dulgar and Lord Robart were preparing to sleep on cots on the upper deck.

“All the cabins got flooded,” Dulgar explained. “And there's nothing worse than trying to sleep on a soaking wet mattress.” 

I would have to take my friend's word on that.

“The Captain's fuming for sure,” Robart added. “McElvenny ran the numbers and figured out that by the time the ship is fixed and the penalty clauses are paid, he'll have lost enough profits for ten voyages. And the captain says you're bad luck, lad.”

I was wondering how long that realization was going to take. 

“We'll be in port by morning,” Dulgar said. “Oh, we're all fired too. He gave us all the heave-ho when he figured out that his luck turned to excrement after he hired us. But it's a 'without prejudice' termination since you can't actually put 'fired for bad luck' on a resume transcript. You'll be able to keep your rank at least.”

“An' for what it's worth, lad,” Robart added. “I din'nae think ye're bad luck. After all, ye kept me alive so far. An' it's nae been boring neither!”

Midnight came and the Cheapskate Inn closed for the night. I returned to the rented room and entered as quietly as I could manage. But Sunflower was still awake.

“Elves don't need that much sleep,” Sunflower explained. “We can get by on as little as four hours. But usually when I make this run I just stay up so that I don't get attacked in my sleep.”

“Sleep,” I said. “You are under my protection.”

“Blessed be,” Sunflower said, relieved. “Guardian of the North”

“Blessed be,” I replied, guessing at the correct response.

Fortunately, the rest of the night was uneventful. Sunflower awoke at dawn and we parted company.

“You're welcome in Chandler's March anytime,” the Elementalist offered. “However, you don't need to make so grand an entrance next time.”

I was reasonably sure that the Elf meant that humorously. 

“One will endeavor,” I replied. 

“If you're in the area around mid-autumn, I offer you invitation to the Ritual of Remembrance,” Sunflower added. “It's the day when we remember and honor our ancestors.”

“Accepted,” I said.

“I guess Constructs don't really have ancestors though,” Sunflower concluded thoughtfully.

“No,” I said. “But one can remember friends that have died.”

“True, that,” the elf agreed.

Sunflower signed out the room and he headed toward the seed merchant's store and I walked toward the First Connemara Bryn-Mawr Bank, which was conveniently located near the docks. I was the only sentient Construct that patronized the establishment once it opened, but other than quizzical looks from the staff, my request to withdraw funds from my account went unquestioned once I showed my registration sigil. My balance was quite high at this point, as my service to Lord Robart paid directly into this account and I had precious little reason to withdraw funds. In addition, my short (and recently terminated) service with the Dark Lord had also paid well. All in all, my balance stood at 3,125 copper pieces. I could buy half a home in Caldeni or the entirety of one in Touchstone if I chose to do so.

When I asked the clerk where I could purchase a large quantity of pure ethanol, I was directed to the Smugglers' District. It was not the most reputable section of the city. To be even allowed entry, I had to purchase a smuggling license, which I found to be dubious on the surface. The Smugglers' District was segregated from the rest of the city with razor wire barricades. The streets were crumbling and rats the size of cats skittered amongst steaming piles of rotting refuse. Aged prostitutes with needle marks along their arms and legs hawked their flaccid wares to dispassionate passers-by. A rotting corpse hung from a lamp post, apparently the victim of some kind of street justice. Gambling casinos beckoned with calliope music, their interiors smoky, dark, and mysterious. They all had signs that clearly stated “No Mathematicians. Constructs Must Disable Math Coprocessors. Prior to Entry.” Gambling was not high on my list of priorities. I had found that surviving as long as I had done so had been a long series of gambles in and of itself. 

I passed a set of merchant stalls where vendors sold devil grass, focus, and black rice. The latter already had a long line of addicted denizens who shambled forward for their daily fix. They looked Undead. The addicts were missing most of their teeth. They stood in a stooped fashion and swayed numbly as if they were seaweed in a slow tide. Unkempt and unwashed, I could only speculate that the drugs made them ignore hygiene of all kinds.

A dead body lay in the gutter and the dead man's blood had spilled into the sewer system until his heart had stopped beating. His throat had been cut and his tongue had been pulled through the incision. His eyes were gone. I did not know if their removal had taken place before or after death.

What I did know, however, was that the bank teller had given me bad advice concerning the purchase of ethanol. The Smugglers' District was quite the death trap.

Eventually I located a shop called “Slick Will's Still”. It was apparently a purveyor of untaxed, unregulated alcohol. But thanks to the curious power of the smuggling license, Slick Will could break the law legally. Apparently, in the Caldeni judicial system, there was a difference between legalizing an illegal activity and selling the right to break the law.

Slick Will was an oily-looking man who wore a sleeveless shirt that was stained in several places with the remains of his last several meals. He had two gold teeth and the rest were yellowed from an adulthood spent with a smoldering cigar clenched between his teeth. He didn't put the cigar in the tray when he talked, but instead somehow managed to have it hang off the side of his lip when he spoke. 

“We don't stock motor oil, chum,” Slick Will taunted.

I explained what I wanted. 

“A rush job on a 40-gallon drum of pure lighting's gonna cost ya, pal,” the merchant warned.

I informed him that money was not a concern; only time was. 

“Slap down eighty coppers and it's a deal,” Will said.

I did as he asked and then inquired if it could be delivered to the quarantine yard by sunset.

“Sure, sure,” Slick Will promised. “A Smuggler's only as good as his promises. Ain't like we got resumes or nothin'.”

There was a commotion in the street as I attempted to leave the Smugglers' District. A scrawny, cadaverous addict had collapsed in the street and was flopping about in violent convulsions. Rather than anyone offering him aid, several onlookers speculated as to whether he would die or become Undead.

“He's juss gonna die,” said one octogenarian hag on crutches. She was missing her right leg from the knee down.

“Luther's turning,” another zombie-like observer said excitedly. “Luther's turnin' Undead for sure!”

Luther soiled his clothes during the final moments of his convulsions and then, for a round, he lay in the street motionless. A child dressed in filthy rags picked the man's pockets but only came away with a few glass pieces and a half-empty packet of black rice. As the child stood up to make his getaway, Luther's dead eyes opened and his hand reflexively went for the boy's throat.

“Kill'im!” The one-legged hag yelled. Her mouth contained perhaps five teeth, all yellow and misshapen. 

The boy's face turned purple with sudden immanent asphyxiation. 

[Engage Combat Mode], I commanded.

“Nailgun: Combat Nails,” I said aloud.

The Luther-zombie ignored me but instead latched onto the boy's windpipe with both hands and continued to squeeze. I launched to two combat nails at Luther's skull and hit directly. Hid head exploded like a rotten cantaloupe. The zombie's arms, however, did not let go. The boy's face was turning black and eyes were bright with terror.

“Circular Saw,” I commanded.

I sawed through the zombie's wrist. Black, maggot-infested blood spattered across my visor and chest plate. One hand detached. I sawed through the other. The crowd cheered – not because I was attempting to save a life. They cheered because of the spectacle of violence that they now witnessed. More contaminated blood flew across the pavement and the Undead hands were vanquished.

As was the boy.

He was not breathing and his windpipe was obviously pulverized. My medical database listed several emergency surgical techniques that could possibly be effective, but all of them required a Dexterity-3 upgrade and I had yet to even purchase Dexterity-2. I also had no surgical tools.

I made a plea for help from the onlookers and was met with scorn and derision.

“T'ain't nobody help nobody in the District, jackass,” the black rice dealer said.

“Kill someone else!” Another spectator shouted. “Twas a sight! Ain't seen nuffin' like that in all muh life!”

“Twasn't right, Luther dyin' like that,” the one-legged hag said. “Twas his birthday, doncha know!”

“Then he shoulda stayed home an' ate cake, old bitch,” said another street denizen.

“Ain't no respect leff for th' elders no more,” the amputee complained.

“You ain't no elder,” another hoodlum quipped. “You juss old!”

I exited the Smugglers' District at best speed. I understood why this section of town was segregated. It would have been more useful if it was simply converted into a maximum security prison.

Once I emerged from the District, I headed for the docks. The tide was flowing in and I saw the hale and proud Choral Sea in full sail towing the beaten and battered Gaelic Knot. The latter was starting to list again, indicating that the cargo holds were once again filling with sea water. The city's beggars started hobbling and staggering towards the docks, buckets and signs in hand, ready to pester sailors and travelers alike for spare change so they could purchase their daily dose of poison. For some, it was black rice; for others, it was the enhanced alcohol from Slick Willie's still. 

The ships slowly docked and had their mooring lines tied. The beggars swarmed near the gang planks hooting and beseeching the travelers for glass and copper. Most were ignored. Robart and McElvenny stiff-armed their way through the throngs of the homeless, knocking the disheveled panhandlers off their feet. 

“Unbelievable, lad,” Robart exclaimed once he located my position amongst the masses. “I forgot how much they stink! I guess there's nary a glass left over for soap when all their beggin's get shot up their arms or up their noses.”

“If you think this is bad,” McElvenny advised, “you should see Paru during tourist season. You'd think everybody in town had a dying child or a sick mama. I guess the people who make beggar buckets must be rich!”

“Well, ye can't con a con,” Lord Robart said. “I can sniff a rice head or a layabout from a hundred paces.”

“Before or after you decide to pick their pockets?” Darth McElvenny said with a wink.

“Now, lad,” Robart said with feigned injury. “You know I only pick the pockets of professional beggars.”

It was then that I saw a flurry of blue-coded whirligigs headed in Lord Robart's direction.

“Damnation,” he cursed. 

“What's wrong?” Dulgar asked.

“Here comes the reason why I don't come home much anymore,” Robart explained.

Apparently the blue-coded baubles had to do with law enforcement. Robart opened them one by one.

“Pickpocketing. Verdict: Guilty-in-Absence. Fine 10 copper,” Robart read. “Confidence Fraud. Verdict: Guilty-in-Absence. Fine 20 copper.” 

Robart opened the whirligigs in sequence. Apparently his list of misdemeanor charges included minor theft, pick pocketing, burglary, debauchery, public drunkenness, failure to pay credit, gambling fraud, confidence fraud, contract fraud, counterfeiting, bootlegging on an expired smuggling license, lying to public officials, and attempted bribery. However, since my liege had not set foot on West Point for over ten years, the prison penalties were expired. The fines, however, had no statute of limitation. Drug dealing, however, was not amongst his offenses. I noted that to my liege.

“I'm a man of honor, lad,” Robart bristled. “And don't ye forget it!”

My liege finished tabulating his fines and exclaimed, “Damnation! That's 1,700 copper! I wonder if they'll take a signed bank draft.”

“Not if they're smart,” McElvenny replied.

“Well, I'm here now, and they'll give me the steel bracelets if I don't pay in person – even if they can't jail me for anything else,” Robart said in resignation.

“Well, speaking of hefty tabs,” Darth McElvenny said in segue, “I suppose I'd better head down to dry dock and see what the damage is going to be. I'll bet it'll be a lot more than 1,700 copper.”

“That's a bet you'd likely win, friend,” Robart confirmed.

They shook hands and went their separate ways. It was a shame that this part of our journey was over. The seafaring experience was quite unique – despite the fact that it had cost two ships and three months in lost time. Now, however, we could search for the Architect in earnest. My own goal, so seemingly distant for so long, was closer within reach. To change time so that Histra Duprie never came to power; to ensure once and for all that Elonna did not die at the hands of a punishment drone; to ensure that thousands upon thousands of sentient beings did not live their lives in shackles: it really felt like that was a possibility now. 

If we could find the Architect and set him free as well. 

Book V : Piercing the Darkness

Fifty-Nine: The Palace of Hemi-Powered Drones

I was not particularly surprised when, later in the day, more blue-coded whirligigs from other townships descended upon Lord Robart like a plague from the Old Book. Oddly enough, the memory of his prior offenses somehow triggered an attitude of nostalgia in him.

“Those were the days,” Robart said. “Back in my youth, thieves had honor. They didn't club some old lady to death for her grocery money. Nay, they stole from the wastrels and the rich. After all, they can afford ta be robbed!”

There were times when I still had difficulty deciphering my liege's rather complicated and arbitrary moral code. But at least Slick Will did honor his word by delivering a barrel of distilled ethanol to the quarantine paddock by sundown. Robart renewed some of his acquaintances from two decades ago; some had gone “straight” while others had advanced in the ways of the scoundrel. And, while I could not prove it, I suspected that his stroll through the exclusive Upland Park section of Caldeni had less to do with admiring the nature trail as it did picking the pockets of the wealthy elite who frequented the natural environs contained therein. 

It was also at sunset when the diminutive figure of Construct Able appeared at the city gates. He arrived alone and was detained by the guards because he was a registered semi-sentient machine without a caregiver present. I notified the guard sergeant that I was able to supervise the service drone. Able informed via machine language that he too had fallen through the ship as it emerged from the New Columbia IV Stillpoint. But once my own data beacon had regenerated, Able had used Wayfinder-I to locate my data beacon and thus plot a course to my location. I was very satisfied at Able's continuing ability to surpass his original design specifications. Perhaps he would become fully sentient in a few more years.

Of course, I would also have to remember that GPS tracking could function in two directions.

“Now all we’re missing is Vincent and Hector,” Robart said with satisfaction. “The lads are damned good in a fight.”

“What are we, chopped liver?” Dulgar asked with a wink.

“Ech!” Robart swore. “Chopped liver is punishment food. Dear ol’ mum used ta make me an’ my brother eat it whenever we got caught doin’ something amiss.”

“Was it the ‘doing’ or the ‘getting caught’ part that got your mom angry?” Dulgar inquired.

“The ‘getting caught’, surely,” Robart said. “After all, mum raised us boys a’right.”

“One did not know you had a brother,” I observed.

“Well, I don’t anymore,” Robart said wistfully. “He got himself a’blowed up crackin’ a safe. He was a’robbin Mad Man McGee down in Paru and discovered the hard way that they didn’t call him ‘Mad Man’ for no reason. Who the devil keeps dynamite in a safe?!

“Anyway, when he blew the lock, that wasn’t the only thing that blew up. It took out the whole damned house – with him and McGee with it. Anyway, that was fifteen years ago. If he’d a’lived, maybe he’d have robbed ‘Scrooge” McKinsey. He had a mattress full o’ silver coins – at least that’s what folk said about him. But they also said he had a bunch o’ enchanted skeleton attack dogs in his basement. I never did find out.”

Robart restocked our supplies and I helped pack the Highrider for the remainder of our journey. According to the Architect, we would find the information we sought at the Great Library in Ex Libris. My sociological database indicated that Ex Libris held the largest repository of pre-Cataclysm information in the world. It also, by corollary, had the largest university in West Point. Of course, if my database was correct, the city also had the strictest legal code on the planet. There were only three punishments for any offense: fines, expulsion, and death. The city purportedly had no jails. I wondered how Robart managed to not get a persona non gratis in Ex Libris, given his history of shady dealings. Perhaps he has dimply never been caught.

“We ought to be able to get to Remmy’s Mirror by nightfall,” Lord Robart said. “I got an old friend there.”

“Good,” Dulgar said. “Meeting a friend instead of an enemy will be a nice change of pace.”

I raised the solar sail and engaged the battery drive. We trundled south on Overland Highway. It was an ancient road that connected Cali, Bali, Caldeni, Chandi, and Paru. It had been repaved dozens of times over the centuries. Now, of course, it was a wide, tidy, hexstone road with only a few tiles missing here and there. Once upon a time the highway had been eight lanes across and rumbled with the sounds of Armored Urban Vehicles. After the Great Cataclysm, the road had been reduced in size, but still remained important for travel and commerce. Unfortunately, there were long stretches of highway in-between villages, which therefore exposed travelers and merchants alike to highwaymen and brigands.

I had not had a chance to inform Robart about the “tithing points” that, in my opinion, were little more than highway robbery. When we came to the bridge that I had crossed over the night before, I saw the same dozen black-masked fighters camped out and harassing passers-by.

“You again!” the lead Tongue Speaker hailed and waived us to stop. “Guess you get to pay twice. And you’ve brought a Dwarf with you this time. That’ll cost ya!”

Robart cleared his throat and said coolly, “Laddie, Don’cha think ye ought ta be getting’ outta out way?”

“After you pay the Tithe,” the leader sneered.

“I give to the Church what I feel the Church needs,” Robart clarified coldly. “I dinna need no hooligan takin’ money from me at gunpoint.”

“The wages of sin are death!” The highwayman exclaimed, pulling out his revolver. I didn’t suppose that this would have been a good time to inform him that the correct phrase was “the wages of sin is death.”

“Frank, lad, let’s teach these gussied-up hooligans a lesson,” my liege suggested.

It was a suggestion that I was only too willing to follow.

I pushed open the truck’s driver side door with the maximum force. The sneering Tongue Speaker leader got slammed back ten feet and fell backward on his rear end with an ignominious thud.

“Kill’em!” He wheezed. “Kill’em all!”

“Now ye’re speakin’ my language,” Robart said. “Ye’ve just made it ‘self-defense’ when I put ye all to the sword!”

Oddly enough, Robart was correct in that assessment.

[Init Combat Mode]

Robart unsheathed Symmetrika’s Hope and the angel blade shone with a pure white light. He had only a moment to parry as two of the twelve fighters attacked him at once. I noted that my liege’s reacting time had improved significantly since he had stopped abusing alcohol. Sparks flew off the angel blade and I noticed that the Tongue Speakers’ weapons showed scorch marks from the contact. Robart swung back and chopped two feet worth of material off one of his attacker’s swords. It made a sharp, discordant ping as the metal sheared in two.

Four of the Tongue Speakers pulled out their guns and shot me at once. My operating system reported small punctures in my chest plate, visor, and both shoulders. But small firearms were not the most effective weapons to use against Constructs. I still had 92% structural integrity remaining.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I asked, borrowing a line from Vincent Valentine, sans expletives. Then I launched a circular saw blade at one of my attackers. 

The whirling blade hit true and bit deeply into the Tongue Speaker’s neck. The highwayman made a gurgling grunt as a red spray of arterial blood fanned out in a three-foot arc. He fell to the ground, twitching and rolling. His hands writhed uncontrollably in his final death throes. His eyes opened to the sky, unseeing. Then he moved no more.

I raised my shield.

Dulgar hopped down from the passenger seat and scribbled a quick formula. A monofilament dagger materialized in his hand and he threw it at one of two hostiles that were attacking my liege. The artificial blade hit the man’s calf and he went down screaming like a wounded animal.

The Tongue Speaker leader regained his footing and came at me with a sword. I knew immediately that I was in critical danger when I saw that it was a scimitar fashioned from pure geometry. It cut through my armor like a scalpel through flesh.

“I know about how to kill machines,” the leader gloated. 

He swung at my shield and made contact. The scimitar cut open my shield with the same ease as a pocket knife cutting a spider’s web. My defenses automatically went into shield rotation mode. 

“Nailgun: Combat Nails,” I commanded and then fire two rounds at the highwayman commander. 

I had actually aimed for his knees, and my shots hit true. He fell to the ground clutching his injured extremities. He could issue no orders but instead howled in agony. My medical database assessed that he would have nearly a 100% chance of survival if his compatriots brought him to Caldeni for medical treatment in a timely fashion. I stepped on the monofilament sword, pulverizing it under my feet.

Two more highwaymen joined the fray with my liege as the target. The one with half a sword discarded his weapon in favor of a boot dagger, while two more came at him with swords. Robart executed an incredibly smooth dodge and parry that had to have been the result of pure instinct and not planning. As Robart pirouetted, the three blades missed his flesh by less than an inch. It tore holes in his clothing however.

“That was a brand new shirt, lads,” Robart said menacingly. Then he smacked one of the thugs with a roundhouse kick followed by a stunningly solid left-handed punch. The highwayman crumpled unconscious.

The attacker with the dagger decided that retreat was the better part of valor and fled into the woods. Robart parried a sword blow from the other thug. Symmetrika’s Hope sparked and sizzled but remained undamaged, while the hostile’s weapon showed a deep chink missing from where the two swords impacted.

The gunmen fired another volley of small-caliber projectiles. My shield absorbed one of the shots but the other three hit me in the head. While I retained 88% structural integrity, my vision was obstructed from my visor now hanging crookedly as a result of a hinge being blown off. I launched my remote probe in order to supplement my sight.

“Didn’t like that much, eh?” One of the religious robbers gloated.

“No,” I agreed and then shot three nails at him. One missed, but one hit his shoulder and the third grazed his skull. 

His right arm seemed to have lost sensation, as my attacker dropped his gun and his injured appendage flopped by his side like a dead piece of meat. He retreated in terror.

The Tongue Speaker leader mumbled to three of his cohorts to drag him away from the melee. They seemed all too happy to comply. They left the other incapacitated fighters in the field to suffer whatever may come.

Two gunmen fired at Dulgar. One missed and impacted the truck’s windshield. A spider web fracture lanced out from the epicenter. The other winged my friend in the shoulder. 

“Damn it to hell!” Dulgar yelled.

“Use the truck door as a shield, lad!” Robart advised. He, too, had suffered a few minor lacerations and his clothing had enough holes in them that it could be confused for being some new avante garde fashion.

Robart blocked another sword blow and punched his attacker in the throat, sending him careening across the pathway. The highwayman started getting up, but then his throat swelled up. He gasped for air and his face turned black. He wriggled in blind panic as he tried to get air into his lungs – and not succeeding. A round later his eyes went lifeless and I saw the whites of his eyes had turned red as all the capillaries broke as death claimed him.

“I didn’t mean for that ta happen,” Robart shrugged, albeit without a lot of remorse.

“Excrement!” One of the less robust-looking Tongue Speakers exclaimed. From his build, I estimated him to be just out of adolescence.

“Retreat and live,” I commanded.

He obeyed.

One gunman remained. He had a look of madness behind his black mask.

“Die, machine!” He screamed. However, he did not fire at me, but instead attempted to unload the revolver’s cylinder into the Highrider.

Three shots did actually hit the radiator and engine core. But on the fourth shot, the firearm exploded in the Tongue Speaker’s hand. While it did not blow his hand off, he cried out a high, shrill scream as his hands were penetrated by several shards of jagged metal that pierced his flesh at nearly the speed of sound. He ran up the highway towards Caldeni, leaving a trail of blood behind him. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dulgar said in astonishment.

“They’re just plain mad as hatters,” Lord Robart agreed.

I ran the diagnostics on the truck. The radiator and engine block were split open from the impact of the Highwayman Special bullets. But the battery array and transmission were both intact, so the vehicle was at least drivable in electric mode. The Highrider was proving quite difficult to destroy. We left the wounded where they lay.

“Tongue Speakers,” Robart spat once we were back underway. “They give the entire True a bad name. Sanctimonious, self-righteous bigots – they just can’t let other people live their own lives in peace. They only know how to hate.”

“I certainly didn’t feel the love, that’s for sure,” Dulgar agreed.

“They only have real power in West Point,” Robart advised. “The Isle of Gales and North Point doesn’t put up with their malarkey.”

The rest of the day was less eventful. We passed several caravans as we headed south along the Overland Highway toward Remmy’s Mirror. Most were pulled by horses or mules, but a few were propelled by various mechanical contrivances. I spied another metallic spider automaton pulling a covered wagon. It moved nearly as fast as the Highrider and made a rhythmic ratcheting sound as it coordinated its eight spindly legs. Although there was room for a rider, it the person controlling it sat on the wagon’s bench and was directing its movement using a small glass tablet. The spider was a non-sentient Construct with only three provisioned skills; quite primitive even for machines.

A cool wind blew from the north, foreshadowing the winter that would soon come. It was regrettable that we missed the summer months. But there was some comfort in the knowledge that the Western climate made for a much milder winter than in the North. There were no ice zombies created from winds that literally froze the soul. So far in West Point, man’s greatest threat was from his fellow man.

Amber leaves flittered across the highway and wispy clouds slowly passed overhead. The trees on either side of the road were tall and proud. The ecology here had obviously never been exposed to decades of poison from the Well of Dead Life or hard radiation from crippled nuclear power plants. I did not spy any mutant plants or animals.

By nightfall, the small village of Remmy’s Mirror came into view. A historical plaque of sorts stood proudly at the city’s gates. It read: 

“Remmy’s Mirror

Long ago, in a forgotten war, there were people who fought

We did not know their names, nor why they fought

But they all died, right here, for a cause we did not understand

But they left a huge mirror behind, found by Leonard Remmy, Archeologist.

It was supposed to show the truth

But all it did was reflect

And it was indestructible, and glows in the dark!

Welcome to Remmy’s Mirror!”

I was less than impressed with the plaque, and Leonard Remmy left a lot to be desired as far as his abilities as an archeologist were considered. SUGGESTION: The actual mirror never shows up in the story. It might be interesting to at least have the heroes walk past it, look into it, or something.
Like Chandler’s March, the town of Remmy’s Mirror consisted of a long, broad avenue with sturdy, two-level brick homes on either side. Gas lanterns lined the streets and popped into ghostly blue light as the sun crossed the distant horizon. The houses were cheerily decorated with gourds and colorful candles on their porches and stoops. The townsfolk seemed to be going about their business without being afraid of robbers or monsters. The village had a handful of guards that casually walked their beats and chatted occasionally with passers-by. One nodded amiably at me as I guided the Highrider slowly through town. A Cheapskate Inn stood innocuously at the end of the main street. A modest Church of Holy Truth rounded out the boulevard, silently indicating that the town was not under Tongue Speaker control.

[Informational: GPS Offline. Artificial Compass Offline. UDP carrier wave lost. Magnetic interference 15% above tolerance.]

I informed my liege.

“Ah,” Lord Robart said. “There’s a lot of magnetite around here. Used ta be a mine a mile from here. It’s been shut down for decades.”

“It ran out of ore?” Dulgar asked.

“Nae,” Robart replied. “It kept filling up with gas. You may have noticed the lighting here.”

“Natural gas,” my friend said. “Of course.”

“There’s a spot outside of town ye’ve got ta see,” my liege said mischievously. “There’s so much ore in the soil that a steel marble will roll uphill!”

I asked my liege about the friend he said lived in Remmy’s Mirror.

“Morg Farragut,” Robart identified. “A liar, cheat, and thief. An all-around scoundrel if there ever was one. His brother, Mac, works with him.”

“So, you two are close then,” Dulgar observed.

“Of course, lad,” Robart said with a wink. “Morg’s an honorable crook, not a highwayman. He runs the Cheapskate when he’s not runnin’ untaxed vodka and the secret casino in the basement.”

After nearly two years of employment, I was still unclear about the exact nature of my liege’s morality. 

I parked the Highrider at the inn. Lord Robart sent whirligigs to Hector and Vincent instructing them to meet us in Ex Libris. Two more blue baubles located my liege with demands that he pay trivial fines.

“We should hit Rivna on the way back,” Robart muttered. “There’s always heavy purses ta pick. After all, if’n ye have ta pay fines, it’s better ta do it with other people’s money.”

Dulgar simply rolled his eyes. I had no eyes to roll, but if I had, I might have mimicked my friend’s gesture.

The local franchise of the Cheapskate Inn was nearly identical to the others of its line. The dining area was conservatively furnished and tidy, a small fire burned cheerfully in the hearth, and artwork hung from the walls that were purchased from unknown artists of mediocre skill. A few gas-powered lamps provided a steady, blue-white illumination that contrasted with the flickering amber of the fireplace. Several diners ate their evening meals quietly and a few barflies sipped on mugs of pale beer. A billiards table stood vacant but otherwise ready for use. A bored-looking Elementalist sat at a table near the fireplace and fiddled with her divination cards.

A portly man of middle years stood idly at the registration desk. He had a thin red beard that was not quite able to hide a ragged white scar that ran along his jawbone. His nose was red with broken capillaries, indicating that he was no stranger to strong drink. His eyes were likewise bloodshot. But his build was of a man who had once been a laborer – long ago. 

“Mac!” Lord Robart exclaimed. “I was hopin’ I’d find ye here!”

“I partially own this place now with my brother,” Mac replied with a wink. “T’won’t fine me anywhere else.”

“Still on the short leash from your prison release agent?” Robart wondered aloud.

“Nae,” Mac snorted. “I got over on him five years ago; I’m a free citizen. A little blackmail goes a long way, don’cha know.”

“Blackmail’s better than no mail,” Robart agreed philosophically. 

Mac came from behind the counter and gave Robart a hug as if they were long-lost brothers.

“Lose your wallet?” Both said to each other concurrently, holding each other’s billfolds.

“Glad ta see ye haven’t lost yer touch,” Mac said slyly.

“You too,” Robart agreed.

Robart and his friend exchanged pleasantries and memories of their youth, when they were fairly inexperienced in the ways of crime.

“By the way,” Mac said, finishing the room assignments, “they said you were dead.”

“They say that all the time,” my liege said.  “Wanna see why?”

“Sure. Why the hell not?” Mac agreed.

Robart strode over to the Elementalist fortune teller and asked to get his cards read.

The practitioner looked at him with a mysterious, knowing gaze and an exaggerated Paru accent, said, “Sit down, for the cards know all.”

“Cut the crap, Kaili” Robart rebuked. “You grew up two blocks from where I did. Just do the cards, lass.”

“As you wish,” Kaili said, with a rather ordinary Caldeni accent. “But it’s more fun when I can practice the drama a bit.”

She took her divination cards and shuffled them with all the finesse of a professional gambler. She turned over the first card.

“The tower of destruction,” she said noncommittally.

“Go on,” Robart said.

“The retrograde moon,” she said after the placed the next card.

“Uh huh,” my liege noted.

“You’re already dead!” Kaili exclaimed.

“It’s been doin’ that every time for years,” Lord Robart explained.

“Uncanny,” Kaili agreed. “Since you’re dead, I guess I shouldn’t charge you.”

My guess, on the hand, would be that the divinations had revealed his “death” ever since the moment in Carthag in which Robart had been fated to die in Requiem Tower but instead survived thanks to Dulgar and I contaminating the time line. But the divination did serve as a reminder that the present and future were still in flux, and that our mission was not yet complete.

Another blue whirligig flittered in while Robart and his friend were catching up on old times. 

“The fine’s a glass piece?” Robart snorted. “It cost more than that ta send me the notice!”

“Government,” Mac said. “They don’t like thieves. Too much like competition, don’cha know?”

Robart and Dulgar ordered their evening meals. I, of course, merely stood nearby as I had no need of sustenance. My two friends played a few hands of cards as they ate. Robart ordered a single pint of beer that was so dark as to be nearly opaque. The bottle from which it was poured read “Hellion Stout: Special Reserve”. It cost more than the meal. Robart and Dulgar seemed subdued, and I surmised that they were feeling the absence of Hector and Vincent’s bantering.

A smart-looking Elven waitress in a clean “Cheapskate” uniform was just clearing the table when Sunflower strolled in through the front door. 

“Hey!” Dulgar greeted.

“Well met,” Sunflower replied and sat down.

“What brings you here?” Dulgar asked.

“The usual,” the Elementalist Priest said. “Shipping duty. It’s consecrated ritual candles this time. I’m headed for Ex-Libris. The Tongue Speakers are superstitious enough that they didn’t even take a ‘tithe’ when I told them I was only carrying witchcraft supplies.”

Robart and Dulgar got a chucked out of that. 

“Well, if that’s where ye are headed, then ye can hitch your wagon with us,” Robart offered. “That’s where’s headed tomorrow.”

“That might be a good idea,” Sunflower agreed. “The Tongue Speakers are out for blood – yours in particular.”

“I gave ‘em a wee bit of trouble,” Lord Robart understated.

“Well,” Sunflower said, “if you need the backup, you’ve got it. I still owe Frank a favor, and you’re Frank’s boss.”

“There are days where I could use all the help I can get,” Robart said graciously.

I wasn’t sure what tactical support the slender Elf could provide. But I had been surprised before. After all, I also did not know what spiritual powers an Elementalist could bring to bear in combat.

A bagpipe band played that evening. For some reason, the droning, screeching sound had an invigorating effect on humanoids native to West Point. Most of the Cheapskate’s patrons applauded vigorously at the end of each set and threw coppers into the band’s instrument cases. Dulgar, by contrast, looked like he was enjoying it as much as a banshee’s wail. Although he did not often drink, tonight he ordered several rounds.

“Sometimes,” Dulgar said, “anything can be made to sound better after a few drinks. A bagpipe’s the best reproduction of a cat being slowly tortured.”

“Blasphemy!” Robart rebuked. 

“Blow it out your chanter,” Dulgar slurred.

With Sunflower’s arrival, we now had four people for a proper game of poker. It was just as well that we were not playing for cash, for Sunflower’s knowledge of the game included the list of possible card configurations and little else. He lost nearly every hand.

“Usually I just use ’em for divination,” the witch said sheepishly. “You know, of course, that a poker deck is basically a divination deck without the twenty arcana cards.”

“Nae,” Robart said, “That I dinna know.”

“I’m a fountain of quasi-useless information,” Sunflower admitted. “It’s a side effect of graduating in advanced placement in Ex Libris, on a scholarship.”

“I tried college,” Robart said. “Well, a lotta colleges. Kept getting kicked out.”

“Bad grades?” Dulgar ventured.

“Sort of,” Robart replied. “They called it ‘academic dishonesty’. But I called ‘creative studying’.”

Robart elaborated that part of his misspent youth involved a brief and catastrophically destructive addiction to Focus, a memory-enhancing drug that had side effects that included paranoid hallucination and stroke. It let users remember verbatim anything they heard or read, but it was a considerable gamble with one’s health. Its use was also considered to be a form of cheating.

“Well,” Sunflower said, “It could have been worse. You didn’t try that in Ex Libris. They’d have shot you.”

“I hate going there,” Robart admitted. “The Black Librarians have no sense of humor. They do, however, carry very powerful sniper rifles to deal with outlaws.”

“No, the Black Librarians are not a jolly sort,” Sunflower agreed, and shuddered at the recollection.

My friends retired for the evening. As usual, I stood watch downstairs. Robart had made enemies with the Tongue Speakers. It had been unavoidable, to be sure, but it could also not be undone. Robart had a talent for inspiring both abiding loyalty and lasting enmity. Robart had earned my respect and I would stand by him.

The rest of the evening was uneventful. The town was a quiet one. And, with only exception of the lonely foot patrols of the Gamma Shift constables, the streets were empty. A mournful breeze blew throughout the night, foretelling the arrival of winter. I knew that my friend Dulgar would have a hard time adjusting to the cold again so soon after surviving a freezing North Point winter. Of my humanoid companions, it was Dulgar who was affected the most by seasonal changes. At least the weather on West Point would be more temperate. 

I spied a Coin Rattling Wraith at midnight. Its translucent cloak flittered in the cold wind as it meandered past the Cheapskate Inn. It was a form of Undead that stole money, not souls. It was something of a practical joke created by the Scaxathrom monastery that brewed a potent liquor of the same name. And yet the humanoids still would occasionally drink the enchanted beverages that would have a small, yet measurable, chance of summoning a pick-pocketing spirit from the ether. A few rounds later, I heard the sounds of small-arms fire as the town guards repelled the unwanted spirit. It was a short fight.

Morning eventually came. It was good that, being a Construct, I was immune to the emotion “boredom”. A humanoid that was awake continuously throughout the night, every night, night after night, could quite possibly fall prey to boredom and malaise. Fortunately, I did not have to contend with such issues.

The proprietor, Morg, came downstairs first and let the cook staff in the front door in preparation for the morning meals. 

“Good Day, big guy!” Morg bellowed at me from across the room.

“Greetings,” I replied.

“What say you stoke that fire up a might,” Morg suggested. “Chilly this morning, doncha think?”

I could “feel” the ambient temperature, but, as a Construct, I did not experience warm and cold in terms of comfort or discomfort. I did, however, comply with the innkeeper’s request. I added more wood to the great hearth. The unit was fitted with a natural gas igniter which helped get the pile of dried logs burning with a warm, amber glow.

“Tis a bonny blaze, lad,” Lord Robart declared and came over to the fireplace to warm his hands.

“Two winters back-to-back,” Robart grimaced. “You’ve saved my arse too many times to call ye ‘bad luck’. But life has nae been dull since we’ve met, aye?”

“No,” I agreed. “There have been few instances of insufficient activity.”

Dulgar, Robart, and Sunflower ate quickly and seemed eager to get underway. I soon learned why.

“I got a whirligig from Violet early this morning,” Sunflower warned. “She said that the Tongue Speakers are out for blood and they’re headed this way.”

“Not that I mind a good fight here and there,” Robart digressed. “But this is lookin’ ta get a wee bit outta hand.”

I agreed. While there was a modicum of legal protection within a city’s boundaries, there was precious little law on the highways on West Point. The continental government was essentially a confederation of city-states, which meant that the only law enforcers outside the cities were the occasional registered Gunslinger, of which Vincent Valentine was one such person. He was usually found in a brothel or bar, rather than on the open highways, however.

“If they ask,” Morg said on our way out,” I’ll tell them horses’ arses that you headed toward Cyclops’s March. Hell, they might even catch a bullet there.”

“Cyclops’ March is sort of like the Smugglers’ District, except the whole town’s like that,” Robart explained to us.

“Nice,” Dulgar sneered.

The sky was bright, blue, and clear. It was a pure, cerulean blue, and utterly cloudless. The wind blew strongly from the west. The sun was like a jewel in the sky. Fallen leaves skittered across the broad avenue and ended up getting wedged in doorways and decorative planters. The city flag that flew above the Remmy’s Mirror artifact fluttered and whipped madly.

“When the wind blows from the west, departed spirits shall have no rest,” Sunflower said ominously.

“Lad,” Robart chided, “let’s not go inviting trouble. It’ll show up all by itself.”

The useful thing about the Highrider being a tow truck was that it could tow nearly anything. It was simple to attach Sunflower’s two-wheeled cart to our vehicle. We tethered the horse to the truck as well. Robart rigged a knot that could release the animal should we need to use the Highrider’s full speed.

“We should pick up a horse trailer once of these days,” Robart opined.

As we trundled out of town on the main avenue, I spied the local clothing merchant open his shop for the morning. I pulled the truck in front of his store.

“You’re going shopping when the Tongue Speakers are breathing down our necks?” Robart said incredulously.

“It was suggested that this unit should purchase a cape,” I said, remembering the Architect’s words.

“Well, lad,” Robart shrugged, “make it snappy.”

“One will comply,” I agreed.

I stepped inside. As an artificial life form, I was not generally given to “gut feelings”, as I had no actual “gut”. But intuition had served Lord Robart well in the past. I wanted to see if my impression was a correct one, or if I had simply acted at random.

A bell rang on the door as I pushed it open. A pile of dead leaves blew inside as the western wind howled. 

“What?” The elderly shopkeeper bellowed. “You think I should have to rake indoors too?”

The slender, white-haired Human was perhaps seventy years old, dressed immaculately in a finely crafted business suit and cape. He walked out from behind the counter with the aid of a deeply lacquered ironwood walking stick. My combat subroutine also detected that the cane had been hollowed out and contained a compact firearm mechanism capable of launching a single projectile. The man’s left-legged limp suggested that the cane was utilitarian as well. His tie tack bore the symbol of the Carpenter Church – the smallest of the three denominations dedicated to the worship of the True One. According to my sociological database, the Architect had been heavily involved with the Carpenter Church prior to his disappearance.

“No,” I replied.

“Then close the thrice-fornicated door,” he commanded. “I’d ask if you were born in a barn, but I see that’d be a useless question. We don’t get too many machines in here.”

“One would assume that statement is correct,” I agreed.

“But I had the idea to make something,” the proprietor drawled. “Something special. It sorta ‘came’ to me a few months ago. Want to see it?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Wait here,” the tailor said, and then limped back to the stockroom to retrieve the item in question.

“I don’t know what came over me,” the tailor said upon his return. “But I had the idea for a cape made for a Construct. I worked on it for a month like a man possessed. Why would machine need a cape? Your type doesn’t actually get cold. But what the heck. Here it is!”

He pulled the cape out of its gift box and unfurled it. Unlike the smoothly flowing article that the tailor wore, this cape seemed to be made from an array of small, flexible, dark purple rectangles. The collar clasp was long enough to accommodate the fact that my frame did not really have a neck. It was fashioned from stainless steel, not silver, and the clasp itself was wide enough for me to manipulate with my own non-upgraded hands. In effect, the article of clothing seemed tailored to me specifically.

“Solar, ya see?” The shopkeeper affirmed. “Useless to anybody but yourself. Will ye buy it?”

“Yes,” I agreed.

I authorized a letter of credit from my bank. It had been drawn from only a handful of times in two years, so my balance was now quite high after two years in Robart’s employ. Not having to eat did have a way of downsizing one’s cost of living.

“Wear it in health,” the tailor said, sealing the clasp for me.
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My operating system informed me that the hardware integration would take two hours to complete. I thanked the shopkeeper and left the store.

“Now I’ve seen it all,” Robart harrumphed upon my return.

I started the truck and headed south towards Ex-Libris with the cart and draft horse in tow. Rather than send my probe ahead, I had it trail behind so we could be warned if the Tongue Speakers started catching up with us. What bothered me was the increasing magnetic interference this part of the land generated. My math coprocessor, satellite link, and internal compass were all offline. Even the signal from my remote probe was significantly attenuated.

“We’ll be out of the mining area in five miles or so,” Robart said. “But we’ve just got to stop where you can watch ball bearings roll uphill.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” Sunflower said suddenly. “Something bad’s about to happen.”

“Ye’ll get used ta that feeling if ye travel with us long enough,” Robart jested.

The highway curved to form a gentle bend. The road surface seemed to vibrate somewhat.  I could not determine the cause.

“I’m serious,” the young witch said. 

“Ah,” Robart dismissed. “Really, lad, you’re just being superst...”

It was then that the road collapsed under the truck. We fell thirty feet or more. With a grinding, shrieking crunch, we hit solid rock. The Highrider filled up with crash foam and the sound of rocks and dirt pinged off the hood of the truck for several rounds.

“Collision detected,” came the usual gender-neutral disembodied voice. “Contacting LifeStar. Please wait. We’re sorry, all LifeStar operators are assisting other customers. If you are a Premium Citizen, please state your PCID now.”

“Terminate broadcast,” I ordered.

“LifeStar call terminated,” the synthesized voice confirmed.

The crash foam dissolved a few rounds later. 

“A bit off the beaten path, lad,” Lord Robart observed casually.

“It will make pursuit difficult,” I offered.

“Can’t deny that,” my employer mused. “Crank up the lights. Let’s see where in the blazes we are.”

One of the Highrider’s headlights still functioned and I augmented the illumination with my bioluminescent lamps. Once the dust settled, it became apparent that we were in a wide, roughhewn, man-made tunnel. There had once been a crudely wired lighting system, but it had been offline for decades.  

“We’re in the old Rook’s Head Mine!” Robart exclaimed. “We should be able ta drive out of here, I think.”

“In five hours, one turn, and three rounds,” I advised. 

I set the truck into regeneration mode. The primary damage had been to the suspension. The tires were also flat. Curiously, I could see through my probe’s optics that the shaft through which we descended seems to have completely seal in upon itself. The road surface pulverized in a roughly circular region but there was no longer a wide hole. Sunflower’s horse had slipped its binding and now idly munched on the tall grass beside the highway. Given the penchant of highwaymen to steal anything not bolted down, I surmised that the horse’s career as a free agent would be a rather short one. I told Dulgar what I observed.

“I don’t like the sound of that too much,” Dulgar said. 

“Let’s get out o’ here as soon as we can,” Robart agreed. “After all, they closed the mine down for a reason. Too many workers were gettin’ gassed by the fumes. An’ it stinks down here for sure.”

The mine tunnel rumbled again and the array of dead lights fell from their mountings.

“Hey,” Sunflower exclaimed. “The wall is opening up.”

And it surely was. I watched with morbid curiosity as huge section of the mine tunnel wall began shimmering and became insubstantial. Then, for a few segments, it disappeared entirely. Negative pressure drew the air past us like a mighty whirlwind. Then, with a “pop” the wall re-appeared and immediately crumbled into a pile of gravel in which no piece was bigger than a grape. The ceiling groaned with the absence of proper support.

“This is not cool,” the witch said worriedly. “This is like an episode of ‘Macho Machine’ except I’m here for it.”

“In for a copper, in for a gold, lad,” Robart mused.

The floor beneath us began shimmering. 

“Damn it,” Robart said in tired resignation.

We fell.

In the blackness, I heard Dulgar, Robart, and Sunflower screaming in terror as we continued to fall. A hot wind rushed past us, as if it came from the planet’s core. And yet our direction of falling did not feel exactly like “down”, but rather some other axis of travel. I could not put it into words, but it was as if we fell in some new direction that we had never perceived before. My friends screamed again as we kept falling. 

After a little over a round of free-fall, we had reached terminal velocity and stopped accelerating. My friends also stopped shrieking.

“Uh,” Dulgar said, “We’ve been falling for a long time.”

I told my friend that not much time had actually passed, but rather his perception had been modified by his emotional state.

“Too much information, lad,” Robart chided. “Anything ye can hook on to ta slow us down a wee bit?”

I launched my grappling hook and it reached its tether limit without finding a surface. I switched on my sodium vapor lights, as they had more range than the bioluminescent lamps, but other than the presence of my three friends I could see nothing but a black void.

“No,” I replied.

“You know what they say,” Dulgar began, obviously intending on saying something sarcastic.

He did not have a chance to finish. Another shimmering circle appeared beneath us and we passed through it with all the finesse of a drunkard being thrown through a plate glass window. . .
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I clicked affirmative. My sensors resumed functioning. The first thing I noticed was that I was being held inside a metal cage. I looked around and saw that Dulgar, Robart, and Sunflower were similarly imprisoned. The bizarre part was that the Highrider was also held within a steel cage. The truck had been cosmetically altered so that it had chrome trim and airbrushed tongues of fire down its side. My friends appeared to be breathing but were unconscious. None of them were bleeding from their mouths, noses, or ears and their coloration looked normal. Their manner of dress had changed as well. It was then that I noticed that my outer carapace had somehow become chrome plated. It gleamed brightly in the noonday sun, like a highly polished mirror.

 A hot wind blasted along the road. It slowly dawned on me that we were not on the road we were on before. It was the height of summer. The sun above was at least a F8 yellow-white star, possibly even a F7, so we were obviously not on Gaianar. A weathered road marker, pockmarked with bullet holes, simply read “Highway 9”. We were in a drier climate too, as the local flora consisted of cacti and yellow-green sawgrass. The land had a desiccated, tired look. It was as if the land could bear the intensity of the sun’s radiance by the smallest margin.

My companions began to awaken.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dulgar exclaimed, looking at his surroundings. 

“When I retire,” Robart said, “I’m moving somewhere where there aren’t Stillpoints.”

“Good luck,” Sunflower said. “Although I think this was the work of a Greater Summoning, not a Stillpoint. We use summoning to ask for help from the elemental spirits, but it’s against the Way to call another humanoid from their home.”

“Somebody broke the rules,” Robart observed.

“Scaxathrom Priests use summoning as well, y’know” Sunflower clarified. “And they’re not as picky as we are.”

“That’s just great,” Dulgar sneered. 

“Lad,” Robart suggested to me, “ye can get us out of these cages whenever ye feel like.”

“Agreed,” I said.

I started cutting through the bars with my circular saw. I created a virtual notecard to remind me that I should use my next upgrade for a welding torch. 

“Nice chrome job,” Sunflower said appreciatively.

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “But what about our clothes? I’m dressed like I’m a taskmaster in some sadomasochism bondage pulp.”

My friends’ clothes had been somehow replaced with leather armor that had stainless steel chains sown into the material. They all carried whips and they wore gloves made from leather that also had the fingers exposed. I was unfamiliar with the genre of fiction to which my liege referred, but I took him at his word.

“If Vincent was here, he’d really dig it,” Dulgar mused.

I heard the sound of a small motorized conveyance approaching from the south. As it came into view, I saw it was a biwheel driven by a young, heavily tanned woman wearing black leathers. She was not wearing a helmet and her hair flowed behind her head like streamers from a castle spire. With a dramatic half-circle that sent road gravel flying, she brought her chromed biwheel to a stop.

“I’ll get you sprung from the cages of Highway 9,” she announced. “You’re the new set of heroes for this plan of mine.”

“Uh, thanks?” Sunflower said. 

“If’n ye get us outta here, lass,” Robart said, “then ye can tell us why ye brought us here.”

The biker ignored my liege but instead it seemed her attention was distracted by the Highrider.

“Chrome-plated, fuel-injected, big-block V8,” she appraised. “Rolling with this has got to be great.”

“It’s actually a hybrid,” I corrected. 

“Beggin’ ye’r pardon,” Robart said, clearing his throat impatiently. “But ye were sayin’ something about lettin’ us out and tellin’ us what ye want?”

“There is no time to waste,” the blonde biker agreed. “My plan requires a bit of haste.”

She withdrew a ring of large, iron keys from her biwheel’s saddle bags and began unlocking the cages.

“I’ll bet she doesn’t end too many sentences with the word ‘oranges’,” Sunflower theorized after the biker freed us from imprisonment.

“Ye may have heard we’re in the world-savin’ business,” Robart began sarcastically. “But we’re already workin’ on savin’ one right now. Yours is gonna have ta wait.”

“I’m Windy, the one who brought you here,” our captor began, ignoring my liege’s barbed comment. “But from me you need not fear. I had to bring you from far away. The prior heroes lasted only a day.”

“Oh my god,” Dulgar muttered. “This is going to be a bad one.”

“Seein’s how we’re here lass, how about tellin’ us what ye want from us?” Robart demanded.

“The way you speak is hard to follow,” Windy said. “Almost is if your words are hollow.”

“Great Maker,” Dulgar groaned. “She’s telling you she doesn’t understand you well because you do not rhyme.”

“She’ll just have ta deal with it,” Robart growled. “I never did like that poetry… stuff.”

The hot wind blasted again. My friends started sweating under the heat of the bright summer sun. 

“Ye were saying about needin’ heroes?” Robart prompted. “And how the last ones were… failures.”

Windy took a deep breath and recited:

“It came to pass two years ago, a spire fell from the sky to below. It ripped our city up from the ground, the roads then turned from square to round. The day the spire fell from the sky, it caused a third of us to die. The one who that lived found they could not dream. They didn’t go mad, but it made them real mean. Then the Spire’s master came out and said, ‘Do what I will, or soon you’ll be dead.’ Springrider, my mate, fought him face-to-face, but now he’s captive in that terrible place. Only he can restore the power of dreams. Within him the hope of freedom gleams. Set him free, and you’ll go home. The counter-summon is his alone.”

I was liking this scenario less and less by the moment.

“Ye said something about other heroes?” Robart prompted. “What happened to them?”

“They tried,” Windy admitted. “They died.”

“Swell,” Dulgar said. 

“This’ll look awesome in the ‘Macho Machines’ mag,” Sunflower exclaimed excitedly. “They’ll have to publish this one without any… delay.”

“Ye’ve got ta be alive ta write it, lad,” Robart reminded.

“Before you do this task for me,” Windy advised, “there is something first that you must see.”

She led us a short distance north on Highway 9. It was a half-mile uphill trek that crested a sharp rise. At the top, the land simple fell away. We looked out into nothing but sky.  It was bright blue sky above and below. The road ended in a ragged edge, like a page torn from a book. To my left and right, the ragged edge was all in sight. The jagged cliff went down as far as I could see. It might as well been infinity.

Right. I reminded myself that I was not going to start thinking in rhyme.

“We’ve seen pocket dimensions before, dear lass,” Robart said. “Always dangerous, rarely a gas. Damn it! I’m not going ta start talking like you!”

“What say you now to what we need,” Windy asked. “Will you now pay us heed?”

“Seeing that your boyfriend is the only one who can get us home, I guess we’re all ears,” Dulgar snarled.

“What’s the Spire’s defenses like?” Robart asked our summoner.

“It’s a death trap,” she advised. “It’s a suicide rap.”

“What’s it got?” Robart pressed.

“By the day, the drones fight it out on the street, and all you hear are the blood-curdling screams,” she imparted. “By the night, the broken heroes ride out against the Suicide Machines.”

“A usual mission then?” Dulgar asked my liege.

“Pretty much,” he said with resignation.

“I’ll take you to the city,” Windy promised. “It’s a place without pity. The town rips the bones from your back. If misery’s you thing, you’ll never lack.”

The transposition from Gaianar to this pocket dimension did have the unintended side effect of repairing the Highrider. We piled in as Windy kick-started her biwheel. It was not a subtle form of transportation. The clattering v-twin made a vibrating sound; it shook up everything around. From the tailpipes came pale blue smoke; if I was organic, it would make me choke.

I make myself think about something else. I tried to estimate how far removed from “normal” reality this pocket dimension actually was, but my mathematical coprocessor only spat out gibberish and my internal compass simply whirled round and round.  Perhaps the pocket’s magnetic field was too strong. A F8 star would pour out much more hard radiation than Gaianar’s more modest G4, so the atmosphere must be blocking a lot of cosmic and gamma rays or else there would be no life left on this floating rock. I was curious how a city-sized world was retaining an atmosphere. But pocket dimensions tended to have rather unique rules that often differed with those of normal space – assuming that Gaianar was indeed “normal” space and not part of a huge pocket that contained a star and several planets. It did no good to dwell too long on such things.

The city (did it even have a name?) sat at the bottom of a bowl-shaped depression. The surrounding countryside was parched and dry, worn down by the merciless sky. At the center, the Spire stood tall and stark, stone and metal, sinister and dark. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dulgar groaned when he looked at the city’s layout. “You’ve just got to be freakin’ kidding me!”

The Spire stood in the middle of a series of ringed roads. It was, in essence, another ghost of Myracannon, and a new reminder that we had not yet changed the timeline enough to ensure Histra DuPrie’s permanent ouster. We had seen this before at Fractaltopia and New Columbia IV. Wherever this shape appeared, it was a portent of doom and destruction. It was like a carcinoma that reappears years after being surgically removed. Just outside the city, an abandoned amusement park also stood. It was fully intact, which gave credence to Windy’s notion that the catastrophe had occurred only two years ago. I was not keen on drawing an inference between that event and the amount of time that had passed since I had betrayed my creator.

When we were less than a mile from the city gates, Windy pulled over and deactivated her biwheel. 

“I’ve got a shack down at the amusement park,” Windy advised. “The city’s right there, but don’t be out after dark.”

“Doesn’t sound like it’s really safe during the day either,” Robart growled. “Ye aren’t coming along for the ride?”

“That, alas I cannot do,” Windy said. “A summoning takes a full week through.”

“Great,” Sunflower sneered. “That’s a vote of confidence. She’s thinks we’re just a group of suckers who are doomed to get killed by those mother… fornicators.”

“That’s about the size of it, lad,” Robart agreed. “Might as well face it, kid: We’ve been had.”

We approached the city gates. The walls were ten feet thick and looked like they were made from welded-together engine parts. Chrome, steel, iron, wires, and hoses dangled from the barricade. It looked like a construction that could come to life at any moment and make a sound that could deafen the whole city. The chrome-plated sign above the barricade simply read “The City”.

It was going to be an interesting mission.

Sixty: The Echo of an Enemy

“It’s just called ‘The City’?” Dulgar exclaimed incredulously.

“Probably used ta be called something else before the tower landed,” Robart theorized.

“So,” Sunflower asked. “This kind of thing happens to you all a lot? The whole ‘falling through cracks in reality’ thing? The ‘taking on suicide missions doled out by crazy biker women’?”

“Aye,” Robart said. “At least Windy was pleasin’ to the eye.”

“You’re married,” Dulgar reminded my liege.

“Lad, I remember the vows that I took. Doesn’t mean I can’t look,” Lord Robart clarified.

“Seriously,” Sunflower insisted excitedly, “you are a badass trio. I could totally get a regular writing gig with ‘Macho Machines’ hanging out with you.”

“I thought you were some sort of Priest,” Dulgar asked. “Should you be preaching at the very least?”

“Well, Elementalists have to have real jobs too,” Sunflower explained. “And I don’t want to be a trucker forever. The Tongue Speakers are just about hell-bent for leather.”

“Ye’ve got a real job now, lad,” Robart said grimly. “Assuming the Stillpoints don’t drive ye mad.”

The gate to the city was guarded by two ruffians who looked like they would feel at home as characters in a bondage pulp. They wore leather armor with all manner of bolts and wires and chains sewn into the material. The two guards also wore leather masks that showed only their eyes, nose, and mouth. I wondered why the town even needed guards when the pocket dimension contained only the city itself and the adjacent amusement park.  Of course, there was no traffic coming in or out, so we were quite conspicuous. 

“Hail, and what the hell,” one of the guards grunted. “You’re new here, I can tell.”

“Got told to come to the city,” Robart said. “Came for a drink. Feeling hot and gritty.”

“Walk right in, might as well stay,” the guard acknowledged, “if you’ve come for a fight or come for a slay.”

“Nice,” Dulgar sneered. 

“My kinda town,” Robart said. “I think we’ll do just fine. We can hold our own if we step out of line.”

Young men and women drove their biwheels loudly down the boulevard. Women wore their hair like streamers and the men tried to look really tough and hard. Dilapidated shops and pubs lined both sides of the main drag. I saw an ongoing fight between a drunken bum and a gnarled old hag. Sturdy clothes lines hung taught between the three-story buildings and recently-washed articles of clothing fluttered and whipped in the ceaseless wind. A quarter of the windows were broken and none had been repaired. Maybe it never rained, maybe no one cared.

I did not like this place.

Biwheels raced on either side of us as I guided the Highrider down the street. Instead of hexstones, the pavement was asphalt and had already begun to crack and fade in many places. Empty beer cans clattered down the street in the ceaseless wind. My guess was that the hot, dry gales eventually blew the trash out of the city and over the edge of the sheer cliff a few miles away. Unlike most downtrodden towns, the vermin in evidence was not rodents but instead scorpions. They clittered and skittered across the dry pavement and blazing sun. They didn’t seem to attack or bother anyone. A few other trucks roared down the street; chrome fenders shining in the midsummer heat. 

I didn’t know where we were supposed to stop. But my liege had a watchful eye. He pointed to a three-story row house that had a simple cardboard sign in the window that read “Rooms For Rent”  

“Here’s what we need!” Lord Robart announced. “Stop right here. I’ll take the lead.”

I pulled over and parked. On the sidewalk, the passers-by were mostly armed with knives and whips. Many, but not all, wore half-masks made from black leather. The ones who did not seemed to prefer to wear dark optical filters over their eyes and black bandannas over their hair. Perhaps this was a societal adaptation to the extremely powerful sunlight that practically flogged the surface of this world. Still, a society in which nearly everyone covered their face seemed impersonal and distant somehow; dehumanizing. It was good that I was a Construct and not a humanoid; as such a realization would likely to be quite disconcerting to an organic humanoid.

Most of the homes in this neighborhood were constructed of faded red brick. They had narrow, shutterless windows in which the bulk of them were obscured from within by white blinders. Although many homes were painted, the protective coating had peeled away with time, revealing the brick underneath, which had also faded from deep red to salmon pink. There was a tendency for residents to hang wind chimes from their porch awnings. In the ceaseless wind, it made a musical cacophony of random notes in the sixth and seventh octaves. 

Robart knocked firmly on the front door. A septuagenarian in black biker leathers answered the door. Her skin – where not protected by leather – looked as worn and dark as a riding saddle. Her eyes were ice blue, piercing, and wary. 

“Strangers ye be,” she said suspiciously. “Tis plain to see.”

“Very true and very right,” Lord Robart answered. “We are strangers in your sight. What you offer is what we need. From you sign we have taken heed.”

I noticed how quickly my liege fell under this world’s spell. That he didn’t notice could not bode well. 

“Three rooms are what you get,” the elderly landlady explained. “Two silver bits up front, and I’m sure to let. No phone, no pool no pets. Ain’t havin’ no cigarettes.”

“What’s a ‘phone’?” Sunflower asked Dulgar.

“Beats me,” the Dwarf admitted. 

It was fortunate that Robart also carried cash, as I doubted that anyone in this town would accept a letter of credit from First Connemara Bryn-Mawr Bank. 

The landlady ushered us into the house. It was apparent that she had converted her home into a split-level living arrangement, with the bottom level as a common area, and the top floor containing the rented rooms. Presumably she lived on the second floor.

“Have there been man strangers here?” I asked.

The landlady paused as if she was waiting for me to say something else. But then she replied.

“I’ve seen them a dozen times or more each year,” she admitted. “They come to the city with a fistful of fear. That biker from the old amusement park, she summons them here just for a lark.”

“We come without fear,” Robart said, “but we didn’t want to come here.”

Our host nodded with understanding. 

The upstairs apartment was simply furnished with slightly threadbare beds, a well-worn couch, and two chipped sets of dresser drawers. The lighting in the rented rooms was accomplished using clear glass balls that contained a wire filament suspended in a vacuum. I estimated that such a system was much less efficient than my bioluminescent lamps and likely generated more heat than light. The wallpaper was peeling, and had probably been doing so for years. The apartment contained two bedrooms, a living room, and a tiny bathroom. One could extrapolate that meals were prepared on the common level. A bright ray of potent sunlight streamed through the two narrow windows. I could see the path of the sun across the carpet, as evidenced by a taupe arc in the middle of an otherwise plain brown floor covering.  

“The sun’s no joke, eh?” Dulgar noted, waving his hand across the incoming beam of light. “Eye protection is what we seek or else we’ll be blinded by the end of the week.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “Any brighter and we’d all fry.”

“We should meet Windy at the amusement park,” Sunflower suggested. “The sun won’t hurt us if we go after dark.”

If I had the ability to sigh, I would. My friends all rhymed much more than they should.

We unpacked the truck. It was lucky (if such a word could ever be applied to us) that the horse did not accompany us through the Stillpoint. I did not spy any evidence that the citizens of the City used anything other than trucks and biwheels for transportation. Therefore, there would have been nowhere to house an animal. I looked through the window of the apartment out into the street. The air no longer shimmered with midday heat. The sun was on a downward arc and people were drawing their hanging clothes back into their homes. I surmised that the wind and the intense stellar radiation made drying one’s clothes quite efficient. Ruffians sped down the boulevard in their chrome-plated machines like mosquitos in the summer season. Men whose biceps were as thick as Sunflower’s thigh slugged it out in the street -- for no apparent reason. And yet, nobody reached for their weapons, their knives, or their whips. They just hit each other with fists, and aimed for the belly or the lips.

“Hey!” The landlady yelled from downstairs. “You’re gonna want somethin’ ta eat before ya head out onto the street!”

Of course, I didn’t need to eat any food. In the case of this meal, it was all well and good. 

“It’s broiled lizard for you all to eat,” the leather-clad hostess announced. “With herbs and potatoes, it’s cooked up real neat.”

“I’ve never had reptiles before,” Sunflower said, eyeing the platter suspiciously. “What other things do we have in store?”

“I’ve had snakes and vermin a time or two,” Robart reassured. “Eat up, lad, it’s good for you!”

Over the course of the meal, the landlady (whose name was Oroya and was coincidentally the name of a type of cactus) spoke of the City and how it had come to be how it is now. Apparently most of the residents suffered from a form of amnesia, as they had little recollection of what transpired prior to the arrival of the giant tower in the middle of town. Oroya did recall, however, that the layout of the city had mysteriously changed to resemble a series of ever-expanding circles. She also told us of a small band of resistance fighters known as the Broken Heroes.  They regularly battled against an army of Constructs called “suicide machines” but had yet to be victorious in any meaningful way. It would be worth my while, I felt, to find out why the enemy Constructs were called “suicide” machines and not “killing” machines. 

The ecology here had also taken a serious blow. When the city had been ripped from its surroundings, the new locale turned out to be brighter, hotter, and drier. With little farmland, the citizens subsisted on insects and small reptiles. As the pocket dimension was relatively unstable, it had a tendency to draw items from other worlds. So the odd shipment of foodstuffs occasionally fell from the sky as well. The people here referred to this phenomenon as “manna”. Most folk also nurtured gardens atop their roofs. Some had room for chickens, but not for anything with hooves.

My friends finished their meal and thanked our informative hostess. She suggested that we get eye protection as well. We stepped out into the street, into the waning sunlight. Two burly thugs stopped us; they were itching for a fight.

“Strangers ye be, that’s plain to see,” the first man said. He had a scraggly mustache and appeared to have only a nodding acquaintance with a razor blade or a tooth brush.

“A punch to the jaw or a kick to the knee,” the other one suggested. He wore a red bandanna and dark filters over his eyes. “Either one is just fine by me.”

“A beating is something I can both take and can give,” Robart warned. “So don’t mess with me lads, if’n ye’d like to live!”

With that, the scraggly opponent punched my liege soundly in the mouth with a thunderous crack. Robart spat a thin streamer of blood in his attacker’s face and kicked him in the chest. The man with the red bandanna punched Sunflower in the eye, knocking the young Elf to the pavement. To his credit, the witch got back up and struck his assailant in the gut with a closed fist. Unfortunately, Sunflower’s mass was probably less than a third of his opponent’s, so the punch barely registered. The man with the bandanna punched Sunflower again, sending the Elementalist sprawling to the pavement.

“I’ve had enough,” Sunflower exclaimed. “This fight’s way too tough.”

To my amazement, the thug with the red bandanna ceased his attack and instead proceeded to watch the ongoing melee between his friend and my liege. Robart and his foe were in the middle of the street trading blows all the while people on biwheels sped past. How they did not get run over was a mystery. The scraggly man looked like he was losing. His eyes were practically swollen shut from bruising and his swings were sloppy and slow. He did connect one final time with Robart’s jaw, but my liege shrugged it off. With a final flat-handed shove, Lord Robart propelled his attacker to the pavement.

“I yield to thee,” the man with the mustache said. “Ye’ve surely beaten me.”

Robart nodded and helped the man back up to his feet. The defeated opponent spat a huge gout of bloody saliva at a fist-size scorpion that was skittering by. 

“Well, that fight was pretty fun,” the ruffian admitted. “And just in time for the setting sun. If ye have time, let’s be away from here. Let’s head to a bar for an ice-cold beer.”

Robart respectfully declined, but offered to engage in another fight tomorrow – which apparently suited the two thugs just fine. The sun was indeed beginning to set, and it seemed sooner than it was due. I estimated that the world’s day-night cycle was approximately twenty hours instead of the twenty-four that my friends were accustomed to. 

We boarded the Highrider before we could be “invited” to more fisticuffs. My liege had enjoyed his melee against the urban toughs.

“That was kinda fun,” Sunflower said, rubbing his eye. “It’s been a while since I fought anyone.”

“Are you kidding me?” Dulgar snorted. “It was just about the stupidest thing for anyone to… watch.”

I could feel the mental energy Dulgar put behind not rhyming. He purposefully altered his phrasing and timing.

Right.

I made a note to myself that the ruleset of this world was much more powerful than many of the other Stillpoints we had visited. I estimated that, other than the paper-based universe that almost killed us all, this world was likely to be the most dangerous location to date. I hoped that we could escape this place without meeting a grisly fate.

As we made our way to the city limits, I noticed an odd and disturbing phenomenon. While only a few rounds ago, the streets were bustling with activity, now everyone seemed to be suddenly seeking the shelter of their homes or local pubs. The moment the sun passed below the ridiculously close horizon line, the sky grew dark with almost no visible transition between day and night. It was as if a great hidden switch had been thrown. Now, on the streets, we were alone. The sky was black as ink but full of stars. And the shimmering points of light seemed too close somehow. It was as if they weren’t really stars at all, but instead strings of artificial lights hung from inside the pocket world’s atmosphere and activated at sunset. I knew that was not the case, however. I knew, intellectually, that a Stillpoint’s effect could distort light as well as time and space. Despite knowing this, I found the manifestation to be yet another fascinating and disturbing aspect of this place.

“It’s like the sky isn’t real,” Dulgar said, somehow summarizing my thoughts as he often did. “At least that’s how I… perceive.”

We turned a corner to get to the city gates and a huge combat nail impacted the truck’s windshield.  Safety glass flew across the front seat in relatively harmless chunks. Another nail struck, further widening the “spider web” effect in the glass. I slammed the brakes. Before us stood a massive, chrome-plated Construct with a massive nailgun attachment and dozens of onboard lights. Its fully-energized shield shimmered faintly in the darkness of night. Our new foe was a formidable sight. It was my impression that Construct was a Suicide Machine. It looked reasonably tough and it very mean.

“It’s alright,” Lord Robart reassured. “I’m ready for another fight.”

“Curfew has past,” the Suicide Machine stated. “Prepare for a weapons blast.”

With that, the enemy Construct unleashed a burst of combat nails from its weapons array. My shield crackled but held against the spray. I returned fire with a circular saw blade. The projectile hit where I bade.

Robart attacked the machine using Symmetrika’s Hope. The angelic blade sparked against the Construct’s shield, collapsing one side. The Suicide Machine grabbed my liege by the front of his leather jacket and threw him against the side of the Highrider as if he was nothing more than a child’s toy. Sunflower was chanting an invocation of some sort and he had his athame (ritual knife) pointed in the direction of the east. Dulgar scribbled a formula that conjured a monofilament bladed disc that collapsed another facet of the enemy’s shield upon impact. It was regrettable that Vincent Valentine was not present, for his way with firearms would have been useful now.

“This attack is now permitted,” the Suicide Machine stated emotionlessly. “Your destruction will now be committed.”

“Yeah, right,” Dulgar muttered as he scribbled out his next formula. “That’s what they all say.”

The Suicide Machine’s lighting array suddenly began to strobe in a staccato, rhythmic pattern. While disconcerting on some level, it the effect of the lights had a profound effect on my liege. He stood in place, motionless, and dropped his weapon. This was a phenomenon that I would have to analyze.
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I noticed that the resolution was higher than when I recorded images of sea life at the bottom of Gaianar’s ocean, and much higher than when I recorded the artwork created by Elonna back in Myracannon. I wondered what had changed.

“Shoot that thing, Frank!” Dulgar cried out.

It was a good thing that Constructs were incapable of being distracted or getting lost in thought as humanoids were. I fired three nails at the Suicide Machine and timed it to match on of the two holes in its shield. All three nails struck true, directly in the hostile’s chest plate. For all the damage it did, I might as well have thrown pebbles at it. 

“There’s another one coming,” Dulgar announced, pointing at a heavily-armored Construct lurching slowly in our direction. He picked up Robart’s sword with both hands and blocked a blow that was aimed for our liege’s head.

Sunflower continued his chant. He had uttered some kind of invocation to the east and south, and now he was facing west. My hope was that whatever he was invoking would be of strategic significance.

“What’s the matter with Robart?” Dulgar exclaimed.

“One does not know,” I replied, and launched two more nails at the Suicide Machine. 

I had targeted its main rotary gun but my shot erred and impacted its shoulder instead. Again, my weapons seemed to have inflicted little more than cosmetic damage. By contrast, the Suicide Machine unleashed two bolts at me. The nails were twice as large and three times as massive. While my shield had withstood the first assault, they buckled upon being struck again. The forward facet shattered and allowed the second nail to strike my chest plate dead-center. The kinetic energy knocked me off my feet.

[Engaging shield rotation. Structural integrity = 91%]

It occurred to me that ordinance made from depleted uranium would come in quite handy at this point. However, it was unlikely that such ammunition would be available anytime soon. I shot back three times from my prone position and managed to collapse another section of my enemy’s shield.

The Suicide Machine attempted to punch my still-dazzled liege. The rapid strobes obviously had a hypnotic effect on Humans but not Elves or Dwarves. It was then that I realized that this pocket dimension had very few individuals that weren’t Human.  Dulgar parried the Construct’s swing using Symmetrika’s Hope. The angel blade sent a shower of sparks onto the pavement and the transference of physical energy slammed my friend into the door of the truck.  Sunflower now faced north and uttered another set of rhyming couplets.

“If you’re going to do something useful,” Dulgar wheezed at the young witch, “now would be a good time.”

The enemy combatant leveled its rotary cannon directly at my friend at the same moment Sunflower exclaimed, “The circle is cast!”

In that moment, the witch’s dagger shone with a light that looked like a fragment of pure, cloudless, blue sky. A circle of power, nine feet in diameter, shimmered into existence. It was different than my personal shield. It was barely visible, but somehow tangible in a subtle yet fundamental way. Indeed, if I had not known that the witch had cast this invocation, I would not have noticed the effect. And yet, the air felt different. Visually, something changed in how light bent. Things came into focus more. My senses enhanced and I could see details in objects that I wouldn’t have otherwise seen. In many ways, it felt like the Hour of the Wolf. Symmetrika’s Hope flared into full radiance as if by some form of sympathetic vibration. 

An instant later, the Suicide Machine was driven back to the outside of the area of effect as if pushed by some powerful unseen hand. 

“Ok,” Dulgar said, picking Symmetrika’s Hope off the ground, “I’m impressed.”

The Suicide Machine pounded on the periphery of Sunflower’s shield with no visible effect. It was as if the air had become solid and yet remained invisible. The other Construct arrived and started shooting at the shield. The combat nails ricocheted and broke the windows of nearby homes.

Sunflower’s dagger continued to glow like the daytime sky. 

“Step in front of Robart,” Dulgar suggested.

I did so. A round later, my liege blinked his eyes and his awareness slowly returned. Two more Suicide Machines trundled down the boulevard. It was becoming apparent that the City was far more dangerous by night than by day. I wondered the Constructs would be recalled at sunrise.

“Fornication!” Robart cursed. “I never felt such trepidation. What is the cause? I didn’t want to pause.”

“One will analyze,” I answered. “For now, you must shield your eyes.”

“I bought us time for some respite,” Sunflower said, “while we figure a better way to fight.”

“We’ll try to come up with something fast,” Dulgar assured. “Or else there’s no way we’re going to. . . make it.”

A fifth Suicide Machine approached, lights flashing. The shield held strong despite the bashing.

Robart relaxed his defensive posture when it became apparent that the machines were not going to break through Sunflower’s hastily erected defenses. He walked up to the edge of the shield and gave the lead Construct a lewd gesture. He kept his eyes squinted tightly so as to not fall under the spell of the strange lights that our attackers possessed. 

I issued a command to my mathematical coprocessor to begin analyzing the hypnotic effect of the Suicide Machine’s strobe effect. It obviously took advantage of a Human visual defect.

[Task initiated. Estimated time to completion at 50% processor utilization: 36h 3r.]

The ability to dynamically scale processor use was a “new” function. I still did not fully understand how it came to pass that I periodically gained new capabilities. These improvements in functionality always seemed to correspond with recovery from combat.

“Ok,” Lord Robart stated after the fifth Construct began battering the nearly-invisible barrier. “What’s the secret for this shield? Under all this beating it just doesn’t yield.”

“That’s a thing I surely must not tell,” the witch said apologetically. “If I revealed it now, they’d hear it as well.”

“Good point,” Lord Robart admitted.

If anything, the mystical barrier was getting stronger. It had begun as a nearly-transparent distortion in the air. But the more “damage” the shield took, the more pronounced the visual effect became. Now the view was more akin to looking out of a very thick pane of glass.  One of the Suicide Machines launched a missile at the periphery, coating the shield in a slurry of jellied flame. I could feel the heat coming through the barrier, but smoke was repelled, as was the missile itself. When the fire died down, the shield was noticeably thicker. 

“There’s a trick to this for sure,” Dulgar said with a smile to Sunflower. “I think I’ve got it figured, even without knowing your . . . ways.”

Something of Dulgar’s thought process came through the spiritual link that bound us. In that moment, I think I understood what was happening. The shield converted incoming kinetic energy into shield energy. There was a weakness to the shield, of course. The Suicide Machines could actually walk through the shield unhindered if they did so extremely slowly and without attacking the barrier. The other weakness was that air did not cross the boundary. That would eventually become a problem for my humanoid companions. But the beauty of Sunflower’s shield is that it did not cost him any personal energy beyond the original casting. 

Elegant.

Droplets of condensation began dripping from the top of the shield dome. The virtual material of the barrier had gotten so thick that the constant barrage from the Suicide Machines sounded like a dull thud against the concrete wall.

“They’re not too bright, are they?” Robart noted.

He had stopped rhyming. Interesting. 

Cracks started rippling through the pavement where the shield intersected the road. Dulgar complained about the air getting stale.

“Ah, lad,” Robart said, pointing to the edge of the shield that was now so massively heavy that it was beginning to sink into the blacktop, “have ye actually used this spell before?”

“I did a dozen simulations,” Sunflower said, “and they all worked.”

“Uh huh,” Robart said doubtfully. “I think we need ta be getting away. This bonny dome is going to crush us in a few rounds.”

“You going to walk us through the shield?” Dulgar asked. 

The way that Dulgar emphasized the word “walk” gave me the distinct impression that he and Lord Robart were planning on using the incredibly dangerous and highly unreliable form of shadow walking that they acquired from the Scaradom Labyrinth. NOTE: The Hedge Maze was not called the Labyrinth when first encountered earlier in the story. Power gleaned from a freestanding and cursed Scaxathromite artifact was a risky proposition at best. It nearly drove my friend mad the last time he called upon that power.

“Can’t see as we’ve got a choice,” Lord Robart confirmed. “We only need ta get across the street and into a house.”

“You want to walk out there?” Sunflower stammered, not understanding the context. “They don’t call those things ‘suicide machines’ for nothing!”

“Lad,” Robart reassured, “there’s walking, and there’s walking. You’ll see.”

“I don’t understand,” Sunflower said nervously as the spider web fracture spread out underneath his feet.

Lord Robart closed his eyes and pointed to where the row of townhouses would be if they were still visible. The pavement rippled, but nobody went anywhere.

“A wee bit o’ help would be welcome,” Robart said to Dulgar.

“You’ve got it,” my friend said.

Dulgar stepped next to Robart and pointed in the same direction. The blacktop shimmered and began to glow with an eldritch radiance.

“It’s workin’ lads,” Robart said through clenched teeth.

I could not say that we “moved” in the conventional sense of the word. I felt no sense of motion. And yet, it seemed somehow that the space folded on top of itself. I saw the townhouse, truck, shield wall, two Suicide Machines all compressed into a maddeningly distorted wafer. Then the space uncoiled itself again and spilled us unceremoniously into the abandoned kitchen of an unoccupied house. It was in that moment that the floor trembled from the collapse of section of boulevard outside.

“Stay away from the windows!” Robart hissed. “Wait for those machines ta go away!”

It was rare for Robart to have fear in his voice, but it was understandable. I had not previously encountered such a heavily configured combat drone, and we had faced at least a dozen of them. Sunflower’s shield had saved us, but it had also nearly killed us. The young witch still had quite a bit of learning ahead of him. 

“Not much we can do until morning, my lord,” Dulgar observed. “We’ll get through this, you have my. . . promise.

Robart nodded sagely and then started rummaging through the drawers and cabinets in the kitchen.

“Just ‘cause we’re reelin’, doesn’t mean we can’t be stealin’,” Lord Robart opined, stuffing a few pieces of salvaged silverware into his backpack. 

I felt the ground rumble again as the pavement outside sunk a few more inches into the ground. My guess was that the unconstrained shield was getting heavier with each round. It helped not a bit with the Suicide Machine’s attacks. Instead of waning, the shield would just wax.

I initiated regeneration mode and instructed my operating system to fabricate a new remote probe. I did not like being bereft of telemetry, especially when faced by such a powerful enemy. My friends took their rest on the kitchen floor. I stood as sentinel nearby the door. 

The Hour of the Wolf came but I did not experience communion with the Architect. It seemed that the usual sensation of calm and clarity was absent from this place. Perhaps we were too distant from Gaianar. Perhaps this world obeyed operational laws that were simply to different. I did not know. But I had hoped for guidance from the mysterious Immortal. But it seemed that I would have to depend on myself instead. 

The sounds of heavy duty nailguns and combat axes rang throughout the night. The Suicide Machines were oblivious to the fact that there was no one to fight. They were made to kill, that much was true. But if they were sentient machines, then they had not a clue. Their maker must not have wanted them with independent thought. So they seemed only to carry out orders and obey what they were taught. 

As dawn came, the Suicide Machines suddenly broke off their useless attack against the now-monstrous shield. True to Sunflower’s word, the barrier would not yield. It stood fifty feet high shield had collapsed the street. It sunk into the earth about fifteen feet. My friends awakened with the returning light. They seemed well-recovered from the desperate fight.

Robart peered out the living room window where I stood and whistled in amazement.

“That shield is something odd,” Robart said. “It’s a dicey thing to ask help from a god.”

I had to agree with my liege. Between applied Mathematics and diving magic, Mathematics was vastly more reliable. By contrast, priestly magic did not always work as intended. Perhaps it was why so many religions uttered some variant of the cliché, “The lord works in mysterious ways” when their spells manifested in unforeseen ways. This had been quite a mysterious working, to be sure.

“I’m giving Windy a piece of my mind,” Robart declared. “If she wants our help, we’re not giving it blind.”

“The amusement park is where we should go,” Dulgar said. “It’s where she lives – she said… exactly that.”

Sunflower stepped outside the abandoned townhouse and dismissed the shield he had summoned the night before. The Highrider sat at the bottom of a crater fifteen feet deep and a hundred feet in diameter. Robart crawled down into the pit and tossed the towing hook up to me, whereupon I looped it around a nearby lamp post (one that had not been flattened by the shield.) I commanded the truck to remotely begin rewinding the towing cable. Twenty rounds later, we had access to our vehicle. By this time, the citizens of the City were beginning to mill about in the street and urban toughs on biwheels raced up and down the boulevard. They skirted around the crater by driving on the sidewalk.

“Let’s get out of here before people making queries,” Dulgar suggested. “I’m not keen on explaining these . . . conundrums.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. 

I was not overly concerned. The residents of the City seemed to be strangely lacking in curiosity.   

Like we had done at the Deadwoods, I used the winch and cable spooler to hoist the truck out of the huge hole in the ground. As the bright white sun arched into the cloudless sky, a harsh, dry wind blew through the street. The scorpions scuttled about, harassing people’s feet. Women strung laundry out to dry, while the wind made the clothes seem like faded banners to fly. The men road their biwheels down the boulevard. They looked sullen, focused, and hard.

There was a significant benefit to the sun being a brilliant, F-class star. The Highrider’s solar sail easily kept the truck’s batteries at maximum charge. Our first stop, however, was to procure eye protection for my humanoid companions. Even early in the day, they were forced to squint against the intense brightness of the white-hot star. We also pawned the “liberated” silverware for additional coin. I surmised that, despite my liege’s impressive wealth, a bank draft from First Bryn-Mawr Connemara Bank would not be forthcoming. It seemed to take very little provocation for Lord Robart to return to his prior occupation – that of pickpocket and petty thief.

My liege was counting his small stack of coins as we left the pawn shop when a huge, hairless biker in riding leathers and a dark eyewear accosted him.

“Heard you were new,” the beefy man said. “How about tradin’ a punch or two?”

“Suits me fine,” my liege replied. “If you’ve got the fists, I’ve got the time.”

The biker stood nearly a foot taller than Lord Robart and his shoulders were nearly a foot more broad – and my liege was not a small man. The biker took a wide, powerful swing at my liege, which Robart easily dodged. Robart returned with a direct punch to the biker’s midsection. From the leathery thud and the look of surprise on Robart’s face, I surmised that the punch hurt Robart’s hand more than his opponent’s belly.

“Ha ha ha!” The biker gloated. “Looks like I surprised ya!”

And with that, he punched my liege in the jaw just as hard as he could. The blow connected with a crack and propelled my employer six feet across the street. 

“Holy cow!” Dulgar whispered. “I’d hate to have this guy as an enemy.”

“Agreed,” I replied.

Robart got back off the street and readied himself for more fisticuffs. His assailant did not kick him while he was down, but instead waited for Robart to be ready. The pair traded blows for a few rounds, but my liege was hopelessly outmatched without resorting to swordplay, which he was clearly unwilling to do. My liege knew how to fight, there no doubt about that, but the seven-foot-tall biker was seemingly made from muscle and gristle. Robart never missed once, but he might as well have been punching a side of beef at a butcher shop, for all the reaction he got from the biker. The biker, by contrast, was much slower and less coordinated. My liege dodged most of the larger man’s attacks. But perhaps one in five blows connected, and when they did, the force of impact was absolutely devastating. Another punch connected with Robart’s jaw, sending him reeling backwards. Just as he was righting himself again, the biker loosed two more hits to my liege’s chest and abdomen. Robart fell to his knees and was unable to rise.

“Enough, lad,” Robart wheezed. Ye’ve won. That fist o’ yours weighs half a ton!”

The biker offered Robart a hand up, which my liege gratefully took.

“You fight good for a little man,” the biker said amiably. “Punch really fast, you surely can.”

I looked forward to getting out of this town. If I was a humanoid, the sheer randomness would start to get me down. I did not understand what made everyone want to fight, nor did I know why the Suicide Machines only came out at night. 

“You okay, Robart,” Dulgar asked.

“Aye,” my liege confirmed. “Seems like bruises don’t last long here. I’ll be okay after I’ve had me a beer.”

We piled back into the Highrider and headed for the abandoned amusement park. Like the ill-fated Fractaltopia and the slave city of Myracannon, the City (its true name apparently forgotten) was laid out in a series of concentric rings bisected by eight boulevards centered on the middle of town. Little, if any, maintenance had been performed on any of the buildings. The exteriors were all uniformly faded from the intense, white sunlight. Red was pink, blue was teal, yellow was nearly white. The laundry that hung from the ubiquitous clothe lines were all faded to pale grey, with only hints of their former hues remaining. Broken windows remained out of commission. Only the biwheels and trucks remained in pristine condition. If there was once thing I was certain that the residents of the City cared about, it was their transportation. I had never seen motor vehicles so lovingly cared for, so polished, and augmented with chrome and leather and stainless steel. In a town that was more like a faded dream, only the vehicles held sparkle and gleam. I spied neither dents nor scratches in any biwheels that buzzed past, and the well-armored trucks seemed built to last.

What was also apparent was the resident’s apparent lack of interest in religion. The only church I passed was a boarded-up shell. The faded sign read “Church of the Atheist”. Underneath the wooden sign, someone had crudely hand-carved the words “Services cancelled because no one believes. Nobody comes, everyone leaves.”

Heat waves distorted the air as we left the outer ring of the city. Dust-strewn wind made everything dirty and gritty. The guards did not challenge us as we trundled on toward the abandoned amusement park. I hoped to get answers before it got dark.

The parking lot had a few old worn-out hulks. It rained infrequently here, so hardly anything rusted. Instead, the paint on the vehicles had been scoured down to the primer by the ever-present grit that blew on the wind. A few scorpions scuttled about in the white-hot sun. Hardy weeds grew up through cracks in the blacktop (which had subsequently faded to pale grey). Cacti sprung up through some of the larger potholes. Intuitively, it seemed as if the ecology was well underway to adapting from a temperate climate to an arid one. Whether the humanoids could fully adapt was a question that I could not yet answer. 

[Informational: Requested analysis completed. Open file? [Y|N] ]

My operating system informed me that my mathematical coprocessor had finished analyzing the hypnotic flashing produced by the Suicide Machines. The data file indicated that Dwarves and Elves were immune to the effect because an Elven eye cycled at a somewhat higher rate than a Human’s, while a Dwarf’s eye cycled slightly slower. More importantly, the file detailed a complicated sequence of strobes that would counteract the Suicide Machine’s hypnotic effect. The deadly Constructs would have quite a surprise when next we met.

[Subroutine compiled and added to combat tactics database], my operating system confirmed. 

The ticket booths stood empty and faded. A stone mascot clown looked bored and jaded. That did not stop Lord Robart from rifling through the registers in search of cash. Sadly, dust and cobwebs were the sum of the stash.

“Not a copper piece to find,” Robart concluded. “I wasn’t expecting much to be left behind.”

The roller coasters stood stark and tall, like silent sentinels. Although their once-bright colors were muted, they appeared structurally intact, as if they could be awakened with the flip of a switch.  Could the park be revived without a hitch? Or would I force to listen to my liege… complain. I did hear music and revelry coming from the center of the park. That would likely change once the sky turned to dark. 

I suggested to Lord Robart that it was where the where the Broken Heroes had went. We strode into the park and toward the main tent.

“This part is a creepy place,” Sunflower remarked. “I hope I don’t regret showing my face.”

“If you get some time, work on that shield,” Dulgar suggested. “It’s good to have defenses that will not. . . fail.”

I wondered if there was a way that Dulgar’s mathematics could form a synergy with Sunflower’s witchcraft. I had noticed similarities in their respective abilities to create shields. It was also a shame that Sunflower’s powers included no offensive capabilities. Such was the limits of his religious training, which, in turn, dictated his expressions of power. 

 We walked past huge metal constructions that were built for amusement. My sociological database indicated that humanoids found the sensation of acceleration in three dimensions to be a pleasurable and exhilarating experience. The roller coasters had spectacular names like “The Coiling Cobra”, “The Mouse Trap”, “Flying Freefall”, and “The Hurler”. But there had been no riders in years. An abandoned amusement park had its own particular form of sad desolation and a reservoir of lingering fears. 

Past the coasters and the smaller rides, past an empty theater, and the dried-up water slides, stood a tremendous canvas tent that flapped and fluttered in the ceaseless gale. The sign on the tent announced all manner of food and ale. Whereas the original colors had likely been red, yellow, and blue, the punishing sunlight had leeched the colors to pink, white, and grey. A coating of sandy grit covered the windward side of the structure. 

I lifted the tent flap open. A score of men and women – all dressed in the usual masks and leathers – turned to gape at me in a surprised way. Presumably they were not accustomed to Constructs functioning during the day.

“Who the hell are you?” A rotund female asked. “We don’t like strangers out of the blue.”

“We’ve come a long way just to help,” Lord Robart answered. “We’re on your side; no need ta yelp.”

“Windy said some strangers might arrive,” the huge biker replied. “But I didn’t think you all would survive.” 

“We’re used to peoples saying that,” Dulgar muttered to me as an aside.

“Your friend talks mighty strange,” the biker said to Robart. “Doesn’t keep his words in the usual range.”

Somehow, my friend avoided rhyme. It cost him effort, but saved him time.

“The Constructs of death are certainly tough,” Robart confirmed. “But of their ilk, I’ve had enough.”

“I’m Charadine, of the Broken Heroes,” she proclaimed. “We’re stronger than those townie zeroes. We remember the past, we remember our will, we know what has happened, we fight on still.”

“How’s this relate to us?” Dulgar asked pointedly.

Charadine paused, as if waiting for Dulgar to say something else. When he didn’t, she continued with a shrug.

“There must be a way to keep the hypnotic lights at bay,” Charadine explained. “We’ve rigged up some strobes, but the pattern’s too hard. If we figure the formula, they’ll work as a ward.” 

I explained to Charadine that I had solved the formula. It had taken nearly a full day of intensive floating-point calculations. Humanoid minds could be clever, witty, insightful, creative, and could accomplish things that most Constructs could never hope to achieve. But mathematics were, essentially, foreign to the humanoid mind. It is why they built machines that could take figures to grind. If the bikers pooled their resources for solving the strobe formula, they would have eventually come up with a solution in five years, give or take. Windy stole from the universe, and I think it was a mistake. The ones who came before us were all dead. That Windy would continue was a thing of dread.

“See the tinker, if’n ye have the knowin’,” Charadine advised. “If you get the lights workin’, we can get goin’.”

As she led us out of the tent and towards a sun-bleached maintenance shed, I asked Charadine how many others that Windy had summoned to their doom.

“Close to a hundred, truth be told,” the biker lieutenant said regretfully. “Watchin’ her work is a madness to behold. Her beloved, Springrider, is trapped in the tower. To free him, she’ll use even the darkest of power. She’ll cast away lives if that’s what it takes. And it’s always the outsiders that bear her mistakes. But we follow her since she’s the one leader we got. Without her doin’s, it’d all be for naught.”

“Mad as a hatter – and powerful,” Dulgar muttered. “Great combination.” 

“Just like in the fiction-pulp stories,” Sunflower said gleefully, “except we’re the ones who are blazing the glories!”

Right. 

Sunflower had obviously not experienced the “glory” of being crushed by a falling bridge, being poked full of holes by a Bone Cage, or being trapped in a burning hotel while fighting angry Undead. With any luck, the young witch would only experience them only in the books that he read. 

I asked to see the tinker. Hopefully she was both a Mathematician and a thinker.

“Westrunner is a bit strange,” Charadine warned, “but a meeting with her I can arrange.”

I had to wonder, in a world such as this, what could actually be considered “strange”. For this place was naught but a floating city anchored to a dusty range.  

We were led out of the main meeting tent and escorted across the abandoned amusement park to a large maintenance shed on the other side of the complex. The scorpions skittered out of our way, apparently warned off by my heavy footfalls and metallic clicks. The wind blew sand across my recently chromed carapace, making a faint rasping sound. My regenerative capabilities did seem to keep my surface shiny, however; no scratches abound. 

The maintenance shed had faded signs that read “Keep Out”, “High Voltage”, “Attack Dogs on Premises”, and “Trespassers Shall Be Arrested”. The only one I believed was the first one. The warnings seemed a tad overdone.

“I bring the strangers from beyond the land,” Charadine bellowed from outside. “They’ve come from afar to lend you a hand.”

From inside the shack, I heard sudden cacophony of sound – of muttered curses, and glasses hitting the ground. 

“Why bother me?” Westrunner bellowed. “It’s too damned early, can’t you see?”

I, personally, did not think “noon” was particularly “early”.

“Stop working all night and sleeping all day,” Charadine replied. “’Westrunner’s a wraith’ is what some people say.”

A short, scrawny middle-aged woman threw open the door to the maintenance shed and exclaimed, “Sleep’s a waste of time and highly overrated. I just keep the coffee percolated. Send the outlanders in, if they know their stuff. I hope they’re legit, since I don’t take any guff.”

Westrunner looked very different than the usual representation of female scientists in the fiction pulps. In contemporary literature, a woman of science was universally portrayed as being very young, well-proportioned, athletic, seductive, and highly attractive. By comparison, Westrunner was in her late prime, was skinny without looking the least bit athletic, wore no cosmetics, had probably not brushed her hair in weeks, wore a smock stained with various chemical reagents as well as black coffee, had java-stained teeth that were crooked and chipped, and she wore a pair of heavy duty magnification goggles. Her hands and forearms were scarred from prior acid burns and other laboratory mishaps. To me, at least, Westrunner was more believable as a practitioner of the scientific crafts than her fictional contemporaries.

“We know our stuff,” Dulgar promised. 

Charadine looked to my friend as if they were waiting for him to say something else. He did not. Westrunner shrugged, and went on to complain, something under her breath about strangers having strange ways, and waved us in to her domain. 

The inside of the shack was in a state of semi-controlled disarray. In one corner, a fractional distillatory was cheerfully separating alcohol from water (likely for recreational purposes rather than for research). Two whiteboards hung across one wall and displayed complex mathematical formulae as well as a reminder to go into town to buy cat food and coffee. On the floor in front lay wrappers from candies and toffee.  On another workstation, an array of stoppered test tubes glowed menacingly in shades of orange and red. A couple of motionless crickets seemed to be dead. A research Construct, standing only a foot tall, slowly trundled along the array and recorded measurements from the tubes using a multi-spectrum probe.  A bookshelf stood askew and bowing under the heavy weight of textbooks, research journals, and an unfamiliar globe.

She had apparently been scavenging books from numerous worlds for quite some time. It was likely that she simply robbed the dead, since all of Windy’s “guests” had met with grisly fates. 

Along another wall, Westrunner had stacked an array of storage bins that contained sloppy collections of wires, fasteners, tools, clips, bicycle tires, a box of toffee, sensor parts, glow rods, and tins of coffee, hard candy, pencils, markers, a ruler, and the dirty dishes of the previous night’s meal sitting on top of a cooler. Next to the bins stood a narrow table upon which sat coffee maker that even now was filling a glass decanter with pitch-black brew. It looked to be finished in another round or two. Next to it laid a nearly-finished model airplane with wings. Those were a few of her favorite things.

In the corner farthest from the door lay her cot – disheveled and with a well-worn plush pig, presumably her childhood toy that she had never parted with. The pig was dressed in a miniature lab coat and was likely on its second set of eyes. Of the random objects, it was obviously prized.

The central work table had three bandoleers that held strobes instead of grenades. A sampling of lock picks were sewn in with the braids. I analyzed the formula on the whiteboard and compared it to the firing solution that my mathematical coprocessor did afford. Westrunner had been remarkably close to the correct solution. 

If Windy had waited a few more weeks in-between summoning outlanders, perhaps we would not be here now. But surely we were committed to the upcoming row.

Westrunner stepped over a broken test tube and the corresponding chemical spill (that even now bubbled and hissed) and directed our attention to the strobe belts.

“I’ve been working on this a while, just so as you know,” Westrunner said. “I’m not stupid; not even slow.”

I agreed with her. I informed her of just how close she had been to finding the correct timing solution that would counter the hypnotic effect of the Suicide Machines.

“I’ve sent my research bot to watch the Suicide Machines,” Westrunner continued. “Their lights stun the outlanders, who got blown to smithereens. Against the lights, I make this vest. Of the prototypes, these are the best.”

She went on to explain how the foot-high Construct was periodically placed in the City in order to record interactions between the Suicide Machines and the humanoid population. Until our arrival, the conflicts had always resulted in a definitive, one-sided victory for the Suicide Machines and the utter destruction of the hapless outlanders. Although we had not been victorious over the mechanized killers, we had at least offered a reasonably strong resistance.

I pointed out the three small modifications to Westrunner’s formula that would allow the strobe bandoleers to function as anti-hypnotic wards. The tinker quickly scribbled the revised formula onto her Mathematician’s tablet so that she could empower the bandoleers. I often suspected that the use of applied mathematics involved more than just an advanced knowledge of high-level theory. It seemed to also require a significant amount of willpower. For despite my own considerable capabilities in solving formulae, I could not bend reality to my will as Westrunner or Dulgar could. Moreover, a Construct could not create another Construct.

Droplets of sweat dripped from her brows and nose by the time she had completed the formula that programmed and energized the strobe belts. Then she popped a few brightly-colored rock candies into her mouth. 

“We’ll need a lot more than these,” the tinker advised, “if we want to take the Tower with ease.”

I asked her how many would be required for an assault on the center of town. She considered it a moment with a slight frown.

“There’s you four,” Westrunner calculated. “Of the Broken Heroes, about two score.”

We would have forty-four combatants for the upcoming project. It would be the closest thing to a fair fight that I could recollect.  In the previous night’s battle against the Suicide Machines, I had counted eight opponents. I estimated the Tower likely controlled twice that number. The question that remained was whether three well-armed humanoids were an even match for one heavy-duty combat drone. But it was only in battle that their skill could be honed. 

“I can help create more of these bandoleers” Dulgar advised. “Studying Mathematics is just one of my… jobs.”

“That’s a good thing to know,” the tinker acknowledged and pointed to a storage box beneath the work table. “There’s plenty of parts in the trunk below.”

 Dulgar and Westrunner cleared the table and quickly covered it with a wide array of parts from the trunk. It had been a while since my friend had been able to build things by hand. The belts would help us get out of this land.

Robert, Sunflower, and I returned to the main tent where the rest of the Broken Heroes congregated during the day. For the rest of the evening, this is where we would stay. I did learn why they had taken over the park: even the Suicide Machines did not venture this far after dark. Robert’s eyes brightened appreciably when he learned that the Broken Heroes’ chief source of income was burglary and theft. Their sacks of loot had considerable heft.

It was close to sunset when Windy made her appearance to the gathered bikers and thieves. She had a couple of maps and some papers in sheaves. She cleared off a table and unrolled a map of the town. It showed locations of the Suicide Machines in red and a pathway in brown.

“This is the caper we’ve wanted to do,” Windy announced. “With the strobe bandoleers, we can break on through. The mechanical enemies number at fourteen. But now we’ve got our own allied machine. The pathway is on an indirect route, but we want to avoid places where we just stole some loot. The inner ring, with the Mansions of Glory, is where the fighting is going to get gory. The richest of rich hide behind walls of high stone. You’d better believe they won’t be defending alone. They’ll have bodyguards with bullet-proof vests, and that will be merely the first of our tests. Then we will finally reach the tower. The ventilation portals open five rounds every hour. There will be maintenance drones that we will have to dispatch, but the Tower Lord makes new drones by the batch. In the lowest of chambers are the dungeons and cells. We’ll have to get in without triggering alarm bells. Killing guards quickly will be what we must do. For once we break in, we’ll have but a round or two.

“Getting Springrider out the dungeon will be priority one. Even if the task costs the Broken Heroes the live of all forty-one. For Springrider knows the Song of Undoing. It will reverse the Tower Lord’s ways of ruining. We’ll be returned to our homeworld at last. And the Tower Lord will face justice for the crimes of the past. 

“Tomorrow we’ll have the things that we need. We’ll batter our captors and make them all bleed. Will you stand with me, and do what we must. Do I have your assistance? Do I have your trust?”

The Broken Heroes shouted affirmative with hoots and cheers. And then they knocked back a few dozen beers.

Windy had a plan at least. That was more than Lord Robert usually had. I wondered what Windy’s career had been before the City had been ripped from its homeworld; a constable, soldier, or protector-lord? The Hero’s celebration looked to be quite a blast. I didn’t begrudge them, as it might be their last. I was willing to aid them with every assist, with might of gun and power of fist. What I knew from experience, and knew all too well, was that even the best plans could go straight to hell. I hoped, from the cells, Springrider we could pluck. But I wasn’t well known as a bringer of luck.

Nightfall came and the Heroes took their leave. Robart practiced his sword discipline, Sunflower prepared his spell weave. My replacement remote probe was ready for flight. Telemetry could aid us in tomorrow’s fight.

I returned to the shack where Dulgar and Westrunner worked. There was sweat on their brows and the coffee maker perked. They were well under way to having the project done. By tomorrow morning, there would be bandoleers for each and every one. I stood watch by my friend, for that was all that I could do. I felt his appreciation after all we had been through.   

My friend didn’t sleep until dawn’s first light. But Dwarven kind could work long and hard, and still be ready to fight. And in the months since Robart had given the bottle a rest, his sword fighting had improved and he was nearly the best. Sunflower’s warding might shield us from harm, even though he didn’t have much of a warrior’s arm. It was a shame that Hector and Vincent would miss this fight. Dispatching slavers and tyrants always gave them delight. 

A few hours later, Dulgar and Westrunner awoke and carried the four-dozen belts to the congregation tent. Windy looked at the finished bandoleers and tested each one in turn. All but two belts functioned, while the defective pair burned.

The Broken Heroes piled into the tent, one by one. They were armed to the teeth, fighting to be done. Some had shotguns, others had truncheons. They were ready to bash heads once we arrived at the dungeons. With a hearty cheer, the warriors exited the tent. Murderous glee lit their eyes, rage ready to be spent. The biwheels were started with roars and blue smoke. With a bit of luck, they would be free of their yoke. I started the Highrider, without a moment to waste. Anyone in my way would be ground into paste.

Windy’s biwheel was in the lead, and we were next in line. Behind us, the bikers kicked up clouds of soot and grime. The highway was filled with Broken Heroes on a last chance power drive. Everything depended on getting Springrider away from the tower; he had to be safe and alive. Maybe Windy could live with the memory of the lives she spent and the madness in her soul. The Broken Heroes were loyal to her even after all she had done. The Broken Heroes were ready to fight and they were born to run.

The denizens of the city dove out of our way. It wasn’t them we wanted kill this day. Three Suicide Machines stood watch at the first outer ring. Their strobes were a flickering, hypnotic thing. The Broken Heroes lit their bandoleers at the first sign of attack. The counterstrobes kept the mission on track. I slammed the gas pedal and the barrier gate gave way. That was how the first Suicide Machine I did slay.

The other two Constructs quickly joined the fray. Twenty-to-one was the odds for melee. Against axes and guns, the machines quickly fell. Three bikers went down, but still alive I could tell. They limped from the battle, slowly getting away. At least they fight in some future day.

The Mansions of Glory were the homes of the rich. If they got in our way, they’d be face down in a ditch. Their bodyguards took to the street wielding shotguns and more. The Broken Heroes cut them to ribbons and left pools of gore. Seven more bikers fell to the Tower’s armed guards. The rest soldiered forth to deal bloody regards. 

Lasers shown down from the Tower on high. Dulgar and Sunflower conjured wards to the sky. The bolts ricocheted into mansions nearby. A round or two later, the fires did fly. Black trailers of smoke billowed forth from the homes of the wealthy. The rich and their lackeys fled the fumes most unhealthy. If they fled to the outer city, their reception would be quite cold. The blue collar folk would place them into a strangling hold.

We rode to the Tower, to the maintenance hatchway. We cut down four Suicide Machines that blocked our way. Westrunner and Dulgar summoned monodimensional knives that were perfectly capable of snuffing Constructs’ lives. Two more bikers were wounded, but thankfully not killed. In melee combat, they were impressively skilled. I laid down suppressive fire as Westrunner forced open the door. Mowing down humanoid sentries was a tiresome chore. Too often the small-arms fire had met its mark. My shields collapsed with a sizzle and spark. But the next goal was accomplished, as into the tunnel the bikers poured. We were one step closer to the defeat of the Tower’s lord.

A dozen bikers remained from our original forty-one. The toughest part was finished, but there was still fighting to be done. Fist-sized drones clamored the tunnel’s ceilings and walls. They aimed microlasers where they heard our footfalls. While not lethal, the miniature machines attacked all sources of noise. They bikers got welts from the dangerous toys. With blows from the hammers and swings from an axe, the Broken Heroes silenced the tiny drones’ attacks.

At the end of the tunnel stood a menacing grate. My cutter made short work so we wouldn’t be late. The sounds of the grinding attracted the guards. Dulgar trapped three within Mathematical wards. A half dozen more guards came running, guns blazing. The bikers countered the alarm they were raising. The Tower Guards were apparently used to being slow and lazy. By comparison, the bikers were lightning fast and crazy. Blood spattered over the floor and the walls. But one soldier staggered to a security panel, alarm bells clanged down the halls. 

Windy sprinted down the long dungeon corridor, obviously seeking Springrider’s door. Lord Robart picked the lock as if it was a toy. Many times in the past, he had used a similar ploy. With look of surprise and a loving embrace, Springrider said to his mate, “Let’s get out of this place!”

With suppressive fire, I covered the retreat. A dozen more guards were reduced to quivering, bloody meat. Into the tunnel, the bikers were safely away. It was then that an old enemy got in my way. If I had any blood, it surely would have gone cold. For the sight of Histra Duprie was an unwelcome sight to behold. He recognized me as well, this I suddenly knew. For his skin turned to white and his lips nearly blue.

“My greatest creation, and my greatest mistake. I’d never have made you if I knew what you’d take. That damnable smithy betrayed me, backstabbed me sure. For time is now shattered in a way I abhor.”

“My goal is to stop you,” is what I then said. “The end of slavery is a motive most true. When Fractaltopia was banished and My liege’s assassin killed, your reign of terror was supposed to be nilled.”

“You did not destroy me, but harm I was handed,” Histra Duprie swore. “My spirit is divided, broken, and stranded. Into numerous pieces are my body and mind. The other parts of my being I have been unable to find. I am but an echo of the foe you once fought. But I’ll destroy you this time, my revenge will be wrought.”

“Just try it,” Dulgar declared. “I’m not the helpless slave you assigned to the sewing machine four years ago. And Frank is much more than a simple drone.”

“I made you,” Histra sneered, scribbling a formula on his glass tablet. “I’ll destroy you.” 

[Directive 1.0 Violation: Obey commands of creator, Histra Duprie. Shutdown Initiated. Countermanded by Directive 0. Shutdown aborted.]

“Unsuccessful,” I said, and opened fire with my nailgun… Which produced a series of dry clicks. My combat monitor indicated that my ammunition stores were depleted. I activated my circular saw, but the message repeated.

Histra drew forth a monofilament sword, “It’ll dispatch you quite quickly, you have my true word.”

“If fighting a battle with a sword is what you have in mind,” Lord Robart gloated, “I’ve got the most powerful weapon you’re likely to find.”

My liege turned to me and said, “This is a fight that I know you can’t win. I owe you my life, so let the payback begin.”

“You’d risk your life for a Construct of steel?” Histra Duprie sneered. “I thought you were stupid, but what’s the deal?”

“For an unaware Construct, I would not defend,” Robart agreed. “But this is Frank, and he is my friend.”

The battle was joined between friend and foe. Symmetrika’s Hope parried blow after blow. It was good that Robart had been honing his skill, for Histra had meant to go for a kill. With my own sword, I hacked at more guards, while Sunflower choked off the hallways with wards. Dulgar dispatched more maintenance bots, whose diminutive lasers could burn little spots. I was dismayed the guards, their lives they cheaply did give. I wondered why they had so little will to live. But something about this realm drained the spirit of force. And that is why an escape was next on the course.

“Damn you all, surely,” Histra did yell. “If I believed it existed, I’d send thee to hell. But it will be enough to cut you in two. After that, your metallic friend will be through.”

Robart easily parried more thrusts at his throat. The Mathematician’s words obviously not getting his goat. He pressed forward with renewed vigor and haste. A dollop of fear he made Histra taste.

“If you’re going to fight, then fight, don’t talk about it,” Robart sneered, driving Symmetrika’s Hope into Lord Histra DuPrie’s chest so hard that it bit a foot into the steel wall behind him. “So eat steel, you miserable, loathsome, stinking piece of… excrement.”

The tower started rumbling and shaking; fissures and cracks in the floor they were making. Alarm bells shrieked in tones high, far, and wide. They started the moment that Histra had died.

“Let’s begone from this place,” Robart said. “When the Tower falls, let’s be in open space!”

I had to agree that we not stay anymore. We shambled in through the maintenance door. All around us chunks of ceiling did fall. We narrowly avoided a piece of the wall. When into the daylight we finally came. The Tower still crumbled, not a shame. The Broken Heroes stood watch, and cheered all aloud. In their leader, Windy, they were surely proud. The last of the Tower fell into the earth. A wave of distortion passed… by us all. 

Everyone blinked and rubbed their eyes. The sky suddenly seemed bluer, as if a dome of glass had been lifted.

“Thank the gods,” Dulgar said. And I knew why.

From our vantage point, standing in the ring of the burning Mansions of Glory, I could see the outer city below. I watched the streets slowly change shape. The buildings rearranged themselves. The pattern of concentric circles gave was to a more traditional square grid. Homes that all looked alike became differentiated. It was an amazing thing to behold. Histra’s influence over the City (whatever name it would later become) was rapidly dissipating. I could hope that the citizens would regain their memories of the time before the City was captured. Only time would tell.

The object of the mission, Springrider, walked over to greet us. He looked tired, pale, and in need of many good meals. He bore scars from numerous badly-healed wounds. His arms bore the scars of dozens of cigarette burns that had likely been inflicted by DuPrie’s guards. But the horrors he had encountered had not broken his spirit. I do not know how I knew, but I knew. 

“You are the outlanders that assisted my beloved?” Springrider asked.

“We are,” I confirmed.

“She tells me I owe you a ticked home,” the Shaman said.

“That’s one way you could put it,” Robart said dryly.

“It shall be done, my honor, at first light tomorrow,” Springrider promised. “After I’ve had a meal and a rest.”

“I can understand,” Robart agreed. “One more day won’t kill us. At least now that the Tower is gone.”

Springrider mounted the back seat of Windy’s biwheels and the rest of the Broken Heroes motored back to the abandoned amusement park. On the way back, we spied the ruined hulks of the remaining Suicide Machines. Apparently the town’s populace had ganged up on the drones in vast numbers once Histra’s mind-numbing influence over the City had been vanquished. Finding one’s way in a town where the streets were literally still relocating themselves turned out to be more difficult than I had anticipated. But eventually we arrived at Windy’s stronghold. The bikers lit fireworks that bloomed in the sky. The taps on the kegs flowed freely and fast. People from town came in to explore. They brought dishes of food and musical instruments to play. I had never seen any one man’s death so heartily celebrated. But in the case of Histra Duprie, any jubilation concerning his untimely demise would be an understatement. 

I decided to postpone thinking about how many echoes of the tyrant yet remained. Those would be other battles for other days, and I was not going to die of old age. And, perhaps, neither would Dulgar.

The partying carried on into the night. And, to my great satisfaction, some of the citizens told me that their old memories were starting to recover. All that remained now was for the floating city to be reunited with its homeworld. Springrider apparently held the power to accomplish that task. But that would have to wait until at least tomorrow. For tonight, it was enough that my friends were safe and happy, that very few of the Broken Heroes were dead, and that our actions revoked the tyranny of a powerful enemy. It had been a good day indeed.

Sixty-One: The Great Library

The celebration lasted long into the night as the ruined tower continued to burn and throw jets of amber-white flame hundreds of feet into the sky. The residents all fled the City for the safety of the abandoned amusement park while their homes and businesses slowly moved out of positions as the streets reconfigured from the circular layout to the original square grid. Springrider and Windy greeted the refugees with open kegs and a sumptuous, celebratory feast. Though the sounds of shattered glass punctuated the revels, as did the grinding of stone and asphalt, there was no room for terror this night. Thanks to our combined efforts, at least one of DuPrie's shadows had been forever dispelled.

And now the City was moving. I could not say exactly what direction the city moved. Moreover, my accelerometers indicated no movement. And yet I instinctively knew otherwise.

“I feel it too,” Dulgar responded without me having to ask. He seemed to do that more often these days.

I asked Springrider, who was standing near a huge bonfire and drinking a heavy tankard dark, foamy beer, if he knew if something was happening. He was peering intently into the revel fire as if he saw something that I could not.

“Of course we are moving,” Springrider said distractedly. “You just can't see it.”

I asked why that was.

“I don't know,” Springrider replied testily, having obviously been asked this question before. “You should be able to see what's happening. You all should. But you can't. It's as if everyone except me is blind in some fundamental way. When you look at the world, how many spatial dimensions do you see?”

“Three,” I replied.

“But you know there are more than that,” Springrider suggested. “You have to know that, since you have walked between worlds.”

“Yes,” I confirmed. My scientific database indicated that there were several schools of thought on higher-dimensional cosmology, ranging from a six-dimensional universe, an eleven-dimensional universe, to a multiverse of unknown dimensions. 

“What if you could see it?” Springrider asked. “Could you ever lose your way?”

“Unlikely,” I agreed.

“What is it like to see as you do?” Dulgar asked.

“When I look at you,” Springrider said, “I can see your skin, bones, and internal organs all at once. You could imagine it as a cross section except that it's not. It's like the three-dimensional world everyone else perceives as being fully-realized is actually very flat and very thin when seen in the context of higher space.”

I knew that sensation. I remembered from the nearly-fatal journey through the Deadwoods that it was possible for three-dimensional reality to suddenly feel thin and flat. 

“How does that help us?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“Words have power,” Springrider said, still keeping his eyes on the fire. “Thoughts have power. It's how you bring about temporary objects when you solve your formulas. It's how Sunflower casts his protective wards.”

“He's a witch, he uses magic” Dulgar disagreed. “I am a man of science, I use tested theories of known mathematics.”

“And you think there's a fundamental difference between the two? Really?” Springrider asked with a cynical grin.

“Yes,” my friend said. “I'm not calling upon a god for help. I'm getting the universe to obey its own rules.”

“And that's different than prayer?” the leader of the Broken Heroes asked enigmatically.

“Yes,” Dulgar declared.

“Hmm...” the biker mused, but did not elaborate.

I threw more wood in the fire. If there was one thing that the City had in abundance, it was wooden pallets from the many empty warehouses. The desiccated planks sparked and popped as they were consumed by the bonfire. Lord Robart began roasting a small reptile on a wooden stick. Sunflower did likewise with a brace of peppers and tomatoes. 

“If you're wondering,” Springrider continued, “you're going to have to make your jump at sunrise at the end of Highway 9. There will be a moment of instability when the City locks onto Miribilis – our home world. If you don't jump at the exact moment of opportunity, you'll have to get used to Miribillian cuisine.

“Of course, it could be a disaster if there's a new city built where this one was taken,” the biker leader said as an afterthought. “I can't see that far yet.”

It implied, however, that Springrider could, in fact, see Miribilis from where he stood. The biker leader was singularly formidable in terms of his ability to gather telemetry. I wondered what his occupation could have been before his transformation into the leader of a biker gang. 

“How are you moving the City?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“I'm borrowing the energy from everyone present,” Springrider said. “Yes, everyone will be tired tomorrow, but it won't kill them. The life of a single man is a powerful thing. And the energy generated by ten-thousand people? There's a force to be reckoned with. And every single person is thinking about going home. Yourself included. All I'm doing is giving direction and focus to that intent. I'm shaping it. I'm taking the intent and turning it into a manifest objectification of our collective will.”

Now he was sounding like Sunflower. 

“Just like that?” Dulgar asked.

“It's not as hard as it sounds,” Springrider stated. “People are afraid of their own power, so they don't use it. The atoms in your body are as old as the universe. The energy in your being is as old as the universe. Think about that. You're more powerful than you think you are.”

“Uh-huh,” my friend said. “How old are you, Springrider?”

“Old,” Springrider said.

An Immortal, I suddenly knew. Of course. It explained everything. The Immortals were less than gods but more than man. And each seemed to have a particular trait that defined them. The Professor had knowledge, the Dealer had luck. Springrider could see. I also saw a parallel between Springrider's imprisonment at the hands of Histra Duprie and the Architect's imprisonment at the hands of whatever malevolent force held him captive. 

“We won't tell the others what you are,” Dulgar whispered.

“Good,” the biker said. “It keeps things simpler that way. I'm not looking to be worshiped. I do have a bit of advice for your metal friend, however.”

“Yes?” I prompted.

“Don't be afraid to be who you are,” he instructed. “Use the gifts you have been given. And, remember always, that when the lesser lights have failed you, the light of faith will shine.”

That was not a new message for me. But it seemed significant that it was the second Immortal that had offered that advice.

Our hosts graciously resupplied us with food and water for the humanoids, and ethanol for the truck. 

“You're only going to have a moment,” Springrider warned. “There's be a shockwave when the city rejoins Miribilis. That's when you want to floor it with everything you've got. And think about where you want to go. It's got to be firm in your mind or it won't work.”

“The gates of Ex-Libris?” Lord Robart suggested.

“Agreed,” Dulgar confirmed.

“That's where I was going anyway,” Sunflower said.

I nodded in acknowledgment.

We returned to the Highrider and refueled the tanks with the donated ethanol. The mighty engine  came to life with a clattering roar. I knew from the fiction pulps that heroes were supposed to make their vehicle's tires have sudden excess friction against the pavement, thus creating a screeching sound and a plume of rubbery smoke. So I depressed the accelerator to the maximum extent, drawing the full output of the internal combustion engine and the electric motors. The tires dug divots into the pavement and sent debris hurling dozens of yards behind us, and the cloud of smoke obscured the view in the rear mirror.

“Damn,” Sunflower exclaimed as we sped down the nearly-deserted streets.

The streets of the city were unfamiliar to me now that the layout had returned to the original grid configuration. Shattered glass littered the roads and hardly a single home had intact windows. The streetlights flickered and dimmed as the City began approaching its final destination. 

“Goddess!” Sunflower exclaimed. “Look at the stars!”

Instead of appearing as flickering points against a pitch-black night sky, they now looked like bright blue streaks that all seemed to be pointed at a single star in the distance. 

“I imagine we're going close to the speed of light,” Dulgar opined. “It's going to play hell with the calendars.”

“We'll deal with it the best we can,” Lord Robart reassured. “Just like we always do.”

The sky should have lit by now, but it occurred to me that we had left the white Class F star behind when Springrider had begun transporting the city. Given the patterns of the sky-streaks, I surmised that the bottom end of the City now faced whatever home star we were approaching. 

Dozens upon dozens of empty cages loomed in the Highrider's headlights as we climbed the incline at the end of Highway 9. The jagged cliff fell away into a swirling, star-filled expanse. Gusts of dry wind howled up the wide, flat, vertical expanses and promised that the day would be hot like the height of summer. All we could do not was wait for some unmistakable sign; then we would drive forward and then hope that the mysterious biker-immortal had given us good advice.

In the quiet moments before dawn, it occurred to me that I had been activated for exactly 1080 days as of today. While time traveling and temporal distortions made the external calendars useless for measuring my observed age, I was nonetheless three years old today by the measure of Gaianar's 360-day orbital period. Humanoids referred to such events as “birthdays” although I was not the product of and kind of organic reproductive process. I certainly was not going to count on receiving gifts or well-wishes from my “father” Histra Duprie (however many of shadows of him now existed).

My data beacon activated and began intercepting dozens of high-intensity data streams, Most were using unidirectional download protocol. I surmised that we must be getting close to the Immortal's home world if we were in range of its satellite broadcasts.

And what broadcasts they were...

A satellite called “Death Star” broadcast government-officiated public executions on a continuous, hourly basis. And “entertainment” satellite called “Game X” sent its subscribers gladiatorial-style death matches where the winners were selected based solely on surviving sword fights, pistol duels, demolition derbies, aerial combat, and the like. Then there was “War Master 7” which had continuous coverage of several multi-front wars that were occurring all over Miribilis. Aside from the televised carnage, viewers apparently had the ability to place monetary wagers on the outcomes of various daily skirmishes. The list went on. None of the broadcasts indicated that the citizens of Miribilis were even slightly interested in arts, theater, theoretical science, ecology, or any form of entertainment that affirmed life or peace.

Springrider would have his work cut out for him. Apparently, his home world had suffered mightily without the Immortal's more peaceful guidance. 

The cliffside shimmered. The huge chunk of rock upon which the City rested was now descending through the planet's atmosphere. The wind howled like a thousand vengeful spirits. I could see the horizon line of the Miribilis. Far away, blooms of light flashed in the distance, indicating a world at war. In a fractional instant, perhaps a few millisegments of time at the most, the cliff made contact with the world from which it had been stolen. A deafening thunderclap rang out and I slammed the accelerator to the floor.

We fell.

Somehow, we fell away from Miribilis. It was not “down”, but rather in a direction in some incomprehensible axis. In some strange way, the planet was still nearby, but in some other way, the world was flying away from us at an incredible velocity. But no, it was not the planet that was in motion, it was us. We were hurled along some conduit of energy, guided by our will. The energy structure lanced out along some axis not ordinarily visible in three-dimensional space. My internal accelerometer registered the sensation of rapid falling, but space had become a black, starless void. Only my bio-luminescent lamps and the truck's instrument panel provided any illumination. My companions had turned a peculiar pale shade that bordered on green.

“Goddess,” Sunflower declared. “I don't want to heave my breakfast in the back seat.”

“That's what the window's for, lad,” Lord Robart reassured through clenched teeth. 

The witch had just rolled down the passenger window when the truck violently re-emerged into normal space. It was good that Constructs did not have bones, for our landing surely would have been considered “bone jarring” by any measure. As it was, the windows shattered, the tires exploded, and the cabin instantly filled with crash foam.

“Collision detected,” a passionless voice announced from the Highrider's speakers. “Contacting LifeStar. All LifeStar agents are busy helping other customers. If you are a Premium Citizen, please speak your PCID now to accelerate to the front of the waiting queue. Contacting LifeStar...”

“Terminate request,” I commanded.

I made a reminder note to disable the LifeStar beacon once the Highrider had self-repaired.

“Lad,” Robart said weakly as the crash foam began dissolving, “Do ye think ye might learn ta park the truck with a wee bit more gentleness?”

“One will endeavor to try,” I affirmed.

The truck's diagnostic subroutine indicated that all four tires were flat. The shock absorbers were destroyed. The engine mounts were broken. The power-split device that mated ethanol power and electrical power was smashed. Sixteen of the four-dozen battery modules were broken. All the windows were smashed, as were the headlights. The frame was compromised 35% beyond factory tolerance. The estimated time to repair was ten days, eight hours, and fourteen rounds. I instructed the Highrider's operating system to commence repairs. 

“I guess we're parking here, eh?” Sunflower said sarcastically. 

“Affirmative,” I answered.

“Those guards look angry,” Dulgar said, pointing to several grim-faced sentinels garbed in bright red and carrying sawed-off shotguns.

As the last of the crash foam dissipated, I saw that we were indeed only a few hundred feet away from the main gate of some very large city. One might presume it was Ex-Libris. I could not confirm because the crash had disabled my UDP data beacon and I could not connect with Wayfinder-1. Indeed, my own diagnostic reported that my exoskeleton had incurred 10% metal fatigue in addition to partial damage to my data beacon. All of my other systems were functioning. The crash foam emitter apparently was designed very well. 

I also noticed that the Highrider was situated on a platform that was apparently part of some much larger machine. Three large hoops, crafted from pure geometry, stood blackened and broken. Smoke curled out from underneath the truck. Several observers looked decidedly singed. The grass was on fire in several small patches. A small, Eastern man dressed in vaguely smoldering finery with a broken tablet threw the device at the truck and uttered foul and terrible oaths at us. Behind him, a colorful banner, made dull with ash and soot, read, “Chan Industries' TrueGate Beta Test”.

The four red-garbed security agents made a wary approach to the truck and one pointed his shotgun through the broken window and aimed at my head.

“Get out,” he commanded crisply. I was suddenly glad that Lord Robart had spent several weeks teaching me the basics of some of the West Point languages.

“It's not like we're fixin' ta make a quick getaway, now are we, lad?” Robart sneered.

“Shut up,” the red leader said.

The Eastern man strode purposefully over to Lord Robart and began shouting in a language that I did not know. Apparently the words were of the kind that Vincent Valentine would often use, as my liege turned red with looming anger.

[Informational: New language detected on audio sensors. Begin extrapolation? [Y|N] ]

Of course I would want to learn a new language. I clicked the affirmative and my operating system informed me that I could potentially have a “tourist” level understanding of “East Trade” if the speaker in question would only talk for three days straight. Somehow I doubted that would be a problem.

Robart answered back, using the same staccato, clipped language, fingers gesturing in a sign that meant the equivalent of “predefined response #4”.

“I'll sue you,” said the man who then identified himself as Deros Chan, owner and operator of Chan Industries.

“Sue me?” Robart retorted. “That's a laugh. I could just as easily sue you. After all, it's your contraption that interrupted my flight plan.”

“Flying?” Deros sneered incredulously, “In that?”

“You didn't see us drive here did ye?” Robart shot back. “Besides,” my liege continued as he got out of the truck. “You proved that your gadget works as a gate. What more do ye want?”

“He's got a good point there,” the red guard said. 

“And who asked you?” Chan rebuffed.

“It's supposed to transport the things I wanted transported,” the Eastern man said with annoyance. “Not just anything that happens to be floating by in extradimensional space.”

“And that's to be our concern, is it?” Lord Robart said with a withering glare.

“Fine,” the engineer conceded. “We'll call it a draw.”

The geometric hoops that had been smoking, fused wrecks only rounds ago were already beginning to self-repair. At least Deros Chan had done that much right. I had no doubt that my friend, Dulgar could likely provide insight into Deros Chan's problem. However, I did not get the impression that the engineer had made a particularly good first impression with any of my companions.

“Damn, damn, damn,” Chan muttered to nobody in particular. 

Fortunately for him, the audience for his “beta test” didn't seem to understand that Chan had not been trying to transport a tow truck with four passengers. Once the small crowd got over the initial surprise of the transport shockwave, they had begun to cheer and throw confetti at Chan's team of three engineers. Two reporters scribbled madly on narrow note paper and hurled their whirligigs high into the air. 

One of the two journalists confronted Chan and exclaimed how it was “genius” to include the heralded “Frank the Construct” into the inaugural demonstration of TrueGate technology. The reported then identified himself as being in the employ of  “Macho Machines”. 

“Uh, right,” Deros said, not missing a beat. “Frank and the TrueGate are both pretty macho when it comes to machines, so why not showcase both?”

Right. My guess was that no lawsuit would be forthcoming in any way, shape, or form now that we had just given the gate designer a load of free positive publicity.

The security team relaxed their guard as they apparently realized that we were not terrorists. I stepped out of the Highrider and presented my Ident hologram.

“Kai Frank,” the guard confirmed. “The Purple Librarian will want to see you for sure.”

“What might the esteemed leader of Ex-Libris be needin' with Frank?” Robart asked suspiciously.

“A job,” the soldier replied. “The Purple Librarian has something special in mind for the right sentient Construct of 'Kai' designation.”

“He's got a job,” Robart glowered. “He works for me.”

“We should talk with this Purple Librarian just to be on the safe side,” Dulgar offered. “There's always the possibility that what the librarian needs doing is in line with what we're already doing. Besides, we came here do some research.”

“Aye,” Lord Robart grumbled. “I just don't want my best talent to be head-hunted.”

“We're not going anywhere,” Dulgar assured.

“But you're always going somewhere,” came a familiar voice from near the city gates.

It had been Hector Grizzletooth that yelled from afar. Beside him stood the welcome sight of the sharp-tongued Vincent Valentine and the diminutive Construct Able. 

“You came to the wrong place if you're looking for a job in bondage-porn,” Vincent said with disappointment. “I already tried. They consider the 'Harlot Quin' fiction pulps to be 'racy' here.”

My guess was that the sexually-adventurous Gunslinger was referring to the rather unorthodox mode of dress my companions had squired as a result of our encounter with Springrider's city. 

“Nice chrome job, by the way,” the Fey added, appraising my augmented exoskeleton.

“You all can enter,” the red guard allowed. “But the truck stays here.”

“Aye, we know the drill,” Robart sighed. “It's not like anybody can steal it at the moment.”

Lord Robart introduced Sunflower to Hector, Vincent, and Able. Dulgar told our friends about the encounter with the Tongue Speakers as well as our adventure in Springrider's city. Apparently the time-dilation effect made three weeks pass in the span of three days. It was just random chance that our friends had come out to see the TrueGate demonstration. We actually had some good luck for a change.

While the addition of a university was generally an economic boon for most major cities, Ex-Libris actually specialized in education as its primary source of income. My sociological database indicated that Ex-Libris boasted a literacy rate that approached 100% as well as nearly 100% completion of Lower School and 85% of the citizenry going on to achieve at least an Initiate's Degree from the Great University. 

As we strode into town, the first thing that struck me was how unbelievably clean the streets and exteriors were. I did not spy any castoff news scrolls, nor empty beer bottles, nor any used sandwich wrappers. I saw no evidence of rodent droppings, nor did I see any other kinds of vermin. And unlike many Northern towns, the street intersections were mercifully absent of frightfully aged, foul-mouthed prostitutes with bad teeth. The pubs looked like safe places in which one could enjoy a beer without getting shot, beaten, or thrown through a window. The citizenry all nodded politely to each other as they passed one another on the streets.

All this civility came at a heavy price. Ex-Libris had no jails. Lawbreakers faced only two possible penalties: expulsion and execution. The most feared and respected members of the library service were the twelve Black Librarians. They were authorized to shoot lawbreakers. When one was convicted of a crime, the convict would be given a one round head start from the steps of the Great Library and told to leave town. If the convict was able to reach the city gates without being shot, then the punishment was mere banishment. However, the Black Librarians were typically promoted from the best of the Red Librarians who served as the city's elite guard. The chance of a Black Librarian missing a shot was slim indeed. 

Robart, in particular, looked nervous about being here and kept scanning the tops of buildings for snipers. 

“Worried about something?” Dulgar asked.

“Well,” my liege admitted, “I did have a wee run-in with the local law during my misspent youth.”

Hector groaned and Dulgar rolled his eyes in disbelief.

“Fortunately, I was smart enough to use a fake name. In fact, I memorized the fake name and practiced saying it often enough that I actually passed a truth-test,” Robart said with some satisfaction. 

“So, anyway,” Robart continued. “Ye can't get rewards without risk, and I figured that these rich college folk would have some pretty heavy coin purses. Needless to say, I lived it up pretty well for nearly a year. It beat working.”

“What happened?” Dulgar asked.

“Ah, well,” Robart answered with a hint of melancholy, “I did the ultimate crime that any thief can commit: I got caught. I still remember like it was yesterday. The Black's Chances Pub had some visiting professor that looked foreign and had a lot of coin just jingling around, begging to be taken. So I waited for him to finish a couple rounds of Umberhulk Ale and I did my best bump-and-jump. 

“How the heck was I to know that he was a Changeling with an esper rating of E40?” Robart said with recalled anger. “He had died his hair black. That's cheating! Then he said he had scanned my intent from the moment I entered the pub, and that the Umberhulk Ale was actually some non-alcoholic knock-off. It was entrapment, I tell you!”

I suppose that my liege had not considered the possibility that the Changeling in question was almost certainly a thief as well, and that Robart had been conned by a fellow con. 

“Sure as taxation,” Robart continued, “the professor had three Red Librarians pointing pistols in my face in under a round. They hauled me down to the sub-basement of the Great Library for interrogation and their espers did a truth-test on me. Well, I wasn't able to hide my wee bit of stealing, but at least they believed my alias. And I still have a scar from where one of those Black Librarians shot me in the arse on the way out of town.”

“Better your arse than your head,” Vincent said philosophically. 

“True that,” my liege agreed. “But that doesn't mean that I wanted to ever set foot in Ex-Libris again. Ye can catch death like a cold here.”

I asked Hector and Vincent where they were staying in town. 

“The Church,” Hector said.

“The Cheapskate Inn,” Vincent Valentine replied.

“Cheapskate's good for me,” Lord Robart declared. “I'll take Sunflower and get us all some rooms. You can Dulgar go see what the Purple Librarian wants. But I'm warnin' ye: don't get head-hunted.”

I had no intention of leaving Lord Robart's employ, and I informed him of that. While Dulgar and I initially accepted work from him out of necessity, I could honestly say that I considered him more of a friend than an employer. Robart and Sunflower followed Vincent back to the Cheapskate Inn while Dulgar and I headed towards the Great Library.

One of the passers-by directed me to a city diagram at the next intersection. It was crafted from stainless steel and etched in relief that had been colored in primary hues A single glance at the city's layout filled me with dread.

“You've got to be kidding me,” Dulgar exclaimed.

The map of Ex-Libris clearly indicated that the Great Library was situated in the direct center of town, and the rest of the city was laid out in a series of concentric rings. Unlike in Myracannon, twelve streets radiated out from the center instead of only eight. But the similarities were both  disconcerting and unmistakable. 

We walked briskly down Bookbinder Avenue, which brought us through a residential neighborhood that was comprised of nearly-identical three-story row homes. The houses were all painted bright white and had flower boxes hanging from the windows. This late into autumn, the flowers had all shriveled into desiccated brown husks. Leafless trees dotted the sidewalks at regular intervals. Most of the traffic was on foot and I spied only a smattering of horse-drawn wagons. The street sweepers made sure that no piles of equine leavings dotted the streets for any significant length of time. I also saw very few children. Perhaps the harsh system of law had the effect of encouraging parents to raise their children elsewhere. 

I had noticed that perhaps three out of four citizens wore capes of a solid color. I asked my companion what he thought. 

“Robart told me a bit about this city,” Dulgar explained. “Apparently, several hundred years ago, an act of terrorism took out most of the government of Ex-Libris and the only surviving branch was the library system. So the librarians became the cops, judges, military, public works specialists, and engineers. The capes show what kind of librarian they are. So the white capes are regular librarians, green are merchants and bankers, orange are constables, red are military, and black are the assassins. There are some other colors too – engineers, scientists, doctors, and the like.”

The library system apparently had its hooks into most of the businesses in Ex-Libris and also controlled all of the Lower Schools. It also controlled the city's only newspaper, the Ex-Libris Gazette. According to my sociological database, this form of government was called “fascism”. 

“This place could turn into a prison city in the blink of an eye,” Dulgar said. “All it would take is one power-mad Purple Librarian with a god-complex. And deity help us if one of DuPrie's shadows ever finds out about this place.”

I agreed with my friend. Ex-Libris existed on the knife's edge between utopia and autocracy. It could become like Myracannon all too easily.

The avenue broadened as we approached the central ring of buildings that formed the Great University. Fashioned from native granite, the halls of study seemed as sturdy as fortresses. The fact that the Red Librarians, armed with rifles, casually patrolled the rooftops merely added to the quasi-military impression. The Red guards checked our credentials again when we approached the checkpoint that separated the core of Ex-Libris from the rest of the city. 

“Kai Frank,” the guard acknowledged after I displayed my Ident hologram again. “The Purple Librarian's office is on the highest level of the central tower. You can't miss it.”

“What's this all about?” Dulgar asked the guard.

“Truth be told,” the guard confessed, “the Purple Librarian keeps her cards close to her vest. The only thing I know for sure is that she's had mandatory job interviews with any Construct of 'Kai' sentience rating. A few of the machines have taken the job and are now White Librarians. But most of the machines turned the job down. But the exact nature of the work? It's apparently a big secret.”

At least the city's dictator wasn't recruiting Constructs as assassins. The fiction-pulps already portrayed artificial individuals as violent and deranged. I theorized that books where sentient machines serve well as miners, technicians, and researchers would be unlikely to sell. 

The Great Library was the most formidable fortification I had yet seen. It looked even more impenetrable than mighty Requiem Tower in North Point. The tower was easily the tallest building in the city, standing thirty stories high. Three-dozen stone steps led up to the first floor entrance. The periphery of the building was ringed with granite walls that were twenty feet high and fifteen feet thick. Atop the walls were incrementally-placed sniper nests that guarded the approaches in all directions. In addition, there were the massive, hidden shield generators that the humanoids could not see but that my sensors could easily detect. They were built into the walls every ten feet and could project a geometric plane of force a dozens of feet high – perhaps even a hundred feet high. The shield emitters were not in use at the present, but they practically hummed with potential energy. The exterior facade of the Great Library was likewise reinforced with mathematical wards. It gave the granite exterior a semi-reflective sheen. I supposed that it also saved on maintenance costs, as the geometric enhancements would keep the stone from being degraded by the forces of time and nature. It also appeared that the tenth floor was used for military purposes, as evidenced by the dozen heavy-duty projectile weapons pointed in the direction of the dozen ray-like streets. Each main gun battery looked capable of taking out half a city block with one shot. I also saw a handful of heavy-duty security drones rhythmically patrolling the rooftop of the Great Library. They appeared armed with laser emitters instead of nail guns. 

Obviously, the librarians of Ex-Libris took the preservation of books quite seriously. It made sense, of course, given that Ex-Libris served as the repository of most of the recovered knowledge and history of the pre-cataclysm era. It was rumored that Ex-Libris sent out spies and thieves to dig through abandoned cities and lost ruins in the pursuit of moldering tomes and ancient secrets. 

The checkpoint at the entrance of the Great Library was more formidable. Two Red Librarians trained their large-caliber handguns at Dulgar and me while a White Librarian scanned us with a glass tablet and made notations concerning all of our weapons. The Red Librarians looked like they were from North Point stock, meaning that they were somewhat shorter than the natives but were powerfully built. Indeed, these two looked like they could bench press forge anvils all day. The White Librarian was from South Point. He was so thin as to appear emaciated (but that was apparently normal for Southern physiology), and he stood seven feet tall. His skin, a deep black the color of scribal ink, contrasted sharply against his white tunic and cape. 

“You're a Mathematician,” the White Librarian said to Dulgar. His South Point accent was less pronounced than I had anticipated. He had probably resided in Ex-Libris for several decades.

“Here and there,” my friend admitted. “I'm part of Lord Robart's security detail. I don't do math for a living.”

“We obviously can't confiscate your brain and your talent,” the White guardian said. “We can, however, store your axe, daggers, and your holdout pistol in safe keeping until your business at the Library is concluded.”

My friend grudgingly parted with his weapons. They were stowed away in a locked storage unity that was part of a large array of metal cubes that were built into the outer wall. The White Librarian handed Dulgar a brass key that was engraved with a four-digit number.

“No key, no retrieval,” the White Librarian warned. 

“As for you,” the South Point man addressed me, “we have ways to ensure that Constructs behave themselves while visiting the Great Library.”

He slapped a magnetic pod to my forearm and activated the device with the turn of a small steel key.

[Informational: External telemetry sensor detected. Unable to integrate device.]

“As you may already know,” the White Librarian stated, “this little beauty scans your operating system activity for weapons activation. If you engage any of your onboard weapons, this module will emit a powerful electromagnetic pulse that will reset your theoretical engine to initial design state and wipe your memory. Essentially, in every meaningful way, this device will kill you if you try to hurt anyone in the library.”

“Understood,” I said. 

I didn't like having a bomb strapped to my arm, but I didn't see how the Librarians could do much else to ensure cooperation. My body had numerous built-in weapons that could not be confiscated without dismantling half of my exoskeleton. Fortunately, I did not come to Ex-Libris to assassinate anybody, and most certainly not the Purple Librarian. 

The lobby of the Great Library was not what I had expected it to be like. My sociological database indicated that libraries were cramped, dimply lit buildings with dust flittering in the air and aged librarians saying “shhh” to anyone speaking above a whisper while pushing creaky carts filled with dog-eared books down narrow aisles of towering stacks of jam-packed tomes. 

The reality was something different entirely.  The ceilings were high and lit with a brilliant array of bioluminescent tubes that shone with a steady, pale turquoise glow. Dozens of yellow-caped students milled about between the full-service coffee shop, the gift shop, and the store that sold textbooks and writing implements. A floor-scrubber drone casually cleaned the floor. Likewise, the public data tablets were nearly all occupied with students and professors using the two-foot wide glass workstations to look up availability various books available in the upper levels as well as class schedules, upcoming events, and personal correspondence. Rather than whispering, most of the patrons talked rather loudly in order to be heard above the din. Interspersed with the hustle and bustle of civilian patrons, perhaps a dozen Orange Librarians kept watchful eyes on the crowd. 

In front of the gift shop stood a large, colorful sign that held an image of a rather grim-faced Black Librarian with a sniper rifle strapped to his back. The librarian was depicted wearing a long, flowing black cape, black leather armor, and leather gauntlets with open fingers. The large caption read, “Librarian Zolotov Action Figure! In Stock!” Apparently, assassin-scholars were viewed as heroic figures in Ex-Libris. 

We checked in at the information desk, where a librarian in a blue cape gave Dulgar and I activation discs for the lifts. Apparently, the clear, coin-like chips were valid for one trip to the top level and one trip back down. The library had six lifts in operation, so there was little wait time for our ascent. I had to admit that the Great Library knew something about security. 

Most lifts I had encountered had an array of buttons for determining the destination. The ones at the Great Library, by contrast, seemed to scan our activation discs by touching them to an illuminated tablet-screen. With a single loud click, the lift engaged and sent Dulgar tumbling to the floor.

“You've got to be kidding me?” Dulgar griped, unsteadily getting back to his feet and obviously struggling against the vertical acceleration. “What is this? Three gravities?!”

My accelerometer reported that the lift was climbing at 2.5g. 

“Damn,” Dulgar swore. “The librarians must be tougher than they look. Either that, or they're in a real hurry most of the time.”

Fortunately, we were in the lift for less than a round. Dulgar jumped out of the lift shuttle as if he had just escaped a death trap. 

Like the main lobby, the ceilings on this level were twenty-five feet high and the walls were made from highly-polished, mathematically-augmented indigenous granite. However, this particular lobby was nearly silent. The lighting was pale purple and the floor was carpeted in deep purple. High, narrow windows let in slivers of autumn sunlight from the outside world. A middle-aged receptionist in a blue cape nodded for us to enter the Purple Librarian's office. She didn't actually greet us, but rather gestured to the imposing darkly-stained wooden door that was reinforced with steel gridwork. The door, heavy as it obviously was, opened easily and silently thanks to its perfect balance upon its hinges. 

The Purple Librarian was not sitting behind the  huge, black, heavily-lacquered wooden desk. I had expected her to be, but she was instead conferring with two other librarians – one dressed in white and one dressed in black. They were in a heated discussion and the Purple Librarian scratched out a long formula that had been carefully written across the largest glass display I had ever seen.

“That thing's eight feet wide,” Dulgar whispered enviously. “You could plan a war with something like that.”

“Hopefully it won't come to that,” the leader of Ex-Libris commented, turning around to greet us.

“But you never know,” said the Black Librarian. It was Zolotov – the same one pictured in the library gift shop. “My spies tell me that a bunch of rogue engineers have been trying to resurrect an ancient War Master named 'Delta Doom'. You know, the one from the play. It turns out that the damned thing actually exists. If that thing gets loose, we'll have a war alright. But Cain here has a different opinion.”

“You're darned right I have a different opinion,” Librarian Cain acknowledged. “My spies tell me that the engineers in question are trying to use parts from a heavily damaged non-repairable War Master to build a power plant capable of generating some of that pre-cataclysm electrical service that was all the rage three centuries ago.”

“Electricity,” Zolotov scoffed. “Who needs it? We have bio-luminescent lighting and natural gas for heating. You don't hear anything about people getting electrocuted with natural gas!”

“No,” Cain admitted. “Just asphyxiated and blown up. And electricity is a darned sight more reliable.”

“Reliable?!” Librarian Zolotov roared incredulously. 

The Purple Librarian cleared her throat loudly and said with mild sarcasm, “Children, that's not why we've invited these guests.”

“Yes ma'am,” both subordinates said in unison.

The Purple Librarian drew a gesture on the huge tablet display and saved the contents of the screen for later use. She looked perhaps in her late seventies, gaunt, and appeared to be in the middle stages of brittle bone disease. Her hair was wispy, thin, and pale grey. The joints in her hands were knotted with arthritis. She did not look to be in good health.

“You've been selected for a job,” the Purple Librarian. “It is the last project that I hope to complete before handing the reigns over to one of these two whelps. It's a damned good job I'm offering, but I promise that Zolotov won't shoot you if you turn it down. He might shoot you for something else, just not that.”

“How comforting,” Dulgar mused. I only nodded politely in acknowledgment. 

I asked our host to elaborate.

“As you know, Ex-Libris is the central repository of all the world's ancient knowledge,” the Purple Librarian began. “It also has most of the knowledge from the intervening centuries. We even keep a copy of all the fiction-pulps on wafer storage, although I have to admit that the 'Harlot Quin' pulps are a waste of glass.”

“You were telling Kai Frank about the job,” White Librarian Cain prompted.

“I will, if you don't interrupt,” the leader chided. “As you probably also noticed, we take security seriously. No book ever leaves the Great Library, and damaging a book will get you shot. But that doesn't mean that everyone loves knowledge like we do. There are always religious nuts that want to bring us down a peg. Then there are competing universities – especially in Rivna and Awari – that wouldn't mid putting us out of commission so they can get more students. Money is power, but knowledge is even more powerful. Knowledge makes and breaks whole nations. It has before, you know.

“So, a year ago I had the idea that Constructs like you could really help out the Great Library. Your kind are sturdy, long-lived, and remember everything you read, see, or hear. And that means your type could essentially become mobile backups to the library system.”

I was intrigued and so I asked her to elaborate.

“Your job would be to read books,” the Purple Librarian explained. “Every book, in fact. You would keep reading books until your  internal storage was filled. I figure that two-dozen Kai-level Constructs would fit the bill. I've got six recruits so far. There is a catch, of course.”

“There's always a catch,” Dulgar grumbled. I agreed with my friend.

“The pay is good, and you'd certainly have job security,” the Purple Librarian elaborated, apparently ignoring my friend's jibe. “But you wouldn't be permitted to leave Ex-Libris unless the city came under direct attack from a hostile force. Then, of course, you'd be ordered to get as far away from the Great Library as possible. In doing so, the knowledge of the centuries would never be lost to terrorism, time, or the acts of nature. What do you think of the plan?”

“It is a valid plan,” I confirmed. “But one cannot accept. One's services are already engaged.”

“Engaged?” The Purple Librarian scoffed. “By that jumped-up two-bit hoodlum who actually thinks we don't know about his alias and his criminal past here? The espers might have bought his phony name, but he's been pictured in 'Macho Machines' often enough that we could easily reference his face. It's not that damned hard to reverse-age an image these days. The only reason why Zolotov hasn't shot 'lord' Robart is because you'd be hardly in a mood to talk if we killed one of your friends.”

She was right about that part. The assassination of Lord Robart would have significantly damaged my opinion of the Ex-Libris government.

“But let's cut to the chase,” she continued. “I'm not going to shoot your friend unless he does anything stupid. But we do need you. There's no reason why someone with your capabilities has to be the bodyguard to some low-life card sharp. You can have a real job with real prospects in Ex-Libris. And if you don't like being a White Librarian, I am confident that someone with your skills could be assigned to Red or Black – provided you keep up with your reading assignments.”

“Actually,” Dulgar interjected, “We have a mission that goes beyond working for Lord Robart. In fact, he's helping us with our quest, not the other way around.”

The Purple Librarian arched an eyebrow.

“You seem to interrupt a lot, Dwarf,” she said icily. “Do you even have a degree?”

“My friend is correct,” I confirmed. “We have a task that benefits the future. We cannot not pursue anything else.”

While I left out the part about Dulgar and I being time travelers and having seen numerous alternate dimensions, I did indicate that to the Purple Librarian that we had come to Ex-Libris in the hope of learning more about the Architect's whereabouts. I informed her that I believed that the Architect, like the Purple Librarian, was a proponent of knowledge and wisdom, and that his rescue would benefit the world.

The Purple Librarian sighed.

“I had thought you would say something like that,” she admitted. “You're too smart to associate with 'lord' Robart for no reason. And now I know there actually is a reason. You Constructs are rarely swayed to deviate from your tasks. It's both a blessing and a curse. You're a better friend than that cut-purse deserves.”

“Can't I just hit Robart with a grazing shot?” Zolotov asked. “I promise I won't kill him.”

“Not unless he commits a new crime in Ex-Libris,” the leader admonished. “But keep an eye on him anyway. Don't let him get too comfortable.”

I did let the Purple Librarian know that I did have knowledge to trade in exchange for access to the Great Library.

“What do you have?” The leader asked. “A machine like you has had to have seen something interesting at least a few times.”

I projected the high-resolution images I had taken of deep sea life, as well as the pictures of the Winter Queen. I had several dozen species of life cataloged, in addition to images of the Battle of Brightfeather. 

“You'd trade these for library access?” The Purple Librarian asked.

“Yes,” I answered plainly.

“You've got a deal,” she confirmed.

“Agreed, with one additional parameter,” I added.

“Which is?” She prompted.

“Full pardon for Lord Robart, under his name and any alias,” I demanded calmly.

“Very well,” The Purple Librarian relented with an audible huff. “But any new shenanigans are his own problem.”

“Understood,” I said and sealed the deal. 

I uploaded my image archive to the head librarian's tablet. She handed Dulgar and I access discs for floors two through ten. I was not sure what the other twenty floors were used for. Somehow, I doubted that I would get an answer even if I asked.

We left the aging leader to continue bickering with Cain and Zolotov. My liege was pardoned. I had successfully sold my pictures for access to the best library on the planet. We were reunited with Able, Vincent, and Hector. All in all, things were actually working according to plan for a change. 

Unfortunately, instead of making me feel hopeful and confident, it made me wonder when the next disaster would strike. I had no doubt that it would be sooner and not later.

Sixty-Two: A Dish Served Cold

The data tablet that was to grant me access to the virtualized, instant-access library was a bit of a disappointment. While the user interface was designed with both humanoids and Constructs in mind, I found there just wasn't that much content available. Then there was the background chatter I heard (that I assumed a humanoid accessor would not) as a result of the fact that the this virtual library was located within the minds of sentient machines. For their memories to be directly accessed, it meant that their personal firewalls were set to a very low threshold. So as I searched for background information on the Architect, I kept hearing snippets of conversation as well as the usual background reports of the various Constructs' operating systems. I found it distracting. After a few rounds of that, I switched to the humanoid interface. It was slower, but I didn't feel like I was eavesdropping on another sentient being. 

I don't think I would like my mind being read by college students on a regular basis. I theorized that the pay for the Constructs' duty as sentient archives must be quite substantial. 

From my dealings with other Constructs, I knew that our kind excelled at certain tasks that the humanoids could only perform slowly and inefficiently. For instance, a Construct with a mathematical coprocessor could calculate the trajectory for an exploration probe to another planet in a matter of hours, while it might take a team of humanoids a week to accomplish the same task. Likewise, our memories were more accurate than the memories of an organic humanoid. So it was understandable that the Purple Librarian thought that a network of sentient machines could very quickly duplicate in their memories the entire contents of the Ex-Libris archive.

However, it didn't actually work out that way. While a Construct might have instant recall, that didn't mean that a Construct could actually read a book faster than a humanoid. I could not, for example, pick up a textbook an automatically understand its contents. I would have to read each page one at a time just like a humanoid would have to. I would actually be at a disadvantage to a humanoid if the book was hand-written. Manual penmanship was form of communication that the humanoids actually processed more efficiently than a Construct.  I theorized that it was because humanoids could easily extrapolate to compensate for missing or illegible data while Constructs could barely extrapolate at all.

So it was with very little surprise that my first survey of the Ex-Libris virtual library was woefully incomplete. Perhaps three percent of the tomes had been virtualized. The participant Constructs had arranged an ongoing interconnected data transfer network based on packetized STP protocol. I wondered if someone would eventually coin a term for such an arrangement. 

I stepped away from the access nook and rode the lift back down to the first floor. I would need my friend Dulgar to help me. My hands had never been upgraded and I feared that I would damage the books if I paged through them on my own. 

My friend was in the coffee bar and was reading a book on his data tablet. Apparently one of the other benefits of the virtualized library was that copies of digitized books could be temporarily copied to a mathematical tablet. The books would self-delete after a reasonable-use period. 

“They've got all of the science pulps,” Dulgar said excitedly. “And all of the back issues of 'Macho Machines'. I can finally get caught up!”

Dulgar was apparently reading “Delta Doom Versus Mechanos: The Final Retribution III”. It was nice to know that the Purple Librarian had an optimized set of priorities for the transcription project. 

I let my friend know what I needed to do. He slurped down the rest of his coffee and we headed back to the third floor stacks. We spent the next several hours hunting down any book that could tell us more about the Architect, his origin, and his mission. It quickly became frustrating to me that references to the Architect were often fragmentary and overly religious. Depending on the tome, the Architect was a fallen angel granted probation by the True One; or he might have been simply a kind and generous building designer whose works of charity somehow drew the attention of the Creator (with different names thereof, depending on the religion in question). He was somewhere between 700 and 900 years old, again depending on the account. That meant that he was reasonably old for an Immortal. Of the sixteen known “greater” Immortals (like the Professor) and the several dozen “lesser” Immortals (like the Dealer), only a being called the Doctor was reputedly more aged than the Architect. 

Of course, it wasn't age or infirmity that ultimately doomed an Immortal. Instead, it was accident or pure recklessness. I had my doubts, for instance, that the Dark Lord would live to be several hundred years old. In all likelihood, he would be killed in his quest to rid the world of piracy on the high seas. Likewise, the Dealer was likely to someday be shot by a fellow gambler who took exception to losing at poker.

But the Architect had somehow managed to refrain from making life-threatening choices until recently. The Architect disappeared a decade ago after he led a skirmish against a murderous cult called the Crystallins. The odious religious group had the reputation of practicing an art known as “blood magic”. I made a mental note to inquire with Sunflower as to the full ramifications of that mode of supernatural undertaking. The long and short of it was the Architect's patron church – a small denomination of the True One known as the Carpenters – destroyed a powerful Crystallin artifact called a “Generator”. A week after the successful skirmish, the Architect was kidnapped by persons unknown and not seen since.

While I could have continued to research indefinitely, Dulgar was getting fatigued. Besides his tired yawning that was coming with increasing frequency, I sensed that he was starting to “blink out” for moments inbetween page turns. It was understandable. He had, after all, been awake for nearly forty hours and our day had actually begun on a completely different world with a different ruleset.. Even Dwarves had limits to their endurance.

We left the Great Library as the sun was setting. Ex-Libris had quite a festive appearance at night. My sociological database informed me that several religions had major holidays within two weeks of the winter solstice. The Church of Holy Truth celebrated incarnation of the Savior-Lord. The Elementalists affirmed that the masculine aspect of their unnamed two-faceted deity resumed being the Lord of Light after being Lord of Shadow for the past six months. The Domalon’s religion had their Festival of Horns. As a result, the street lights were fitted with colorful red and green lenses. Minstrels cheerfully strode down the boulevards singing religious carols. 

Fortunately, unlike this time last year, we were not waylaid by Illuthiel clergy looking for unwilling sacrifices for Slaughtermas. Of course, in a city where littering and petty theft could get one shot, it could hardly be expected that religiously-motivated homicide would be tolerated. 

Orange librarians casually strode amongst the passers-by, their revolvers holstered. They did not appear to be itching for a fight. This was a refreshing change from some of the towns of North Point. Still, the concentric layout of the streets reminded me too much of Myracannon. The Orange Librarians could, with a command, be turned into a potent force of oppression. Given that they were both soldiers and scholars at the same time, they would be formidable indeed.

We eventually arrived back at the Cheapskate Inn. It was good to have everyone back together: Robart, Vincent Valentine, Hector Grizzletooth, Sunflower, and Able. The first thing I noticed was that my liege had gone to great lengths to alter his appearance. He had cut his hair very short and died it black. He had shaved his beard. He wore a simple, nondescript business suit that seemed common for Ex-Libris locals. It was grey hounds' tooth check. Lord Robart was also wearing horn-rimmed glasses that appeared to have ordinary glass installed instead of corrective lenses. 

“Umm,” Dulgar told our employer. “You don't need to keep up that disguise. We got you a pardon from the Purple Librarian.”

“Really?” Robart said, obviously relieved.

“Yes, really,” my friend confirmed. “I think they've got bigger fish to fry.”

I informed my liege about how we also gained access to the Great Library, thanks to the sale of my sea floor photography. 

“Good foresight, lad,” Lord Robart said appreciatively. “We need ta be wrapping up this mission soon. I'll see it through, but Moire’s getting a wee bit impatient for me ta get home.”

“Well,” Dulgar said, “it's been longer for her than it has for us.”

That part was certainly true. Because of our numerous forays into multidimensional space, nearly two years had passed for Lady Moira while only half that amount of time had passed for us. Gaianar was full of holes and it was quite common for sailors to be waylaid for weeks or months at a time. It often frustrated the loved ones of ship crews to be waiting for months for an overdue ship to arrive. Then it would turn out that the crew may have been – by their own frame of reference – delayed only by days, not months. Or sometime their frame of reference would be distorted the other direction, and the ship's crew would arrive as compliment of geriatrics. Sailing was not a profession for the fearful.

The waitress had just set a round of drinks on the table when the dining hall suddenly hushed to near silence. All eyes turned to the front door, where Zolotov, the head Black Librarian, stood in the door. He wore his signature black leather armor that showed subtle evidence of mathematical reinforcements. My combat subroutine identified Zolotov's sniper rifle as a “high” threat level. He also carried two pistols, two daggers, and a single-shot holdout gun. His black cape billowed in the drafty night air. He looked to me, then looked to Lord Robart, before purposefully striding over to the table. 

“Robart Brightsky of Clan Bryn,” Librarian Zolotov said succinctly, “you have been pardoned by the Master of Knowledge, our exalted Purple Librarian.”

He threw a small black scroll onto the table. As an aside, he said to me, “You forgot to take it with you.”

I nodded.

“I'm keeping my eye on you, Robart Brightsky,” Zolotov promised. “While you are in Ex-Libris, you will be my special project. Don't disappoint me.”

With that, he turned neatly and strode out from the eatery. With a blast of chilly winter air, he was gone into the night.

“I hate this place,” Robart exclaimed, unrolling the scroll. “At least this really is a pardon.”

“I wonder what that arrogant, trigger-happy jackass would consider a disappointment,” Vincent Valentine opined. “Is he hoping you keep your nose clean, or is he hoping he gets to shoot you?”

“Well, lad,” Robart conjectured, “that is a bit of a mystery. I don't plan on getting shot here, Librarians be damned.”

The rest of the meal went without incident. Lord Robart received a flurry of whirligigs that related to his businesses on North Point. Construct Bob and Talon Brightsky appeared to have the affairs of Robart's Reach in good standing. Talon had dispatched another four assassination attempts that had been initiated from the Cassandra estate. Apparently it was getting more difficult to hire good assassins these days, seeing how Robart and Talon had killed most of them.   Robart affixed his sigil on some renewal contracts for his numerous rental properties and sent the whirligigs floating back to Talon.

After dinner, Vincent Valentine started making “small talk” with some Elf of indeterminate gender. Robart said he was going to retire to his room so that he could start washing the dye out of his hair. Dulgar and Hector played a few hands of poker at a gaming table near the public hearth. My friend had never taken a liking to cold weather. West Point's climate was significant more forgiving than the North, but even now my friend still hovered near the crackling fire and shivered.

That left just Sunflower and I at the dinner table. I asked him about the difference between the magic he practiced and the kind that the Crystallins used.

“Well,” Sunflower said, “it's sort of like the difference between using volunteer labor for a project versus using slave labor. Elementalists don't steal their power from others.”

I asked him to elaborate.

“Elementalists believe that the world – the universe – is networked with unseen currents of energy. We sometimes stand within these currents and make subtle influences in order to work our Craft. We don't force changes to happen. We sort of help the universe bring to fruition what needs to happen. Our ways are subtle and gentle. 

“The Crystallins, on the other hand,” Sunflower continued, “are spiritual thieves. They steal life force from others and use that energy to accomplish their ritual intent. It's generally referred to as 'blood magic', but doesn't necessarily have to use blood. In fact, their rites usually don't use blood. They harvest life force from captives in specially prepared artifacts called 'Generators'. While any victim will do, the life force of children and infants is particularly powerful. Some of the worst of the worst sacrifice pregnant women to the Generators. It's a religion that would give the Illuthiels a run for the money in terms of unadulterated, self-serving evil.”

I asked him what would happen if an Immortal were to be placed in a Generator.

“I suppose that it would depend on the Immortal in question,” Sunflower opined. “An Immortal has unlimited life-force, so a Generator would not actually kill someone like that. It would be painful, debilitating, and certainly a kind of torture I wouldn't wish even on a Tongue Speaker. But it wouldn't be fatal. An evil Immoral wouldn't do a whole lot of good, however. Generators depend in leeching purity as well as life-energy. So someone notoriously evil like the Smith wouldn’t even be worth capturing – even if someone like that could be kidnapped.”

“What of a being like the Architect?” I asked the witch.

“Good question,” Sunflower admitted with a casual shrug. “It all depends on which rumor about him is the real deal. His origins are a bit mysterious.”

“Explain,” I prompted.

“You're not from around here, so you wouldn't know,” the witch began. “The Architect has done a lot of good over the centuries. He built homes for those without, fed the hungry, and never stole a copper piece from charity. But where he came from? Well... It's a bit of a mystery.

“There are rumors that he is a fallen angel that is trying to redeem himself. If that's true, it'd be a pretty unforgiving god that wouldn't forgive the Architect after all these years. But that could be his origin. Another popular belief is that he's simply an alien that looks Human and his people have very long lifespans. People fall into this world all the time as a result of all the Stillpoints. Then there's the notion that the Architect is the next evolution in humanoid development – like how the Changelings are a step further towards divinity than the rest of us slobs. But who can say for certain? The Great Cataclysm destroyed so many records – even Ex-Libris only managed to preserve a fraction of what was lost. 

“But I take some comfort in the idea that a fallen angel could take up to humanitarian works,” Sunflower concluded.

“Why?” I asked.

“It gives me hope,” the witch answered. “Usually when powerful beings become corrupt, they keep on accruing power and their evil magnifies. After all, Scaxathrom is pretty powerful, but what was he before he was a god? An angry spirit? A humanoid who was a war criminal? But sure as the sun rising, there was not always a Scaxathrom on Gaianar. 

“But if the Architect was once a fallen angel and later sought redemption, it shows that it's not beyond possibility that the evil gods and evil spirits do have the option to change their ways. I'm not counting on it, of course, but at least it's possible.”

Of course, it still begged the question as to whether an evil religion would reform itself if the deity changed, or if evil people would simply continue doing evil deeds regardless of their patron deity's wishes. I suspected the latter.

I asked Sunflower where a Crystallin Generator could be located. 

“Technically, they just need a hole in the ground that is lined with black basalt. Since that type of stone has anti-magical properties,  lining a chamber with black basalt sort of turns it into a container of sorts. Crystallin clergy have been known to make smaller Generators out of abandoned wells. But for harassing the power of an Immortal, they would pick something bigger. Think about abandoned mines or natural caverns. But don't think you'll waltz right in. The Crystallins have Red Cavaliers who are immune to fear and fight to the death. And they always have enchanted blades.”

Why would any component of the mission be easy? I wondered silently.

I bade Sunflower goodnight. I stayed in the tavern until closing, watching the hearth flicker and pop. It was good to have time alone. Once the proprietor barred the doors, I took the position of sentinel near the front windows. While Ex-Libris did not have an official curfew, it seemed that the streets were completely deserted after midnight, save for the occasional patrol of Orange Librarians that patrolled in pairs. 

At an hour after midnight, the looming figure of Zolotov strode up to the plate glass window. His black cape flowed in the frigid night air. He wore two pistols on his belt and had a sniper rifle strapped to his back. His leather armor was perfect black, polished, and glimmered with mathematical enhancements. He came to a halt directly in front of the Cheapskate Inn.

“I'm watching,” the assassin-scholar said distinctly through the glass.

I nodded in understanding. Zolotov returned the nod, turned crisply, and strode away into the night. 

I came to the realization that Robart's life would be in danger so long as we remained in Ex-Libris. The master of assassins was not one to be easily defied. Zolotov would use any excuse to legally kill my liege – any excuse at all. He disappeared from view, but I knew that he would be nearby at all times until our business in Ex-Libris was concluded. 

The Hour of the Wolf came. Time changed. The sacred silence of this time manifested. 

I felt the subtle mental contact of the Architect. He was much closer now. I could almost see through his eyes. Almost, but not quite. I had a sense that he was indeed chained with heavy manacles. But they were not fashioned from something as mundane as metal. They were made of something else. I could sense the chains draining energy from him. It was a loathsome, sickening sensation. I was again reminded of how fortunate I was to be a Construct. There were sensations other than pain that the humanoids avoided. The Architect was in a constant state of sickness and nausea from the continuous loss of vital force. And yet it did not kill him, for he was an Immortal. But through this tenuous spiritual link, I felt a shadow of what he felt – the desire to vomit and be unable to do so; the physical weakness; the desperate loneliness of being cut off from the world of light and life. 

And despite all this, he had guided me nearly every night during the Hour of the Wolf. He had used to full extent of his greatly diminished power to overcome the dampening effect of the black basalt and the manacles in order to give me insight. I felt humbled. 

What would you have me know? I asked the Architect.

Know that Ex-Libris will soon be at a pivot-point, the Architect thought to me. It may become a light to the world. It may become a staging ground for one of DuPrie’s shadow-selves. It will rest upon Anton Zolotov. He is the fulcrum by which history will change for Ex-Libris, just as you are the fulcrum of change for Myracannon.

We shall find you soon, I promised the Immortal.

Time resumed and the spiritual weight of Ex-Libris descended upon me. While it was not as heavy a burden as Scaradom, there was something unhealthy and sinister about this city. There was a malevolence growing within the city, like a lesion beneath the skin that was not yet visible to a healer's eye. 

The rest of the night seemed like it would pass without incident. But then I saw the stars wink out one by one as the black leading edge of a powerful storm swooped down from the north. The telemetry from Sky Eye indicated that it was an intensity-four blizzard. Even now, my sensors detected that the temperature was falling like a rock dropped from the sky. Frost began to appear on the inside of the plate glass, so I loaded more firewood into the sullen hearth and stoked it until a brave, amber blaze popped and crackled in the huge fireplace. The frost melted from the windows and dripped onto the floor, quickly creating shallow puddles. It took only a few rounds for the wet floor to freeze over into a thin sheet of ice. The temperature was still dropping.

This was not a natural storm.

As the leading edge passed overhead, the wind began to howl like a vengeful spirit. The leafless trees bent stiffly under the relentless gale. Pennants from various shops snapped from their tethers and fluttered by. I accessed Sky Eye again and zoomed to its maximum extent. There was a pocket of much more intense cold over Ex-Libris. Somehow, we had been located. But I did not even know who our enemy was. I came to the realization that, despite my best intentions, I likely had several enemies that would seek to harm me and my companions: Lord Cassandra, the Winter Queen, Kai Shaddoc, the Tongue Speakers, the Crystallins, Librarian Zolotov (possibly), and, of course, the many fragmentary manifestations of Histra Duprie. And that was not even a comprehensive list. 

The snow began to fall in huge flakes that quickly accumulated in the streets. Two of the bio-luminescent street lamps shattered as the freezing gale picked up loose pebbles and other debris and turned them into tiny missiles. I added another log onto the fire and sent my probe to rouse my friends. Dulgar, of course, had already been awakened by plummeting temperature and was in the process of donning heavy winter clothes.

“What the blazes happened to the heat?” Dulgar complained. His exhalation came in steaming wisps from his mouth and nostrils. “Did we somehow get transported to North Point while I slept?”

“No,” I confirmed. “We are under attack.”

“I'll be right down,” Dulgar confirmed. “Get the others.”

I summoned Vincent, Robart, and Sunflower. Hector Grizzletooth had elected to stay at the church hostel and was likely spared the weather assault. It did not take long before the Cheapskate Inn's other guests had stumbled bleary-eyed into the common dining room in search of warmth. Despite the brave hearth's amber light, the windows had again frosted over on the inside. Able assisted in the kitchen with making warm porridge and hot coffee.  He had done this without being asked. When I looked out the window, I could see perhaps three feet before the snow completely obscured my vision. Two more street lamps shattered and the view became as black as tar. It was akin to looking out into nothing. It was fortunate that Constructs could not suffer from claustrophobia, or else I would be in danger of feeling that the blackness had a solid weight that would spill in through the plate glass windows at any moment and devour us all. 

“Never seen anything like this,” the proprietor grumbled fearfully, warming his hands over a steaming cup of coffee. “A storm like this... ain't natural.”

“That is correct,” I told him. “It has been augmented.”

“You really know how ta put a man's mind at ease,” Robart said sarcastically. 

“There's some really bad energy out there,” Sunflower said. 

“Will any of your wards work for us?” Dulgar asked. “I don't feel like freezing to death.”

“Maybe,” Sunflower said, teeth chattering. “My last ward didn't work out so well.”

“I wouldn't say that lad,” Robart said with a wink. “It kept us from getting' shot fulla holes when we got surrounded by Suicide Machines.”

“Well,” Sunflower opined, “what I have in mind isn't as drastic as all that. We need to keep the heat inside the building. A magic circle does that automatically. I'd just have to purposefully increase the effect.”

“Do it, lad,” Robart commanded.

The witch placed a yellow candle in the window that faced the east, a red candle atop the fireplace mantle that faced the south, a blue candle on a table to the west, and a green candle next to the till that sat on the counter on the north wall.   He then traced a roughly circular region in the dining hall using his ritual knife, starting from the east. His athame shimmered with power. It was not so vibrant as Robart's legendary blade, Symmetrika's Hope, but it shone nonetheless. I noticed the undisguised fear and suspicion evidenced by some of the inn's patrons as Sunflower called to the elemental spirits as he completed the circle casting. He lit the candles one by one in sequence.  

“The circle is cast!” Sunflower announced with confidence.

Almost immediately, the room began to warm. It was almost as if the four candles were furnaces in their own right. They were not any brighter than normal candles, but they seemed to be giving off a lot more heat than I had thought possible. The ice melted from the windows and the patrons' exhalations ceased being visible. And yet, despite Sunflower’s ward, I could feel the spiritual weight of something powerful and malignant all around us, just outside the witch's protective barrier. It was as if we stood within a fragile bubble. 

[Informational: Satellite telemetry terminated. Attempting to reacquire signal. Searching. No signal detected. Data beacon set to default polling routine.] 

Wonderful.

“Very effective,” Robart said with approval. “How long will it last?”

“As long as the candles last,” Sunflower replied. “They're rated for six hours. But my guess is that it will be less than that. It could be a lot less.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Well,” Sunflower explained, “this circle is countering hostile magic. The energy drain will be in keeping with the intensity of the hostile power.”

“Fornication!” Valentine cursed. “I'd rather have enemies I can shoot. It's just so much simpler that way!”

“Aye,” Lord Robart agreed. “Cuttin' the head off a zombie is better than freezin' ta death.”

“We haven't frozen to death yet,” Sunflower said. “Whoever sent this little treat to Ex-Libris is expending a heck of a lot more energy than I'm using to keep it out of the Cheapskate Inn. What we don't know is who's going to run out of magic first: me or the mystery villain.”

“Anything we can do ta help?”

“Try to keep people from breaking the circle,” Sunflower advised. “Think positive thoughts. Think about the circle holding back the darkness.”

And so we did. And Robart kept up the good cheer amongst the patrons by recounting some of his more notable adventures – with some rather intriguing embellishment. For example, I did not recall Kai Shaddoc having a dozen Clockwork Apocalypse monsters at his disposal. And I did not recall Vincent Valentine's revolvers as being capable of blasting apart whole buildings in a single shot. My liege was a good storyteller nonetheless. 

Sunflower told the story of how his experimental shield spell that crumbled a whole city block. That garnered a round of laughs. He also told of some of his other magical endeavors that turned out with unexpected and sometimes flammable results. Apparently the witch had accidentally burned down nearly as many hotels as Robart had.

Vincent, in turn, told some foul-mouthed, bawdy tales of violence and sexual conquest. Somewhere, there were arms merchants that had to have become rich based on the Gunslinger's lust for missile combat. Some of the patrons blushed as Vincent talked about some of his more gender-bending romantic encounters. It was probably for the best that Fey were immune to sexually-transmitted diseases.

The directional candles were burned down to the last inch. It should have been dawn by now, but the view from the window remained black as coal. The wind screamed like a sentient being, seemingly enraged that it could not devour its prey. More pebbles smacked against the plate glass window. Dulgar reinforced the inn's windows with a mathematical augmentation. 

It was my turn to speak. I told of our travels through the Deadwoods, and of how we faced a spiritual darkness that made even our current predicament seem mild. I spoke of how the testament of Saint Kyle still stood inside an abandoned chapel and how even the Deadwood's power could not taint the stone tablets that had been chiseled by one of the True One's greatest saints. I carefully omitted the detail of how Robart had gotten possessed by the darkness and had shot me in the head. 

By the time I finished speaking, the spell candles were sputtering. I felt Dulgar's growing unease and I suspected that the rest of the patrons had similar feelings. The windows frosted over again as the candles extinguished one by one. Even the roaring hearth became subdued and dim. It was as if some force not only brought in supernaturally cold air but also smothered flame.

In the next two rounds, the temperature dropped by seventy degrees. The mirror behind the service desk shattered. The plate glass window popped and displayed a complex spider web of fissures. It, too, would have broken into jagged shards if not for Dulgar's mathematical enhancements. 

Able lit his own small torch. For a few moments, the light rallied and pushed back the darkness. But then his gas light dimmed to tiny blue sphere that sputtered at the end of the nozzle.

“Ye did the best ye could, lad,” Lord Robart told Sunflower through chattering teeth. 

“I hope we know each other in the next life too,” Sunflower replied. “It was a lot of fun. Except for this.”

My friends began to sag as hypothermia claimed them en masse. They became listless and closed their eyes. And though most of the patrons clustered around the remnants of the hearth blaze, it did not seem to be producing any heat and barely made any light. I, as a Construct, was immune to the cold. And yet, even that did not appear to be entirely true. My operating system reported a 1% decrease in energy output from my Theoretical Engine. The last time I had experienced such a thing was in the Deadwoods. If I had any doubt that the storm was caused by supernatural means, I could no cast such doubts aside.

Able and I were the last patrons to remain conscious. 

In my mind, I remembered Symmetrika's words. Dulgar and I were linked in some spiritual way. If I lived, so would he. If he lived, so would I.

The Archangel had made me into a Protector. I would protect others. It was what I had been doing all along.

I focused my will against the darkness. It was a loathsome, malignant force – nearly tangible to physical senses. It was a sickness that festered. It was more than the mere absence of light. It was a force that consumed light. It consumed heat and light and life. 

In my mind, I thought: 

Enemy, I pit my faith against yours. My will against yours. My intent against yours. I have faith of purpose. I have faith that the universal deity of good chose me to be a light in the world. I have faith in my friends. Face me.

And it did. A swirling, darkly-shimmering spiritual presence seeped through the flickering shadows of the dining hall. It crawled over the now-still bodies of the comatose patrons towards me. It moved in an unnatural, liquid fashion. It had form but not substance. It seemed like it was a flat, oily, black surface that had the intent to engulf and smother.

The essence of this thing started pooling at my feet and was coalescing into a vaguely snake-like shape. By now, the fireplace was dimmed to mere embers. The candles were extinguished. Able's torch had flickered out. The lesser lights had failed. 

I sent a command to my operating system.

[Maintenance Directive: Release Theoretical Engine energy reserves]

[Warning That procedure is not recommended], my operating system warned. [Confirm Directive? [Y|N] ]

I signaled the affirmative. For the briefest moment, I saw the brightest light I had ever seen. I had become the brightest light I had ever seen. Then...

Time passed.

My could not access my internal clock, and yet it seemed like time was passing. Indeed, I could not access my operating system at all. I wondered by what mechanism I was even processing the thoughts I was now having. I could no feel my body, nor did I have any sensory input. I could not call this experience “darkness”, since that term did not seem to have real meaning now. It was simply “nothing”. I was adrift in a form of nothingness. But time was passing. I somehow knew that. How was I having these thoughts? What form did I now comprise?

I had to amend my use of the word “adrift”, since I did not feel any motion. I did not feel anything. And yet I knew that time was passing. 

I had the terrible thought. I wondered if my operating system and Theoretical Engine had been irrevocably destroyed and that my Angel-bestowed soul was now trapped in the defunct stainless-steel combat frame. The Angel had warned that Dulgar would live so long as I did, and that I would live so long as Dulgar did. 

And so I surmised that my friend was still alive. I did not want to be trapped in a broken frame for the duration of my friend's life, but if that was my fate, I would accept it. In the way that I was able, I loved my friend. I hoped that I had saved Lord Robart, Sunflower, Vincent, and the others as well. I could guess but I could not know. Perhaps I would never know.

Time passed. Somehow, seeping through the sensory-devoid nothingness, I somehow felt the outer edges of Dulgar's mind. I could not know his thoughts, of course, but I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he had lived. And I felt that he could feel my presence – where ever this place was. Time passed.

Here and there, I felt other minds attempting to reach me. They were distant. I could not grasp the words they would have me know. Sometimes I would feel the Hour of the Wolf come and go. The Architect and I shared a similar fate now. I do not know if he heard me when I sent thoughts to him. I knew time still passed, but I lost track of the days. Or weeks. I could no longer trust my unmeasured estimation of time. How did the humanoids ever order their lives before the invention of the chronometer?

There was a constant in this new, strange existence. I felt the routine presence of my friend. I imagined that my inert body might have been placed on a pedestal somewhere and that Dulgar made regular visits to it – like how someone might visit the grave of a beloved one who passed on. The difference was, of course, that he knew my spirit was still present inside the combat frame. 

This was the most broken I had ever been. I found myself looking back on my life, as there was little else to do. Without access to my data stores, I had only fuzzy outlines of what I had accomplished. But I remembered surviving the Deadwoods. I remembered Elonna, and changing time so that she would never know me but would also not die of chemical poisoning or be beaten to death by a security drone. I remembered some of the times I had been grievously wounded. I had been crushed, shot, and had fallen off a cliff. I had been made nearly thirty feet tall once. But I had always recovered. 

But this time was different. Time passed. But my operating system was gone. My Theoretical Engine was dead. I was essentially a ghost that haunted a derelict combat frame.

Time passed. The nothingness continued. I began to forget what it was like to see and hear and feel.

And then there came a new presence. No... not entirely new. It was a presence I had been very intimate with only once. But it had been unforgettable.

Kai Miri, I knew. The Construct-healer from the Isle of Gales. It was her.

Kai Miri. She had come to help me.

[Begin energy transfer], my operating system reported. 

My Theoretical Engine was not yet functioning. My operating system was running solely on power borrowed from the Construct-healer. 

[Power-On Self-Test

Theoretical Engine: Offline

Artificial Intelligence: Inconclusive

Structural Integrity: 99%

Weapon Systems: Offline

Internal Gyroscope: Offline

Data Beacon: 100%

Refill energy reserves from maintenance tether? [Y|N] ]

I clicked the affirmative. My operating system estimated that it could attempt to restart my Theoretical Engine in thirty-five rounds, assuming that the energy transfer rate could be sustained for that long.

The effort was coming at a great cost to Kai Miri. I knew this. I could feel what she felt. It was a sensation akin to regeneration mode, but perhaps magnified by a factor of five. If someone attacked her at this moment, she would be helpless.

[We will not be attacked], Miri communicated to me. [You are safe. You are with friends.]

[How are you doing this?] I asked. 

[Your theoretical Engine was not destroyed], the healer confirmed. [Merely emptied of power. You left yourself nothing for starting yourself back up. That was reckless.]

In retrospect, I knew she was correct. Perhaps, if I could be restored, I could calculate the minimum threshold for my Theoretical Engine, in the event that I ever again needed to dispel a heat-sucking shadow spirit. I hoped that it would not be a regular occurrence.

A little more than half an hour later, my operating system confirmed that it was sufficiently energized for an attempted restart. I affirmed the request.

This time, the Power-On Self-Test reported that my Theoretical Engine was actually functioning and that I could safely detach the maintenance tether. 

I opened my visor and saw Kai Miri standing in front of me. She was pulling a series of wired clamps off my body. She, in turn, was wired to Deros Chan's experimental True Gate, which whirled and swooshed, apparently having generated the reserve energy that Miri had needed to restart my Theoretical Engine. At least I knew why she had not been worried about damaging herself in the process. It had drained her, to be sure, but she was now feeding off the much larger power source that supported the True Gate node. My friends waited from a place of safety thirty feet beyond the TrueGate's are of effect. 

“You're back!” Dulgar exclaimed, pushing past Kai Miri and Deros Chan.

“Yes,” I affirmed.

“You saved our lives,” Lord Robart added. “You saved us all.”

“You didn't save everyone,” Librarian Zolotov said ominously. “The criminal that summoned the cold demon is guilty of 116 counts of murder without forethought. Frozen solid. Not the most pleasant way to go. Not the most unpleasant either, mind you, but still. Of course, he also is guilty of two counts of attempted murder with forethought – that being against you and 'Lord' Robart.”

“No one was trying to kill me?” Dulgar asked.

“No according to our Law Espers.” Zolotov said. “Disappointed?”

“Well... yeah,” my friend admitted. 

“Who is the culprit,” I asked.

“Apparently it's someone from 'Lord' Robart's rather sordid past,” Zolotov sneered. “A certain Orchiel Cassandra, who is allegedly the former owner of the parcel of semi-arctic permafrost ingeniously renamed 'Robart's Reach'.”

“I won that castle fair and square,” Robart barked. “And that damned fool kept sending assassins ta take back what he gambled away.”

“Orchiel Cassandra's gamble with the law didn't pan out any better than his gamble with the cards,” Zolotov said sarcastically. “He didn't figure that we have teams of sensitives in the Red and Orange brigades. He kept that storm going long enough to track him down. Orchiel is not the most creative of villains. He used an abandoned warehouse as his base of operations. Truly! An abandoned warehouse! How clichéd can one get? He needed to be shot just for insulting my sense of literary merit.”

“Trouble is,” Robart interrupted, “even after they had Cassandra under lock and key, the demon was already out of the genie lamp, so-to-speak. But you somehow managed ta take care of that.”

“And now,” Librarian Zolotov said casually, “the common folk are referring to you as the 'Hero of the Cheapskate Inn'. You and your companions apparently have free lodging for life – however long that may be, given your 'profession', as it were. On the bright side, you'll certainly be around to see how we dispense justice in Ex-Libris.”

“I lobbied the Purple Librarian to not have Orchiel Cassandra shot until you were fixed up,” Dulgar admitted.

My chronometer informed me that thirty-three days had passed. From what I knew of Ex-Libris, this had been an unprecedented delay in execution of a convicted criminal.

“And now that you're 'fixed up', there's no need to delay justice,” the Master of Assassins decreed.

As we walked back toward the Great Library, I could tell that the snow had piled quite high within the city limits. Even a month after the storm's passing, the alleyways were still packed with snow that had been shoveled out of the streets. 

“You won't be at full power for another four days,” Kai Miri advised me as we made our way through the Ex-Libris merchant sector. “So don't even think about heavy combat.”

I usually didn't. The heavy combat usually found me.

I asked the Construct-healer how she came by Ex-Libris.

“You were fortunate that I was giving a seminar at Rivna University on mental illness in high-functioning Constructs,” Kai Miri said. “We actually get psychoses much less often than organic humanoids. But it does happen. Usually it results in inefficiency or unscheduled shutdowns. Most mentally-ill Constructs do not become violent. The few times that it does happen, the fiction-pulp writers make a fortune.”

We walked in silence for a time, with Miri to my left and Dulgar to my right. It was good to have my friend Dulgar beside me once more. 

“Thank you,” I said to my friend. “I know you were at my side.”

“You'd do the same,” Dulgar replied. “You don't give up and neither do I.”

We eventually arrived at the steps of the Great Library. The other eleven Black Librarians were already gathered around the prisoner and two others who were apparently his co-conspirators. They were bound in heavy manacles and shivered visibly in the winter breeze. A patrol of Orange Librarians kept the spectators at a respectable distance. The Purple Librarian, bundled warmly against the bitter chill, held a warrant scroll in her unsteady hands.

“Yes,” she addressed us. “It's about time. This execution's been delayed thirty-two days longer than it should have been.”

“One apologizes,” I offered.

“Accepted,” she said with a wink. “But I'm sure your liege would appreciate it if you didn't sleep on duty for a while. But I digress.”

One of the two accomplices spat dryly. The other flexed his legs in anticipation of the sprint that would determine if he lived or died.

The Purple Librarian unrolled the scroll and read aloud with all the force she was able. I suspected that her voice was being augmented somehow.

“Orchiel Cassandra, Mirin Kahanistov, and Borko Mishrakov,” she announced, “the Law Espers have concluded in unanimity that you are guilty of 116 counts of murder without forethought, two counts of attempted murder with forethought, twenty-seven counts of collateral life-endangerment, wonton destruction of Ex-Libris property, wonton destruction of private property, inciting panic, disturbing the peace, and carrying expired Smuggling Licenses. In addition, Orchiel Cassandra is guilty of commissioning an attempted murder, two counts.”

“Hag,” Orchiel Cassandra spat.

The Purple Librarian turned to Robart and me and asked, “Do you, as the principle targets of the assassination attempt, have anything you would wish answered by your assailants?”

“Sure,” Robart said and turned to Orchiel. “How'd you track us down?”

“You're not the most subtle individual,” Cassandra sneered. “You may be a money-grubbing, jumped-up, card-counting fake noble with delusions of philanthropy – but you're not subtle. My Undead Hawks kept track of you for quite a while. But when you escaped them, I found that I needed only to subscribe to the ever-juvenile 'Macho Machines' magazine to get an idea of your approximate whereabouts. Your wind-up toy soldier does tend to grab the headlines these days.”

“Damn,” Robart said, scratching his beard. “Fame's got a down side.”

“Do you feel any remorse?” I asked.

“I'm sure as damnation sorry I got caught,” the former noble said. “And now I'm sorry I didn't eat right and exercise, since apparently my fate is to be decided by fleetness of feet. If I knew I'd end up here, I wouldn't have drank and smoked for thirty years either. But my biggest regret is failing to kill your boss. It wasn't for lack of trying.”

“Unshackle the convicts,” the Purple Librarian commanded of Zolotov. “By Ex-Libris tradition, those found guilty of any crime had a single round advance before you may pursue. Should they reach the city gates, they are merely banished. But once the allotted time is up, you are encouraged to shoot straight and true.”

Zolotov unlocked the heavy chains that bound Cassandra, Kahanistov, and Mishrakov. He roughly prodded them to the lower step of the Great Library using the butt of his sniper rifle.

“The count begins now,” the Purple Librarian announced. “RUN!”

And they did. They sprinted off as if their lives depended upon it – for indeed it did. They got perhaps a dozen yards before the twelve assassin-scholars leveled their rifles and shot the three felons in the back. The impact knocked them flat and they rolled on the ground clutching their obviously-fatal wounds.

“You said we had a round,” Orchiel wheezed, blood bubbling from his mouth and nose.

“By tradition, yes. By tradition,” Zolotov said. “But you killed over a hundred people who never hurt you in any way. Tradition gets broken sometimes. Go to your death.”

With that, Zolotov put his rifle muzzle to Orchiel's forehead and pulled the trigger. And pulled it again. And again. And again. 

The Purple Librarian merely shrugged and said, “Don't forget to clean up the mess.”

“Yes ma'am,” Zolotov replied.

And so it was that a chapter from Lord Robart's past was closed. A man bent on retribution had tried to kill us but killed many others instead. The victory over Cassandra's cold demon felt hollow, but at least the dead had been avenged.

Sixty-Four: War Preparations

Once the public execution was over, I began to notice that Ex-Libris was on a much higher level of alert than it had been since before the cold-demon's summoning. The Orange and Red Librarians were armed with assault rifles instead of standard-issue revolvers. The Black Librarians carried both sniper rifles and revolvers. Even the non-combat Librarians – the Blue, Green, Grey, and the White -- appeared to be armed with small-caliber civilian-grade pistols. The holiday decorations were gone from the avenues and certainly no carolers danced and sung their way down the main avenues. Battalions of Orange and Red soldiers performed practice drills in the open courtyards. The merchants all had ration indicators posted in their windows in an attempt to prevent the citizenry from hoarding food and ammunition. There were even fewer children playing in the street than usual. More ominously, I didn't spy any yellow-caped college students out and about. Not one.

I asked my liege what was happening.

“Well, lad,” Robart said regretfully, “a wee bit o' trouble got cooked up while you were 'away'.”

I asked him to elaborate.

“Some dang-blasted fool managed to resurrect an ancient fighting drone and now it's on its way here to settle some centuries-old score based on centuries-old commands by folk that have been dead for centuries,” Robart complained. “And as much as Zolotov and I don't exactly see eye-to-eye, there's no use having a quarter-million people killed if there's a way ta stop it. So I told him we'd help.”

I nodded. In a man versus machine fight, the man would always be at a serious disadvantage. Constructs neither slept nor ate; they regenerated from all non-fatal injuries and they didn't feel pain or fear. The only humanoids that could easily defeat Constructs were Mathematicians. I pointed that latter fact out to my liege.

“Aye,” Lord Robart said. “Dulgar thought the same way. He's going to be helping the professors in the Mathematics department prepare some kind of doomsday formula. We also roped in the University's music instructors, seeing how useful musicians proved in combat against the Winter Queen.”

I knew that Delta Doom QUESTION: How was Frank sure it was “Delta Doom?” The possibility was mentioned earlier, but now he seems sure of it even though nobody mentioned the War Master’s name to him – maybe his luck kicking in again? was the subject of innumerable fiction-pulps of low-to-mediocre quality. The massive Construct was also the lead character in the theater-destroying musical “Dance of the Warmaster”, a role I had played once in Touchstone. But I was curious as to what anyone knew of the machine's actual combat capabilities.

“We've known about that monster for quite a while,” Black Librarian Zolotov said. It seemed strange that he seemed disinclined to kill Lord Robart now that the men who slew over a hundred innocents had been effortlessly dispatched.

“He – it – whatever – is something of an 'ultimate weapon' that actually never got used for anything,” the assassin explained. “Delta Doom was part of a tenuous war between the West and the North about a century before the Great Cataclysm. It was an undeclared war. Both sides hated each other, so they kept building ever-greater weapons to scare the blazes out of each other so that neither would fire the first shot. They even came up with a clever name: RAG. It stood for 'Reciprocal Assault Guarantee'.”

“Aye,” Robart said, rubbing the beard that was at a moderate stage of regrowth. “You know where it came from, but do you know what it does?”

“It does quite a lot, so far as the old records say,” Zolotov elaborated. “We found an inventory record from an abandoned Wraitheon Dynamics factory – which was also so radioactive that the Librarians in question practically glowed in the dark until they died a few weeks later. The fragmentary schematics was one of the few things they were able to scavenge from that dump. The manifests indicated there was also an Alpha Doom and Beta Doom. Not sure why Delta Doom is famous and the others aren't.”

“As you were saying,” Dulgar prompted.

“Exactly!” Zolotov snapped. “Stop interrupting!”

My friend rolled his eyes.

“Keep in mind that the schematics manual was burned to a crisp about halfway through the tome,” the Black Librarian prefaced. “But it looks like it's got multi-phase, rotating shields, four nailgun batteries, six laser turrets, two grenade launchers, and two anti-tank cannons – apparently those were some sort of armored personnel carriers. It's got five probes for remote telemetry. It can see in visible light, infrared, ultraviolet, and x-rays. It can shoot x-rays. It can shoot a blinding light composed of visible and ultraviolet sources. Oh, and it can animate the dead.”

“What?!” Robart, Dulgar, and Hector said at once.

“How in the blazes can a machine use the Dark Arts?” Robart demanded to know.

“Who said anything about the Dark Arts?” Librarian Zolotov said innocently. “I said it could animate the dead. Apparently it has a limited number of probes that, when implanted into a recently deceased humanoid or animal, sort of jump-starts the nervous system. The result is a small army that looks like zombies, fights like zombies, is immune to pain like zombies, but are actually resistant to Priestly rebukes and can't be turned away by holy symbols.”

“Wonderful,” Robart muttered. “And I suppose you're going to tell me that Delta Doom is really twenty feet tall like in the fiction pulps.”

“Not at all,” Zolotov said with a hangman's grin. “He's certainly not twenty feet tall.”

“At least there's that,” Robart said.

“He's thirty feet tall,” the assassin-scholar corrected.

“Damn!” Lord Robart declared, followed by a string of vile and terrible oaths that would have given Vincent Valentine some competition in the realm of profanity.

As we followed Librarian Zolotov down the broad avenue, it occurred to me to ask where he was leading us.

“To the Red barracks of course,” the assassin stated, implying it should have been obvious. It had not been.

“Why are we going there?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“You agreed to help Ex-Libris and the Purple Librarian declared that she wants you all to become real Librarians instead of regular sell-swords,” he explained. “I think you will look just dandy in red.”

“Not wishing ta distract ye from the honor ye plan ta give us,” Robart said, laying his accent on thickly, “but I thought ye wished ta see me dead.”

 “Oh, I do,” Zolotov said cheerfully. “I do indeed want to kill you. Don't take it personally. Sadly, me shooting you will have to wait until after we've gotten rid of Delta Doom. After all, it's hard to enforce laws in a city with no people, right?”

“And ye think we'd make good soldiers, why?” Lord Robart wanted to know.

“Well, my friend,” Zolotov said expansively. “You may be an ethanol-pickled, double-dealing card-sharp with a purchased Decree of Nobility in some frigid backwater province of North Point, but everyone knows that you know how to fight. I dare say you even have some glimmering understanding of the word 'honor' – when you're not picking pockets or burglarizing a home, that is. And your motley crew certainly proved that you are reasonably effective sailors, what with surviving two Stillpoints and the Winter Queen. Joining an army should be a cake walk by comparison.”

“Aye,” Robart agreed. “There's some truth ta that.”

“And I've made up my mind about something,” Anton Zolotov pronounced. 

“And what might that be?” Lord Robart prompted.

“I think I've started to actually like you,” the assassin-scholar confessed. “So when the time comes to shoot you, I think I'll give you two rounds to run. As you know, tradition does get broken here and there.”

“You're mad!” Robart declared.

“People keep saying that,” Zolotov admitted. “But I get results.”

I tended to agree with my liege on his evaluation of the Master of Assassins. 

The barracks for the Red Librarians looked significantly different than the military outposts I had observed in other cities. Instead of the usual collection of small, outbuildings, the barracks actually consisted of a single, ominous building crafted from black basalt (presumably for its anti-magic properties). In addition, the windows were shaped like narrow crosses and positioned high on the walls. I realized that windows were shaped the way they were to allow for sniper fire, not just for lighting and ventilation. Atop the building, a patrol of six gunners slowly traced the perimeter of the roof along the parapets. Their red cloaks fluttered in the stiff breeze and the steel barrels of their rifles glinted in the weak, winter sunlight. Like the Great Library, the barracks' outer fascia glimmered with mathematical enhancement. Finally, there were two cauldrons along each of the four walls from which boiling oil or molten lead could be poured down upon intruders. 

“They bound a structural enhancement into black basalt,” Dulgar observed in wonder. “That's about as challenging a task as they come. And the whole building is like that!”

“I'll pass on your approval to the White Librarians,” Zolotov said smoothly.

The Red Barracks building was the second-tallest structure within the city limits. I estimated that the barracks could house at least seven-hundred soldiers, possibly more. That number seemed inadequate considering that Ex-Libris was home to nearly a quarter-million people. It was the fourth largest city on West Point and it was defended by less than a thousand professional soldiers. It had obviously been a long time since the librarian city had come under attack. 

“So this is it, eh?” Lord Robart asked the assassin-scholar.

“Indeed,” Anton Zolotov said proudly. “We have the best-trained military on the continent.”

Unfortunately, it was a very small, well-trained military.

We had to pass through three checkpoints to get into the building. Inside, the décor was austere, blocky, and utilitarian. The black basalt walls were polished to a nearly-reflective sheen and augmented throughout with mathematical enhancements. I found it interesting that basalt completely repelled religious magic and did a fair job at resisting the science-based magic that Mathematicians used. It made for an ideal construction material. I also noticed that Ex-Libris had an obvious preference for science-magic over religious magic. 

The wide hallways were lit by arrays of bio-luminescent tube lights that never quite made the corridors seem well-lit. The greenish glow seemed to get swallowed up by the grey-black stone walls. No artwork adorned the walls, but instead only the periodically placed section markers and general-access map frames broke up the flat visual monotony. The orthogonal intersection of corridors all appeared identical. Stout, steel-lined doors only displayed alphanumeric codes, not names or purpose identifiers. It seemed as if one could get lost in this building quite easily. 

“What a maze,” Dulgar snorted. 

“Don't worry about it,” Zolotov assured. “Once you're registered, you'll have access to the map frames, which can show you how to get anywhere in the building. It even offers turn-by-turn guidance. We sort of liberated the software from a navigation satellite that crashed outside the city gates two decades ago. Eventually we hope to mount the satellite transponder on top of the Great Library's spire so that we could offer navigation assistance to anyone who comes into the city.”

Of course, I knew, the instillation of a central data beacon would also bring Ex-Libris one step closer to being like an image of Myracannon. I sensed that Dulgar had a similar thought but did not comment aloud.

We passed by several units of Red Librarians of various ranks. I noticed that they tended to organize in tens instead of dozens. I noticed, too, that the soldiers almost universally carried firearms and not melee weapons. I asked the assassin-scholar about the legions' preference.

“We don't do a lot with hand-to-hand combat,” Anton Zolotov confirmed without elaboration.

When it became obvious that the Black Librarian was not doing to explain further, Lord Robart prompted with a “Well, why the heck not?!”

“Well, for obvious reasons,” Zolotov sneered. “If you can dispatch your foe at a sufficient distance, you don't have to engage them with a sword. Our Red Librarians are nearly the equal of any Gunslinger. The only thing they can't do that a Gunslinger can is slow down time. But for accuracy, they are the best of the best.”

“Okay,” Robart said slowly, “But... We're going to be fighting the Undead. Or at least something a lot like the Undead. That means that head-shots won't kill them. They have to be hacked limb from limb or decapitated.”

“That will pose a bit of a challenge,” the assassin-scholar admitted, rubbing his chin.

“Ya think?!” Vincent Valentine snorted, followed by an utterance of several terrible and unspeakable oaths. 

“Fortunately,” Zolotov said with obvious reluctance, “we have you. The Purple Librarian said you are a swordsman of exceptional skill. So I am deciding as of this moment that you will be training the soldiers for sword fighting. I'll order that the city's blacksmiths suspend all non-combat projects in favor of sword manufacturing.”

“You don't have the swords on hand now?” Lord Robart uttered in amazement.

“We don't do a lot with hand-to-hand combat,” Zolotov repeated. “Yes, we have some swords, but those are more for ceremonial use. They're not high-tensile steel or anything like that. But we've got guns. Lots and lots of guns. And a year's worth of ammo in the munitions stores.

“We're doomed,” the Fey Gunslinger exclaimed. “Fornication and stinking day-old excrement! We're doomed!”

“Pipe down,” Robart chided. “The great thing about having a whole year's worth of ammunition on hand is that I can show them how to make an improvised explosive device. A shrapnel bomb will cut just about anything to ribbons.”

“A thief and a terrorist,” Zolotov mused. “I knew there was a reason I didn't shoot you!”

Dulgar rolled his eyes in disbelief and Robart cleared his throat uncomfortably. I still wondered what duties they had in mind for Sunflower, an avowed pacifist. Perhaps his ethos would permit him to engage in combat against the Undead even if he could not visit harm against sentient beings. I did not know.

We approached the end of the wide, dark corridor and came to a bank of four lifts. Unlike in the Ex-Libris Great Library, the lifts were unadorned and had a simple keypad next to each of the plain steel doors. Zolotov keyed in a four-digit code that summoned the shuttle.

“We're going down, of course,” Zolotov said in a purposefully sinister voice followed by a hollow, mirthless chuckle.

“He's just not right in the head, is he?” Lord Robart whispered to me.

“No,” I estimated.

The door slid open and the staccato clang of gunfire bellowed forth from the portal accompanied by a thick tongue of grey smoke. Beyond the doorway, we entered the largest shooting range I had seen thus far. I was glad that I could manually attenuate my accounting inputs. My humanoid companions were not so fortunate. They looked uncomfortable even after the Black Librarian gave them ear protection. 

“This way please,” the Black Librarian shouted over the din and briskly picked up the pace. 

At the end of the long, smoky lane, we came to another nondescript metal door. Like all of the other doorways, it just had a floor number and code. Zolotov swiped his key card to gain entrance. I asked the Librarian how it was that he had complete access to the Red Librarian headquarters while being the Master of Assassins.

“Once a Red, always a Red,” Zolotov answered. “I've actually been an Orange and a Red before being an assassin. And rank hath its privileges. You can't actually start out as Black. Most come through the ranks through the Orange or Red paths, but we've actually had a few White Librarians become assassins. Black Librarian Illuvatar started as White.

The Orange equated to constables and the Red were professional soldiers.  The White Librarians were teachers and scholars, so I could understand how the career transition from White to Black would be unusual. 

The office we walked into was apparently the recruitment center. It consisted of a long, narrow array of cramped cubicles that were brightly lit by a combination of bio-luminescent tubes and piezoelectric crystals. Between the two, it made a slightly flickering blue-white light that had harsh shadows. The desks were all stainless steel and very few office workers had any personal items at their desks. The intake crew – Red Librarians with only a single rank-circle on their sleeves – looked haggard and fatigued. I also noticed that the vast majority of the applicants were decades younger than Dulgar and Robart, and at least ten years younger than Vincent Valentine and Hector. The recruitment officer looked at the motley assortment presented by Anton Zolotov and gave us a withering look of disapproval.

“I can take the machine and the witch,” the recruiter declared. His sleeves displayed four small circles, which likely indicated a middle rank of perhaps captain or major. An Ident pin displayed his name as “Burkon Del Rey”

“But seriously, Anton,” the recruiter asked, “what am I supposed to do with these beat-up, middle-aged, beer-guzzling adventurers? I need some fresh recruits!”

The Master of Assassins unrolled a small scroll with dramatic flourish. 

“I have special exemption from the Purple Librarian herself that these rather – seasoned – candidates are to be inducted into the Red Guard,” the Black Librarian explained. “Robart Brightsky is a master swordsman and will begin training out troops at blade combat immediately upon induction.”

“We must be in more trouble than I thought,” the recruiter grumbled.

“You don't know the half of it yet,” the assassin-scholar agreed. “Oh, and you'll note that our large metallic friend here is a registered Kai. He's actually only a few percentiles away from being a super-sentient.”

I would have to inquire as to what a “super-sentient” was, but my best guess was that it referred to a machine with an awareness index above 100.

“Why can't he teach?” Burkon asked.

“You'll find 'Lord' Robart has a tad more people skills – assuming he can resist picking the brigade's pockets while stealing their wrist watches,” Anton explained.

“You're all class,” Lord Robart sneered. He did not, however, disagree with the Black Librarian's assessment.

Thanks to recent modernization, the “paper” part of the paperwork was largely eliminated. We were all handed glass tablets in which we were to write in nearly every detail of our recent history. Apparently one of the reasons for the procedural upgrade was to compensate for the fact that most Constructs did not have very good hands. As for myself, I still had not been able to get the required Dexterity Int(2) improvement that would allow me to hold a pen, pencil, scalpel, and any other small precision instrument. Completing the form using a Standard Transfer Protocol connection, on the other hand, was effortless. I had to be purposefully vague as to my history prior to three years ago, given that “three years ago” was actually 197 years in the future. I simply wrote that I was manufactured in Myracannon.

Rather than the standard four-year enlistment period, I noticed that my particular form indicated that I would be automatically placed on inactive reserve following the end of the currently declared State of Emergency. My hope was that Ex-Libris did not experience emergencies on a regular basis, as I did not plan on living here after the conflict with Delta Doom was concluded.

“I wonder if we get paid for inactive reserve,” Dulgar wondered aloud.

“No work, no pay,” the recruiter bellowed. “While you're doing something useful, you'll get five times the Standard Daily Wage. If you get crippled or otherwise permanently maimed, you'll get 0.8 Standard Daily Wage for the rest of your life.”

“Here's to not getting maimed or crippled,” Dulgar said.

“Don't count on it,” Del Rey taunted. “Word is that Delta Doom is twenty feet tall, shoots lightning from his eyes and fire out his arse!”

“He's thirty feet tall,” Dulgar said bitterly.

“Your friends are ready for their medical exams,” Anton said after we had completed our applications. “But you obviously don't need one, so you're coming with me.”

“To what destination,” I inquired.

“The War Room at the Great Library,” the assassin-scholar advised. “I think you'll have some useful insights. We've been planning things for a while during your period of decrepitude.”

I used my holographic sigil to sign for my Ident badge, red cape, and rank insignia. I was given three rank circles – two were solid and one was hollow.

“That makes you a Lieutenant, in case you were wondering,” Anton said. “Our military doesn't have the rank of “Lieutenant Commander”, and we certainly can't give you the rank of “Captain” based on the outcome of your rather short stint aboard the Gerald Fitzedmond, now can we?”

We slowly made our way back to the Great Library. Even in the best of circumstances, I was not a machine that had been built for fast overland travel. I was even slower now because my Theoretical Engine was still recovering from being drained below minimum operational threshold. And yet Anton Zolotov kept walking ahead of me through the bustling crowds, his black cape flowing like a pirate ship's main sail in the winter wind. Then he would realize that I had fallen behind and he would turn around and give me a pouting expression and beckon me to go faster. Of course I could not.

“At your pace, Delta Doom will be at the city gates before we even make it to the Great Library,” Anton exaggerated impatiently.

The sun was setting when we reached the towering highscraper. The sky was a much clearer, darker blue than was ever a possibility in North Point. In Myracannon – or even in the more southerly-positioned Robart's Reach – the sky would be a flat, grey slate of cloud cover that would only permit the sun to be seen as a red sliver against the  horizon for a few rounds at dusk and dawn. But here, the sun was visible quite frequently and the sunsets were panoramas of purple, red, and orange as Gai sank below the distant horizon. And the ecology of West Point was not on a razor-thin margin either, for it had never been brutally abused as it had in the north. 

Of course, that could all change if Delta Doom was not destroyed. Although it was obvious that Delta Doom's last instruction set was to obliterate Ex-Libris, I had no illusions that the war machine would suddenly shut down at the end of its task list. Delta Doom was highly sentient and adaptive. It would seek out additional targets and continue killing until all the cities of West Point were piles of rubble and its citizens nothing but bleached bones for the carrion birds to pick at.

Zolotov and I boarded a heavy cargo lift up to the top floor of the Great Library. The Master of Assassins led me down a few cheerfully lit corridors with distinctly not-cheerful Red Librarians at security checkpoints. Unlike in many other cities, I was not greeted as property. They knew I was an coherent mechanical intelligence and not an unthinking servant of the Black Librarian.

The War Room was an amazing feat of architecture. Because it sat at the top level of the tallest building in Ex-Libris, the eight panoramic windows gave an overview of the entire city in every direction. Skylights brought additional light into the room. Of course, it was twilight now and only a faint gloaming passed through the windows. The War Room featured the largest tablet screen I had ever seen. The animated pane was a full twenty feet across and six feet high. It reported telemetry from security probes, Orange constables, weather, and several dozen spies who traveled outside the city. It displayed the number of able-bodied Black, Red, and Orange personnel. It displayed a view from Sky Eye and Wayfinder-1. More ominously, the Wayfinder-1 view was augmented with a single red “delta” symbol that was surrounded by twenty “U” and six “H” symbols. They appeared to be slightly more than two hundred miles from the city.

Along the outside of the chamber, one Black Librarian and several Reds stood watch along a narrow walkway where powerful tripod-mounted sniper cannons were mounted at the eight compass points. The guns were equipped with optics that amplified light and heat signatures.   The windows, of course, were six inches thick and reinforced with mathematics. 

Two rows of small desks sat in a semi-circular array around the massive display screen. The first row was obviously reserved for the highest-ranking librarian of each color, while the second row was for other visitors and consultants. We were apparently the last to arrive, given that members of the other seven colors were already present. The Purple Librarian gave us an impatient look.

“Deckard Cain suggested that you had finally gotten religion and become a monk,” the Purple Librarian said archly. “I had to consider that, given that you've never been late before. But then I realized that worship of self isn't a religion. This shan't happen again in the future.”

The city's leader had none of the jocularity I had seen when I had last encountered her. Instead, she seemed focused and serious. She had also lost a quarter-inch in height and was stooped over considerably more than last month. Her brittle bone disease continued unabated. Anton Zolotov started to offer an apology but she cut him off.

“No excuses,” she snapped. “Let's just get started.”

“Madam Librarian,” Deros Chan, the ranking Green Librarian, addressed first. “Do we have any support from the other cities? I had the best orator I could find write the Letters of Entreaty to the mayors of the other cities and to some of the Clan leaders.”

“Well,” the city's leader answered, “we've got some mixed results. You can see it on the screen.”

With a few taps on her personal tablet, a new window opened on the larger display. She read the responses aloud as they scrolled on the screen within the pop-up window.

“The Isle of Gales is sending a wing of glider pilots, but they might not get here in time. Rivna's mayor replied, and I quote, 'I hope you fascists get squashed so flat that your remains are compressed into degenerate matter.' The Dark Lord is sending his best tap dancers. I didn't ask why.

“The mayor of Paru says she'll back whoever appears to be winning but she'll change sides mid-battle in order to be alongside the victor,” the Purple Librarian read. “Self-serving yet refreshingly honest.

“We have some fighters from Clan Bryn and Clan Arrowfall – again, if they can get here in time. Cali, Bali, and Saboo are remaining neutral. Cowards. Finally, we have a hundred or so adventurers of various kinds seeking glory, gold, and power. My guess is that they'll find a quick death since I'm using them for the first line of defense,” the library's leader offered pragmatically.

“Finally, we have one battleship,” the Purple Librarian announced.

The last time I checked, Ex-Libris was a land-locked city, so I was curious as to how a battleship could be useful to the fight. I inquired aloud to the Purple Librarian.

“To answer your question,” the elderly librarian stated, “this isn't any ordinary battleship. It's a modified all-terrain ship/tank combination powered by an Akalla-class super-sentient generator Construct. In fact, the power source is Kai Akalla, the first machine of its kind.”

With a few taps on her personal tablet, she summoned a new display window on the panoramic glass. The image showed a hundred-foot long navy ship that slowly traversed the east-west highway on a huge caterpillar drive. The battleship sported four heavy cannons and was defended by a multi-sequence rotating shield. 

“If we're lucky, this Kai Akalla will give Delta Doom a run for his money while the Ex-Libris security forces take care of the ground troops,” the Purple Librarian estimated.

“What does the opposition have?” Anton Zolotov asked.

“Glad you asked,” the Purple Librarian replied, quickly using the zoom feature on the battle map. “Each of the 'U' symbols represents what we estimate to be a hundred Undead soldiers. Mind you, these are the modified kind that will be resistant to priestly rebukes. The 'H' represents living humanoid divisions. Apparently the Tongue Speakers decided that they hate Ex-Libris more than they hate killer robots. Go figure. One of their leaders said that he had a 'vision' that Delta Doom was awakened by angels of the True One and that Delta Doom was being used to pronounce 'judgment' upon the 'sinners' of Ex-Libris.”

Again, it amazed me how it could be that the Church of Holy Truth and the Tongue Speakers were theoretically the same religion. Personally, I didn't see many similarities between the two denominations. 

“At this point, we're outnumbered 3:2 for ground troops,” the Purple Librarian summarized. “I'm open to ideas for how to close the gap.”

“I have an idea, but it would involve breaking the Immensely Destructive Weapons prohibition charter,” White Librarian Cain suggested. “I was thinking that I could get the music department staff to begin rehearsing the 'Song of Twelve'. It has the effect of progressively slowing time for enemies within the area of effect while our own troops remain unhindered. Each progression of the twelve stanzas doubles the time-distortion effect.”

.

“Let's see,” the Purple Librarian mused. “It would make us all war criminals – assuming that the song is actually performable given the expertise of our staff. It could also kill the singers. And it could create a Stillpoint if things go horribly wrong. Why the blazes not? Make it so.”

“We could modify some whirligigs to carry explosives and send them at the enemy ground troops,” Blue Librarian McCreel suggested. 

“Okay,” the librarian leader contemplated. “That would make us guilty of tampering with the postal service – a five-year sentence in the Limitless Sky salt mines. Fortunately, 'life' is only three years or so. Make it happen.”

“How about using the Shard Replicator formula?” Grey Librarian Comsky offered. “It creates an arc of self-replicating mono-filament shards that expand in a 45-degree angle and theoretically has no range limitation. It would cut the Undead to ribbons and cause serious damage to Delta Doom.”

“Another violation of the Immensely Destructive Weapons Charter,” the Purple Librarian said, rubbing her temples. “With the added benefit of making us all war criminals for a secondary reason if we happen to use it against living humanoids. Two life-sentences for the price of one! And if the formula goes off wrong, it will expand along a flat plane, into outer space, forever. Take care not to aim it at the sun, if you don't mind.”

I raised my hand and suggested modifying the city's construction and maintenance drones for combat use.

“An idea that's not illegal?” The ailing leader mused. “Sure, why not? Make your idea a reality.”

The highest ranking Green Librarian  – Deros Chan – said he was more than willing to help arm the entire merchant wing of the library staff as a reserve force as a final line of defense. The Purple Librarian agreed. 

“We've got the guns to spare, but not the training,” the head librarian warned.

“Don't worry,” Deros Chan assured. “You just point the 'bang' end at a zombie and pull the trigger, right?” 

The head Yellow Librarian, a young male Elf who represented the student council, raised a hand and offered to lead his fellow students into battle.

“I'm willing to break interpoint law and spend the rest of my days in prison to defend this city,” the Purple Librarian said. “But I won't risk the students. I have a different job for you, however. If our last line of defense falls, you and the rest of the students are to run as fast as you can, carrying as many books as you can, and seek the shelter of the Shadow Library.”

“I thought that the Shadow Library was a myth,” the Yellow leader replied.

“We tell everyone it's a myth, but it's as real as death and taxes,” the Purple Librarian answered. “It's not supposed to exist. And yet it does. It's an exact duplicate of the Great Library tower in a slightly offset dimension. There aren't a whole lot of books there, but there is a decade or so of rations stored as well as a few very lonely Constructs.”

The Purple Librarian withdrew a shimmering teal talisman from under her blouse and handed it to the student counsel leader.

“This key will guide you to the Shadow Library and grant you entry,” the Purple Librarian advised. “Be forewarned: the Shadow Library is in offset-space so the key can get you in but it's much harder getting back out. But it beats being crushed underfoot by a rogue Warmaster. You might get trapped, but at least you'll be safe. If Ex-Libris is destroyed, you'll be tasked with rebuilding what was lost. You'll be the Purple Librarian then, so don't think you're getting off easy.”

The Yellow Librarian grimly accepted the talisman.

The rest of the meeting consisted in determining the logistics of our many illegal plans as well as ideas for enacting some eleventh-hour reinforcement of the city walls. I found it interesting that the Ex-Libris government was willing to go from being the most law-abiding form of government on West Point to being one that would undoubtedly be censured for lawlessness by the Council of City-States. We also planned the orderly evacuation of civilian non-library staff as well as the children of library personnel.

With the addition of the Green and Blue Librarians to the combat forces and the city's maintenance Constructs re-purposed for fighting, the Ex-Libris was now only outgunned by 5:4 instead of 3:2. It was not optimal, but it would have to do. I already had my primary task for tomorrow: teaching the maintenance drones how to kill. I was certain that nothing could go wrong with this aspect of the Librarians' master plan.

The meeting adjourned and I met my companions back at the Cheapskate Inn. The innkeeper was having an “eve of destruction” sale of beer and spirits. A few patrons were knocking back half-price shots of Coin Rattling Wraith. Vincent Valentine was smooth-talking two yellow-caped college students into a “three-way”. Lord Robart and a construction worker arm wrestled before a small crowd of onlookers. Both men looked as if all the veins in their heads would burst at any moment. Dulgar paged through a virtual copy of  Applied Tessellation and Transformation Matrices for Intermediate Students. Hector casually ran a honing stone over his combat ax while he and Sunflower discussed comparative religion. A somber, black-garbed band played a funereal-sounding lamentation that nobody seemed to be enjoying one whit. The current musical selection was apparently an uplifting ditty called “Who's Gonna Bury Me When Everyone's Dead?”

I took a seat next to Dulgar. He was sipping a lager that was nearly as dark as black coffee and casually eating a basket of potato discs while scrolling through his mathematics text. I asked him how his induction to the Red guards had turned out. 

“We actually weren't the oldest recruits,” Dulgar stated. “Anton Zolotov impressed two retired sell-sword from East Point to help Robart teach hand-to-hand combat. The healers have me a big jar of nutritional supplements since they apparently detected that I have some residual effects of malnutrition from our stay at Myracannon. The pills are practically the size of jawbreakers, so I'll have to cut them in half. They told Robart that he had first-stage cirrhosis but that he'll be okay if he lays off the booze – for pretty much forever. They also recommended that we don't return to Scaradom anytime soon.” 

I told my friend about the war council meeting. 

“So the Shadow Library is real after all, eh?” Dulgar mused. “The next thing you know, the Floating City of Drycanthus will show up on the horizon. It figures that the Tongue Speakers would side with Delta Doom. At least now we can kill those jerks legally. I'm sick of people that make my religion look bad. They might as well worship Illuthiel for all they understand the ways of the True One.”

Given that Illuthiel's portfolio of influences included war, xenophobia, Human supremacy, and authoritarianism, I could not immediately disagree with my friend's assessment. Of course, Illuthiel priests tended to gradually become Undead of the sentient, free-willed variety. But rather than looking like rotted-flesh monsters, the Illuthiel clergy took on the appearance of exquisitely embalmed cadavers – thin, pale, and sculptured, but without a trace of decay. That was their idea of “eternal life”. The price, of course, was that their souls never traveled to wherever they were destined after a normal humanoid's life was over. Most humanoids I had encountered thus far did not fear being re-united with deity – so long as their lives were long and full. But the Illuthiels and Scaxathromites preferred to be separated from their respective patron gods. 

Robart gave a victorious bellow as he slammed his opponent's wrist to the table. The two men shook hands and my liege collected a small pile of copper coins before beckoning the next contender. Vincent Valentine's prurient verbal manipulations of the two college students were interrupted by the specter of three shadowy, robed figures gliding towards the inn. They were obviously not living humanoids, as they had neither feet nor faces.

“Fornication!” Vincent yelled. “And day-old dog feces! What thrice-damned fool ordered Coin Rattling Wraith?”

“It's the end of everything,” one of the bar patrons said sheepishly. “Why not drink up?”

“I'd rather not get robbed first,” Vincent huffed. He quickly donned his new Red Librarian's cape and gave a kiss to both college students. He was apparently romancing one of each gender. 

“Watch how a Gunslinger takes care of business,” the Fey gloated. 

With a blast of winter air, Vincent threw open the door and stood between the three robed spirits and the Cheapskate Inn.

“Caaaaaash,” one of the intruders hissed.

“We've come... for... your coinssssss,” said another.

“We don't want soulsssss,” confirmed the third, “jusssst your money.”

“Oh brother,” Dulgar muttered. 

Vincent held out his coin purse as bait and teased, “Is this what you want?”

“Coinssssss,” the three spirits whispered in unison.

“I'll give you silver, you twice-sodomized wannabe pickpockets” Vincent Valentine challenged. “How about a handful of silver bullets?”

With that, the Gunslinger brought his two revolvers to bear. For a single, fragile moment, time slowed. It was impossible for my gaze to not track the path of the shimmering projectiles as they launched from the firearms' barrels with a flash and a bang. With a left, right, left sequence, the Gunslinger fired three silver bullets. My own combat analysis suggested that the Gunslinger had learned how to do a 3:2 firing sequence. Interesting. 

The fiery projectiles slowly crossed the short distance between the Gunslinger and his foes. Each bullet struck directly where the wraiths' hearts would be – if only they possessed such organs. But like all Undead and malevolent spirit-manifestations, the silver in the bullets caught fire and spread outward like a blooming flower that quickly consumed the three spectral intruders.

Time resumed.

A shower of silver sparks drifted to the hexstone pavement and then were blown down the street by the cold winter wind. The pistols' reports echoed for a few moments before everyone in the bar let out a rousing “huzzah”. I estimated that Vincent Valentine would have no problem finding companions for his bed this night.

“You're just so... potent,” the female student purred at the Gunslinger.

“You haven't seen the half of it,” Vincent promised.

“Are all your guns that big?” the male asked, giving the Gunslinger a lascivious leer.

“I'm willing to show you the third weapon in my arsenal, if you're game,” Vincent offered.

“You've got to be kidding me,” Dulgar grumbled. “How does he do that? And why?”

I suggested that perhaps the Gunslinger made strategic use of his species' ability to produce pleasing pheromones upon demand.

“That was a rhetorical question, Frank,” Dulgar replied.

The midnight hour came and my friends retired to their quarters. Hector, of course, left for the Church's guest house. As usual, I stayed in the common room. I preferred to stand watch throughout the night as I needed neither food nor rest and I had no desire to collapse the hotel's staircase. It seemed that my weight increased incrementally with every upgrade. My structural integrity was three times higher than when I was first activated. I had many more onboard weapons. My life experiences had progressively made me stronger and more capable. But I now weighed over twice as much as when I was created. Most wooden staircases would buckle under my weight. At least Ex-Libris was accommodating to Constructs when it came to tables and chairs.

“You really think we've got a shot?” The barman asked me as he washed the beer mugs and shot glasses. “You really think the Librarians can beat Delta Doom?”

I invoked my combat window and ran several simulations. Unfortunately, it was impossible to get a narrow range of statistical reliability without knowing Delta Doom's full combat capabilities. He was almost assuredly more powerful now compared to his original design specifications. Additionally, his Construct/Undead hybrids constituted a variable of unknown value. I was certain, however, that the Tongue Speakers would prove unreliable in combat. Their track record suggested that they fought at peak efficiency only when their prey was insufficiently armed and were outnumbered at least five to one.

“One cannot calculate,” I said at last, closing the combat window.

“I was afraid you'd say that,” the barman complained. “The Black and Red Librarians keep their cards close to their vests. But I've read the fiction-pulps. We're doomed. Doomed, I tell you! Delta Doom will be unstoppable. He's immune to both fear and bullets. He was designed to be the unstoppable soldier of tomorrow and then he killed his creators. He'll kill us too. He'll kill everyone on the planet! It'll be the end of everything!”

I estimated that the barman read too many fiction-pulps. I suggested that the writers of Construct fiction were rarely experts in the field.

“Well, I know you Reds will do your best,” the barman conceded. “But it just seems to hopeless.”

Personally, I did not see it that way. The operating conditions in Myracannon had offered much grimmer odds and yet I and my friends had survived. 

“I wish I had your confidence,” the barman said. “May the True One bless you all.”

I had learned to never refuse blessings from any life-affirming deity. 

The barman finished his duties and locked the door for the evening. I stood alone a few rounds later. The bioluminescent tubes were banked down to minimum intensity and the fireplace died back to a pile of orange embers. I periodically put a small log on the fire to prevent it from extinguishing. 

The Hour of the Wolf came. There was a stillness in the spirit world only manifested at this time of night. The weight of evil lifted from the land. Somewhere, less than two hundred miles from Ex-Libris, Delta Doom's progress was slowed, albeit temporarily, and his quasi-Undead minions staggered like marionettes with half their strings cut. It would only last during this Hour. But somehow I knew this was happening exactly as I was imagining. 

What else would you have me see, I asked the Architect, now that I realized the source of my sudden clairvoyance. 

The timeline is at another fulcrum point, the Architect communicated. See how it shall be should Delta Doom prevail.

My awareness of my current surroundings at the Cheapskate Inn vanished and I stood amongst the ruins of Ex-Libris. The numerous shops were crumbling, windowless husks that overflowed with weeds, herbs, and various grain-bearing plants. Most of the hexstone pavers were missing and had tall grass growing out of the gaps. The Great Library stood only three stories high and was surrounded by piles of stone debris. Feral cats prowled the streets in search of prey. Thick vines had overtaken most of the buildings that still stood upright. Intuitively, I knew that I was looking at a future 197 years from now – coincidentally being the year I was activated. Nomads on horses arrived at the city gates and began picking through the rubble for the herbs and grains that they had planted the previous year. They humanoids were wiry, lean, and dark from a lifetime spent outdoors. They wore leather and animal skins and their knives and weapons were made solely from wood and stone. They did not possess any technology that appeared to rely on mathematics or metallurgy.

“Leave one in three for the following year,” the nomad shaman commanded. His chest was bare and displayed numerous magical tattoos that shimmered with power. “Else there will be no harvest next year.”

The gatherers did as their leader commanded. They scoured through the broken boulevards and gutted buildings where the tribe had planted their crops. An hour later, they returned with baskets of corn, carrots, medicinal flowers, and other plants. 

“Hurry! The Doom shall be here before nightfall,” the shaman warned.

I knew intuitively that similar scenes played out in the ruins of Bali, Cali, Paru, and all the primary cities. Delta Doom had made towering engines of destruction in its own image for the sole purpose of eradicating the remaining organic humanoids. In response, the civilizations had fallen and the survivors of the Construct Apocalypse had degenerated into roving packs of nomadic tribes that avoided destruction only by staying in motion all the time and keeping a few hours ahead of the “Dooms”. The humanoid population was much smaller in this timeline while the Dooms gradually increased in number. It was not difficult to guess how the end game would play out.

And that is not all, the Architect warned. There comes a future when Shaddoc will be powerful. He has not forgotten you, nor has he forgiven you.

I will do as I must, I replied.

Never forget what you are capable of doing, the Architect advised. Be true to your calling. You are a Protector. A Protector protects.

The Hour of the Wolf ended and time resumed its normal pace. I was just as sure that Delta Doom and his followers had also resumed their normal pace. I wondered, not for the first time, how it could be that I was always involved at the center of so many critical junctions in the flow of time. Perhaps it was because Dulgar and I had broken the laws of time simply by being where and when we are. We came from a future that is likely to no longer exist, and yet we are here. Perhaps there some dissonance in the balance of cosmic forces would always follow us and that our lives would be filled with a never-ending series of calamities. The strange events in my life had caused me to establish meaningful friendships and to exceed my initial instruction set in a vast number of ways. I had been given a soul. I had learned to acknowledge deity. And I had all but assured that Elonna would not die at the hands of a medium-duty security drone while in the final stages of chemical poisoning. If a future of random calamity was the price to pay for my life's experiences, I would gladly pay it. 

My only regret was that assuring Elonna’s life also meant that she would never know me. Even if I waited the 197 years until I had aged into my proper time frame, she would have had entirely different life experiences. She would never have been a slave in Myracannon. She would never have been poisoned. She would never have been so desperately lonely to have considered befriending a Construct. But it was preferable that she live. That was a price a paid as well. 

It was a good thing that I lacked the ability to feel emotions. I could easily understand how an organic humanoid could feel overwhelmed at times by the loss of a beloved companion, and how that loss would sting all the more during the empty, desolate hours before dawn. It was better to be what I am.

Eventually the sky brightened with the promise of the new day. The winters on West Point were cold but they lacked the bitter lethality of the Northern lands. A humanoid could freeze to death, to be sure, but it was not so cold as to guarantee spontaneous reanimation as an ice zombie or any other kind of malevolent spectral being. Even in winter, hardy birds fluttered in the dawn sky and would occasionally alight on holly bushes and other evergreens. The citizenry began taking to the streets en route to work or their errands. They wore thick coats and leathers, but were not bundled to the nearly comical extreme as was required around Brighton's Reach or Carthag. I had no doubt, however, that my friend Dulgar would find it too cold for his liking.

My friends awakened, ate ravenously, and set out to their respective tasks. I spent the next two weeks reprogramming the hundreds of non-sentient and semi-sentient labor drones for combat duty. It was unsettlingly easy to accomplish. A street paver could be programmed to hurl twenty-pound hexstones at hostile targets. A welder drone could set an opponent ablaze. A construction assistant could launch nails, bolts, and screws at an enemy combatant. A farming drone could be taught to decapitate a foe using a sickle or a scythe. Against all that programmed aggression, I had to carefully write directives that would prevent the machines from killing innocent civilians as well as prevent them from destroying each other. While Constructs had numerous advantages over organic humanoids, they generally lacked the ability to interpret and improvise. Moreover, they would carry out commands as written. A written instruction, however, could vary quite a bit from the intended instruction. Humanoids often voiced that frustration when dealing with machines. Being a Construct, however, it was very easy to think in machine language and thus I was confident that I was not intentionally creating an army of rogue drones. My “failsafe” directive was that the machines revert to their original programming in six months unless given a countermand by me.

Four days into this task, my operating system informed me that my Theoretical Engine was once again fully recovered and that all of my internal systems were functioning at 100% capacity. My structural integrity had increased incrementally and I now had two available upgrades. Given the nature of my foe, I felt it wise to choose “Enhanced Firewall” and “Combat Coprocessor Int(1).” The former would make it much more difficult to succumb to Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol attack, while the latter would permit me to direct the combat functions of up to twenty non-sentient machines. Delta Doom had that power as well, although he had upgraded the talent far above the first intensity. 

Robart and Hector primarily occupied themselves with hand-to-hand combat training at the barracks. Dulgar assisted Deckard Cain with reformatting an illegal formula of massive destruction. Vincent Valentine and some of the other city fliers performed critical reconnaissance. The conventional wisdom was that first-person observation was important in the event that the Library's telemetry somehow became compromised by Delta Doom's incredibly powerful machine intellect. Sunflower worked with the medical team and helped ready the infirmary for the casualties that were sure to arrive once the fighting began. Two other witches from Sunflower's coven pledged to offer services as healers for the duration of the war. The Elementalists boasted healing and herbalism skills that were superior to all but the Changeling priests from the Isle of Gales. Able busied himself in the mess hall. The diminutive Construct was a very competent chef and could labor tirelessly to cook meals for the Red and Orange Librarians. 

The tap dancers sent by the Dark Lord also arrived two weeks into the war preparation. The dozen men and women from the Gaelic Knot had skills that went beyond mere entertainment. Their rapid, rhythmic dancing could initiate a harmonic effect that could make stone and metal objects shatter. They demonstrated this talent on an array of metallic mannequins that subsequently got vibrated into piles of spare parts the size of dice. The dance leader informed Anton Zolotov that she believed that their art form could affect exposed bone as well. 

Deckard Cain's music teachers made steady progress on adapting the range of the Song of Twelve to a diameter useful in large area combat. The real breakthrough came when Deros Chan – of True Gate fame – devised a way to utilize the gate's three concentric rings as a sound amplifier. The True Gate node would have to be transported into the theater of combat, but it would allow the singers to project their voices in a half-mile radius. The Song of Twelve was utterly incompatible with the Dark Lord's tap dancing troupe’s power, so it was decided that the dancers would be reserved for “mop up” of enemies that still stood once the Song of Twelve was expended – assuming that the entire line of skirmish was not swallowed whole by a spontaneously-generated Stillpoint.

My friend Dulgar said his re-engineering of the illegal Replicator Shard formula. PROBLEM: I think this sentence is missing the end of it.
“This isn't one of my proudest moments,” Dulgar admitted. “If this goes wrong, I won't be able to stop it. The night sky will glitter with two-dimensional razors that will expand into the cosmos, unchecked. I know we have to win this war, but the price is looking pretty high at this point.”

I agreed. There were aspects to this war that could potentially go catastrophically badly.

“And it's not as if the Replicator Shards will destroy this planet,” Dulgar assured. “It could destroy other worlds quite easily. If there is life on Papilian and this formula goes badly, in fifteen years they will receive a leading edge of transparent razors falling out of the sky in a thousand-mile arc. And it won't stop there. The razor arc will cut through the planet, come out the other side, and keep on traveling.  There's a reason why this formula is illegal. The guy who wrote it never invented an 'off' switch. It took the combined efforts of the Professor, the Doctor, and the Architect to reign in the only manifestation ever unleashed. And the scale last time was much smaller than what we're going to launch.”

I asked my friend what he could do to make the formula less dangerous.

“I'm in the process of reverse-engineering the formula so that I can insert a recursive subroutine that forces the replicator function to draw a 'permission' token from the subroutine before creating new shards,” Dulgar answered. “I would then give the subroutine a thousand 'tokens' so that the effective range would be about half a mile. The trouble is that the original designer wrote really tight code – in proprietary shorthand. It's not that difficult to invoke the Replicator Shards  if I just write it out as-is, but to make changes to the formula, I have to really understand the meaning of a dozen or so symbols that I haven't figured out yet. 

“And yet, I'm commanded by the Purple Librarian to use the formula as-written if I can't unpack the guts of it by this time next week,” Dulgar lamented.

I did not envy my friend. 

The highest-ranking Yellow Librarian had a long caravan of wagons packed with provisions, books, and medical supplies ready in case the line of skirmish fell to Delta Doom. 

“I hate making the choice between food and books,” the student council leader said. “One feeds the body, the other feeds the mind. We really need both. But I can't pack much more into these wagons and still have room for the other students too.”

I made my way to the outer gate where I met with Anton Zolotov. He was checking in a motley collection of hired thugs and sell-swords who were willing fight for coin. Some of them were veterans of the Limitless Sky salt mine, given the prison tattoos on their hands. I estimated that anyone with the constitution to survive even a few years in the most deadly penal setting ever developed would find combat against machine-zombies a fairly mild challenge. 

“And pardons too,” the gang leader demanded.

“Yes, yes, the pardons,” Zolotov said dismissively. “These cards are for one – and I repeat one – automatic pardon for any non-violent criminal offense. Use them wisely. Or, better yet, obey the law and never use them at all.”

The ethics of the Ex-Libris government continued to degrade. According to the Code of the Saintly Warrior, true ethics were known in times of crisis not just in times of peace. 

The thugs trundled off to their collection of tents outside the city. From my vantage point, I could also see the encampment of the Red Shirts – a band of mercenaries that had the reputation of having luck nearly as bad as my own. A dozen meters down from the Red Shirts, I noticed a rather large open pavilion that covered ten triangular hang gliders that bore the markings of the Brightfeather Air Force. Some of the uniformed Changelings were chatting amiably with members of the Red Shirts while others performed routine maintenance on their gliders.

I asked Anton Zolotov if any further reinforcements were forthcoming.

“Just one,” the assassin-scholar confirmed while pulling out a collapsible spyglass from its leather case. “The Akalla's Hope. In fact, it's about an hour away down the north-south highway.”

I launched my remote probe in the direction that the Black Librarian had indicated. In a few rounds, the mighty landship came into sensor range. The battleship looked even more fortified than the stock footage I had seen at the war council meeting – with an extra cannon and more solar sails in evidence. Two additional gliders lay on deck, as well as a strange spider-like land conveyance that could transport three humanoids over nearly any terrain. 

From what I could see, the ship's complement was a rather random selection of diverse individuals. The white-haired human wearing a partially-burned lab coat was undoubtedly Doctor Cardin Montross. He wore a telescopic monocle and a forearm-mounted grappling hook. The captain, Thaddin Kirby, looked as if he was a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle that was somehow coherent and animate. And yet he looked as if the flesh-colored cubes that made up his body could spray out onto the decking at any time. Presumably that did not actually happen. Then there was a scaly, blue-green weredragon – one of the rarer humanoids on Gaianar. A heavily-armed werecat also prowled about. The other crew members looked like they had been recruited from numerous places throughout the world and possibly offworld as well. There was no set uniform, but they were all armed with swords and revolvers. 

I sent an Ident ping to Kai Akalla. 

[Ident: Akalla. A7A11AA. Function: Propulsion / Navigation]

While the ping was a standard machine greeting, I had the sense of being addressed by a singularly powerful mind. I asked Kai Akalla to open a formal communication channel on STP. The propulsion Construct agreed and I felt my intellect dwarfed by the other machine. Akalla was a Construct that could not only calculate eleven-dimensional navigational solutions, but could think in eleven dimensions as well. Akalla had an entire array of math coprocessors. Her self-awareness index was so high that made Kai Miri look like a child and made me look like an intelligent pet by comparison. I now knew what a “super-sentient” was and why a malevolent one could spark such fear in the minds of the humanoids. Kai Akalla, however, seemed to have an intellect that transcended the normal definitions of “good” and “evil”. This machine did not seek domination or conquest or glory. I knew with certainty that Akalla's primary motivator was the acquisition of knowledge. It was no mystery why the super-sentient would come to the aid of Ex-Libris.

“She's one fine machine,” Anton Zolotov said, collapsing his spyglass. “With her on our side, we just might squeak by. What do you think?”

“Agreed,” I replied.

“I'd say we're pretty much ready to go to war now,” the assassin-scholar declared. “Tomorrow morning, we're rolling out. We'll bring the fight to Delta Doom before he can bring it to Ex-Libris.”

We had trained soldiers, willing amateurs, and powerful allies who could stand against an ancient force of unknowable destruction. I hoped that it would be enough. 

Sixty-Five: The Five Days’ War

The Akalla’s Hope rolled up to the western gate of Ex-Libris. The intense presence of the super-sentient was disconcerting to me. It was good that Kai Akalla was essentially benign for I knew I would have had a difficult time repelling a Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol attack for any meaningful period of time, even with my firewall upgraded. On the positive side, Akalla could help shield me and the other Constructs from a CHAP assault from Delta Doom.

The sun set and the night was full of stars. The temperature dropped well below freezing and the air was as dry as powder. The Watcher was a few days away from fullness. The light from the Watcher gave the night a thin, cold radiance. I could understand why the Elementalists revered the full moon.  Before I had been imbued with a soul, I never would have noticed such things.

The plains beyond the city gates were white with winter snow. Soon its purity would be soiled with blood from the humanoids and ichor from the Undead invaders.  Even now, hundreds of crows cackled and squawked from their perches in leafless trees. Some primal instinct seemed to have driven the carrion birds to this place where they would soon pick upon the eyes and tongues of the newly slain. And I had no doubt that feral dogs and wolves would soon follow. And perhaps the crows and dogs would begin their feasts upon the dying without waiting for their victims’ injuries to prove fatal. I did not like to imagine what it would be like to have one’s eyes impaled by a crow’s beak.

It was a good thing that I was a Construct and not an organic humanoid. For it would be impossible for me to become distracted by a wash of fear and preoccupation with death.

“Stop it, Frank,” Dulgar said abruptly. “That thing you do is getting more obvious.”

“What thing?” I asked.

“Your thoughts bleed over sometimes,” my friend explained. “It’s not like I can actually read your thoughts. But I sometimes get strong impressions about what you are thinking. It’s like hearing a conversation through a wall – you can’t hear the actual words, you can hear the tone of voice.”

I did not know what I could do to prevent this manifestation. According to my sociological database, humanoid espers could only use their gifts on other humanoids and Constructs could only teleproject with other Constructs. The bond that Dulgar and I shared did not have a precedent. Even Kai Miri, the Construct healer, did not understand the nature of our spiritual link.

The twenty non-sentient Constructs I had requisitioned arrived at the staging area one at a time. The duty roster included two welders, five brick layers, five maintenance drones, and eight groundkeepers. Of course, the welders were now equipped with flame throwers. The brick layers had been hastily modified to hurl large stones. The maintenance drones were now equipped with an array of sinister-looking knives in place of their screw drivers and wrenches. And the groundskeepers had their weed trimmer attachments replaced with circular saw blades. All in all, the changes to the machines had transformed the Constructs from benign servants of mankind into unthinking, relentless killing machines that would at my command begin hacking Delta Doom’s army of walking corpses.

I opened a channel on STP and began linking the drones to my combat coprocessor. 

[Warning: Combat coprocessor at 100% utilization. Memory handles in “low” condition. Combat effectiveness will be reduced. Reverting to 1:1 firing pattern.]

It seemed to be a fair trade for me to lose one attack per round in order to gain an additional twenty attacks by way of the non-sentient Constructs I now controlled. I ran the drones through a few drills and practice exercises. My status window became cluttered very quickly with thumbnail-sized representations of the various machines’ health and readiness. What I discovered was that my second attack per round was expended in issuing machine language commands to each of the twenty drones under my command. No humanoid could give orders so quickly. Machine language was terse, without embellishment, could not easily be misunderstood. In humanoid speech, by contrast, the word “right” meant “the opposite of left”, “correct”, and “an entitlement”. It was no wonder my friends so often misunderstood each other. In combat, a misunderstanding could be fatal. Machine language was eminently superior. 

I disconnected the link and instructed the drones to enable standby mode until we were ready to depart tomorrow.

Hector Grizzletooth approached the gates of the city, riding in a wagon pulled by eight dogs. He had three other Dwarves with him. In preparation for the battle, he had polished his armor and axe until they gleamed like mirrors. The cold, pale moonlight glinted icily upon the finely crafted metal. The Dwarf’s exhalations came forth in steaming puffs that quickly dissipated in the chilly winter night. The dogs yelped and whined pitifully, no doubt from being pushed too far for too long.

“I got us three more Paladins,” Hector said triumphantly, indicating the three heavily armored Dwarves that accompanied him. He then set about introducing Bruno Axelore, Molly Coalfinder, and Fiona Firebrewer, all from the Order of Saint Eldra.

My sociological database indicated that the Church of Saint Eldra was a denomination of the True One religion that was dedicated primarily to the rehabilitation of violent criminals. Their success rate was only slightly lower than that of the Isle of Gales’ mind-healers and over a dozen times higher than the Limitless Sky Salt Mine “rehabilitation” program. 

Of course, the power of a Paladin was not limited to the warrior-cleric’s skill with a sword. A Paladin’s power over the Undead was surpassed only by Priests of the True One. How much power they would have over the Construct/Undead hybrids was yet to be seen. 

Sunflower arrived an hour later and was accompanied by several Elves that I recognized from the Dawn Sister Coven. Violet accompanied my friend. Like many of her race, her facial expressions were difficult to interpret. Whether she was amused at being here or annoyed was something I could not determine. She had cropped her raven-black hair quite short since our last encounter and she had donned heavy leathers that had thin plates of metal sewn inbetween the inner and outer layers. In addition to wearing a ritual Athame, she also carried a sickle that emitted a radiance not unlike the embers from a camp file. 

She accompanied by five other coveners, two female and three male. All were dressed like they were ready to fight. While I was unsure what kind of damage their sickles could do to Undead Constructs, I had no doubts as to their willing spirit. 

“Hail and welcome, Guardian of the North,” Violet, the coven’s high priestess, intoned.

“Hail and welcome,” I replied.

“You’ve made quite the impression on Sunflower,” the high priestess said. “He’s actually getting a story published in ‘Macho Machines’ next month.”

I was not surprised. My estimating was that Sunflower would likely find a career in fiction-pulps to be more satisfactory that one in trucking.

“Of course, we’re here primarily as healers, as I’m sure Sunflower made known,” Violet clarified. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t fight. Ex-Libris is one of the few cities that doesn’t treat Elementalists like blood-drinkers. That’s worth fighting for.”

I nodded.

“Besides,” the high priestess said, “I still owe you one from Harvesttide. The witch-hunters didn’t get any of our number thanks to you. That’s worth something.”

My friends returned to their assigned tents and I stood watch over the column of modified drones that had been placed under my command. When I considered the non-sentient Constructs and the simplicity of their minds, it occurred to me just how ridiculous the fears of hate-groups like Flesh And Blood First and the Tongue Speakers actually were. Non-sentience was the norm for Constructs. They were dutiful, handy, and durable. But they lacked any kind of initiative and could never be a universal replacement for humanoid labor. They could do things that organic humanoids could not do – such as enter burning buildings, conduct mining operations in tunnels filled with toxic vapors, and do repetitive labor that would destroy a humanoid’s hands. But a non-sentient Construct could never lead an army, teach a class, write a poem, minister to the sick, or comfort the dying. 

And yet, I could. 

Constructs as self-aware as Able numbered one in ten. Those with awareness like myself and  Kai Miri were one in twenty. And super-sentient machines like Delta Doom and Kai Akalla were perhaps one in one thousand.  There was no reason for the Tongue Speakers to fear any but the most powerful of Constructs. And yet they showered my kind with derision at every possible opportunity. 

The night passed without incident. After midnight, a cold front passed over the city. The stars winked out one by one as the cloud cover brought a thin stream of flurries. It would not be a hindrance to travel, only a hindrance to visibility. By dawn, a quarter inch of white fluff coated everything in the staging area. 

The Ex-Libris war council had decided that the battle would be conducted in three phases. It would start with a five-day cushion in which the Library’s forces would initially confront Delta Doom’s forces and stage a strategic retreat that would take out the ground forces in a controlled fashion. 

In the first phase, the Library would send the irregulars and mercenaries against the human Tongue Speaker units. It was doubtful that the Tongue Speakers were more any more proficient than any rag-tag band of highwaymen. Some of the irregulars were themselves highwaymen whose criminal charges were dropped in exchange for this service to the library city. 

The second phase would involve the core Black, Red, and Orange forces taking on the Construct/Zombie hybrids. The Library forces would be augmented with mathematical and musical support. It would be in this phase that White Librarian Deckard Cain would unleash the illegal “Song of Twelve” and when Dulgar Gemfinder would attempt his modified Replicator formula. I would be manning the True Gate node, which would add power to Deckard Cain’s and Dulgar Gemfinder’s endeavors. Hostile forces surviving that encounter would be faced with the Dark Lord’s tap dancers, who apparently had the power to unleash highly destructive sonic blasts at their opponents.  

In the final phase, it would be a head-to-head showdown between the Akalla’s Hope and Delta Doom. Cardin Montrose had a reputation for creating very clever weapons without a lot of development time. With any luck, the bulk of Delta Doom’s ground forces would have been neutralized. But if not, I would activate my platoon of non-sentient Constructs to mop up any stragglers. If the Akalla’s Hope was destroyed and Delta Doom was victorious, I and my column of drones were to buy as much time as we could so that the Yellow Librarians – the students – could escape to the Shadow Library. 

The flurries continued as we broke camp and departed Ex-Libris. Never in my recollection had I seen so large an army gathered in one place. Black Librarian Zolotov blew a trumpet to announce the rollout. The frozen ground trembled under the footfalls of several thousand Librarians, the hoof beats of several hundred horses, and the slow rumble of the Akalla’s Hope’s caterpillar drive. The black crows scattered into the air and squawked angrily. I started the Highrider’s trimode drive and headed west with the rest of the troops. The mighty tow truck strained under the load of the True Gate node that trailed behind us on a thick chain. We did not have to worry about depleting the truck’s batteries, however, as Dulgar linked a firewire connection between the Gate and the truck’s charging port. No, the truck’s protest came from towing an object that weighed 30% above the maximum towing limit.

The sky remained leaden and featureless. It seemed to drain what little color there was in the winter land. It had the effect of making the plains seem colder than it really was. I had no doubt that my friend Dulgar already thought it was colder than it really was, given that he had already asked me twice to turn up the truck’s heater. Between complaining about the weather and pouring coffee from his recently-repaired magical coffee decanter (thanks to Deros Chan), Dulgar scribbled all manner of arcane mathematical symbols into his glass tablet in a last-minute attempt to re-engineer the illegal Replicator formula. He would then curse under his breath as the screen turned red, indicating failure. Again. And again. And again. But my friend did not give up.

Robart used his time to update his troop movement schematics. It was the first time I had seen my liege operating a glass tablet and he seemed quite unaccustomed to its use.

“How in the blazes do ye send this ta Ex-Libris War Command?” Robart growled in frustration, tapping the stylus so hard that I thought that the tablet would crack.

“Hand it here,” Dulgar said.

Dulgar looked at Lord Robart’s tablet and said, “You had the data beacon set to Very Terse Transfer Protocol. It’ll take several weeks to upload on that channel. Try Standard Transfer Protocol. It’ll take less than a round.”

“Damned tablets,” Robart said. “Who needs ‘em?”

“You do,” Dulgar replied. “So do all the battle commanders. Beats me how they did wars before high-speed communication.”

“Trust me,” Lord Robart mused. “They found a way. Mankind’s been killin’ each other over nothin’ since we learned how to pick up a rock to sharpen a stick.”

That was a depressingly accurate assessment of the history of organic humanoids.

“But it got so much more sanitary when we learned how to make Undead and Constructs,” Hector said wryly. “We just had to program zombies and machines to do our bidding. Hardly a fair arrangement for the zombies and machines, however. Maybe that’s why they became sentient and said ‘the blazes with the humanoids!’”

I could understand that.

We kept a steady pace throughout the day. Vincent Valentine would occasionally fly into the sky so as to give us first person observation. He came back a few hours later and was cursing the most vile and terrible oaths.

“Fornication and stinking day-old excrement!” Vincent swore. “That damnable machine has all those skeletons and zombies stacked up like child’s blocks. They’re huge, I tell you! Huge!”

Robart did some rather robust swearing of his own as he hastily made changes to his battle diagram. The tablet flashed red much more often for him than it ever did for Dulgar. And Robart uttered some new epithet with each red screen. He would occasionally hand it to Dulgar in frustration and he would back out whatever error he made that prevented him from continuing.

We stopped at evening. The troops on foot were likely fatigued after marching for nine hours. I knew that  Delta Doom’s forces would not be stopping, nor were his troops fatigued – at least not most of them. However, I took some solace in the knowledge that Delta Doom’s three units of Tongue Speakers would likely be falling behind. As odious as they were, the religious terrorists were still Human.

I followed my friends over to the hastily erected mess hall. I was impressed that the temporary pavilion had been erected within ten rounds of us stopping for the evening. Within ten rounds after that, the cooks had begun preparing food for the troops. Construct Able busied himself with chopping various vegetables into a huge stew pot, from which steady trailers of steam arose. I noticed, too, that he had used a recent upgrade opportunity to develop a grinder appendage for preparing spices and herbs. He watched him grind fresh pepper corns into a fine powder and stir it into the rapidly thickening stew.

“Your friend turned out to be quite the chef,” Lord Robart assessed. “Smells great even from the doorway.”

The soldiers ate in shifts, as the huge pavilion could seat only a thousand people at once. But the cooks prepared meals in huge quantities, like drones in an assembly line. In the fiction pulps, the swordsmen, priests, and mathematicians often blazed a path to glory on the battlefield. But no one remembered the cooks. I made it a point to place into memory how hard these civilians worked in order to feed those who would do the fighting. I looked at their faces so that I would remember who they were, should they fall in battle. It seemed like the worthy thing to do.

“You’re in a dour mood,” Dulgar said.

“How can ye tell?” Lord Robart asked, dipping a fist-sized hunk of freshly baked bread into his huge bowl of steaming vegetable stew. “He hasn’t said a thing!”

“I just know,” Dulgar responded. 

“Lad,” Lord Robart counseled, “I’ve been in war before. I lived. Ye just have to keep your head together when everyone else is goin’ nuts. Yes, people are goin’ ta die – probably some people we know. But it’s better than lettin’ Delta Doom have his way with the whole of West Point.”

I nodded.

“And let me add,” Robart continued, “that ye haven’t let me down yet. Ye saved me from the assassin’s bullet. And being your friend has given me more ‘living’ in just three years that I’ve had in the other fifty-one I’ve been alive. And that, my friend, is worth a lot to me.”

I thanked my liege for his assessment of the situation. I knew that I would do all that I could to safeguard the lives of my friends. And I knew that I had at least a reasonable chance of doing so.

After my friends ate, we left the pavilion so that the next wave of soldiers could get their evening meal. Multiple bonfires lit the winter plains. A thin flurry of snowflakes flittered down from a featureless black sky. The crows returned in force, cawing and cackling in the chilly night. A mournful, dry wind blew across the field, kicking up plumes of powdery snow. And it seemed to me that the campfires, as warm and bright as they were, could so easily be extinguished by encroaching darkness. The darkness could so easily take on a tangible form. 

It was a good thing that Constructs could not develop phobias. According to my medical database, humanoids often developed deep-seated fears that directly related to a significant injury or a near-death experience. Thankfully, as a Construct, I knew that I need not worry about developing a fear of darkness and cold as a result of nearly being destroyed by a summoned cold-demon. 

I stood close to the fire, well within the circle of flickering amber light. Dulgar stood by me, warming a pastry over the fire at the end of a long stick.

“Damn Delta Doom,” Dulgar complained. “Why in the blazes do all our fights have to be in winter?!”

“They do not,” I corrected. “It has merely worked out that way.”

“No kidding,” my friend grumbled.

Sunflower joined us. He was wearing a white smock that designated him as a registered healer.

“On the bright side,” the witch said. “At least when we start fighting, it will coincide with our purification Sabbat. That means our healing powers will be about as potent as they get. We’ll give the Changelings a run for their money when it comes to saving lives.”

That seemed like a competition worth conducting.

“Not that getting into bloodbath is much of a way to celebrate purification,” Sunflower amended. 

I nodded.

The end of the next day was much like the first. We were plagued with so many crows that it nearly blackened the sky. At mid-day, the Akalla’s Hope separated from the rest of the formation, as they would be the unit that would confront Delta Doom directly after we (hopefully) neutralized his ground forces. The hired adventurers, thugs, and irregulars recruited by Black Librarian Zolotov rode off ahead of us so as to confront Delta Doom’s three legions of Human troops. 

“Here’s hoping they mutually annihilate each other,” Zolotov said jovially as he watched the irregulars goad their horses west.   

I asked why he wanted that to happen.

“It would actually solve two problems at once,” the Master of Assassins explained. “Nobody likes the Tongue Speakers. Personally, I don’t have use for any religion. Faith in spirits and gods is a crutch. I trust my mind, my hand, my eyes, and my gun. That’s it and nothing else. You learn that when you grow up with nothing, and you see the churches take and take and take. There’s no difference between faiths. They just want your money and your freedom. So, the Tongue Speakers can just fornicate themselves for all I care.”

“And the irregulars?” I prompted.

“Well, they pretty much have to die, now don’t they?” Librarian Zolotov explained. “I had to offer them all pre-provisioned one-use pardons. Some of them I had to give two or three pardons in order to secure their temporary allegiance. How would it look for the Black Librarians if these ruffians came back to Ex Libris and started shoplifting pick pocketing, or whatever – and then presented these pardons? I’d be unable to shoot them. And we can’t have that, now, can we?”

I did not know what to say, so I said nothing. Librarian Cain shouted to Zolotov and so the Master of Assassins parted my company and strode off, cape flowing menacingly.

Tomorrow would be our first encounter with Delta Doom’s forces. With any luck, the adventurers and irregulars would have taken care of the Tongue Speakers and we would “only” be faced with ten legions of Undead/Machine hybrids. It would be my first experience in commanding twenty non-sentient machines concurrently. It would be Lord Robart’s biggest fight since mastering his alcoholism. I was happy that our mission objective was not to actually defeat Delta Doom but rather defeat the armies of the dead. It would be Doctor Cardin Montross and the considerable weaponry of the Akalla’s Hope that was charged with the latter task.

I performed a final maintenance check on the score of weaponized Constructs. They were all at 95% structural integrity or higher and were ready to slaughter anything that had movement but no pulse. 

Vincent Valentine flew in from his last reconnaissance of the night. He was not happy.

“Damnation and thrice-fornicated toothless prostitutes!” Vincent cursed. 

“What’s wrong now?” Dulgar asked.

“Those worthless adventurers got cut to ribbons,” the Gunslinger said. 

“How’d that happen?” Dulgar wanted to know. “They weren’t even supposed to reach the Tongue Speakers until tomorrow, and it was supposed to be a flanking maneuver, not a direct assault.”

“Well, they didn’t stick to the twice-fornicated plan,” Vincent spat. “Instead of remaining in three coherent units of a thousand individuals each, those excrement-eating adventurers all went their separate ways and attacked two of the gigantic Bone Cubes head-on, in groups of fours and fives. So now Delta Doom stopped his forward progression so he has time to convert our own soldiers into more of the quasi-Undead monstrosities.  Don’t you just love it when a carefully orchestrated plan gets dropped into a steaming pile of bull’s excrement?”

“No,” I said truthfully. 

Dulgar rolled his eyes and said, “I’d better tell Robart. He’ll have to update his battle plans again, and he’s not really good at using a tablet.”

I though again of how useful it would be if humanoids could be fitted with data beacons. Of course, the fiction pulps were full of stories of how humanoids became irrational and insane when augmented with Construct appliances. Of course, my encounters with the reasonable and peaceful Man Mechs had proven contrary to the available literature. 

"How big are the Bone Cubes?” I asked Vincent Valentine.

“The biggest I’ve ever seen,” the Gunslinger replied. “They’re bigger than any I’ve even heard about. They’re bigger than the biggest Bone Cube in any of the fiction pulps. They’re actually taller than Delta Doom by a good twenty feet. I think DD’s strategy is to simply have those things run us over. And there’s no fornicating way the walls of Ex-Libris will withstand ten of those beasts. It’s going to goddamned blood bath.”

That was a permutation I had not been expecting. But perhaps it was the result of my failure to properly consider Delta Doom’s origins. He was designed in a time when the military forces used heavily armored, heavy, relentless combat frames called “tanks”. They were slow but nearly unstoppable and they crushed to powder anything that got in their way. Delta Doom had essentially created ten very large tanks out of human bone and various natural materials from the local environment. It would certainly change our plans.

The night passed without incident. One of the benefits of being a Construct is that I was unable to feel the distinct sensation of increased tension and worry that I had no doubt infused most of the humanoids in the war camp. Furthermore, I could not be distracted with concern over what manner of horror and doom we would face tomorrow. Likewise, it was good that I could not become obsessed with worry that my friends would meet horrible and bloody fates – like being run over by a Bone Cube or being torn limb from limb by Delta Doom.

At dawn’s first light, I spied a dozen riders galloping from the east, from the direction of Ex-Libris. As they drew closer, I recognized the black and purple uniforms and black masks worn by crew members of the Gaelic Knot. A few rounds later, the sailors reared their horses to a stop and dismounted. 

“Did you miss us, Frank?” Stavely said, upon removing her mask. 

“We heard there was a party and you forgot to invite us,” Darth McElvenny said with a wink. “That wasn’t very polite.”

“The Gaelic Knot is getting some upgrades, so the Dark Lord gave us some extra vacation while the ship is being retrofitted,” Gavigan added. “Personally, I had wanted to visit a resort town, but Stavely convinced us to visit the Music History Museum in Ex-Libris instead. And then we heard about your little problem here.”

“Your help is needed and appreciated,” I said.

“Figured as much,” McElvenny confirmed. “And we can’t let Robart Brightsky have all the fun.”

Male humanoids often had an unusual idea about what constituted ‘fun”.

I had seen Stavely’s bell ringers in action before. They would provide us with a significant defensive benefit in combat. Darth McElvenny, like my liege, was a master of the sword and pistol.

Dulgar emerged from the dining pavilion, still scribbling madly on his glass tablet. He was so absorbed in his calculations that he bumped into several soldiers while crossing over to where the Highrider was parked. My friend was still wearing the clothes from the prior day and he looked decidedly unkempt. I surmised that he drew upon some of the famous Dwarven stamina and had stayed up all night working on the Fractal Shards project. 

With a few final taps and squiggles, my friend announced that the formula had been successfully reverse-engineered.

“It’s got a 70% chance of being self-contained,” Dulgar said.

I asked about what would happen if the 30% scenario occurred.

“Well, I’m not really sure,” my friend admitted. “It won’t have the shards going on forever. The trouble is that I don’t actually know what will happen.”

I would hope for luck, but I knew how fruitless that thought was. It was my experience that the unlikely failures became near certainties when one’s life was on the line.

With the sound of several bugles in tandem, the vast army of Ex-Libris rolled forward into the gloomy dawn. Flurries flew down from the leaden grey sky on a bitter wind. Thousands upon thousands of crows descended upon us like a locust plague, cawing and squawking at the soldiers and their mounts. It was nearly as cold as a North Point winter, as Dulgar frequently observed.

“You’d think they would have put a proper heater in this truck,” my friend complained. “I set it at maximum and I’m still cold.”

On the 6” status window, the thermostat indicator currently read 79 degrees and the heat was making Lord Robart nod off in the back seat. Sunflower kept asking to roll down the passenger window a crack, and Vincent Valentine grew tired of playing thermostat wars and now flew above the truck on reconnaissance. Hector Grizzletooth and his mule kept pace easily with the over-burdened Highrider. The truck’s status window had been flashing “Propulsion System Reduced” ever since I started towing the TrueGate node. Beneath that warning was the indicator that the current load exceeded manufacturer’s recommendations by 30%. 

Nobody spoke much during the day. Lord Robart made some last-round adjustments to the battle plan on his tablet and synchronized his changes with the other battle commanders. Robart’s new plans relied more on mines and grenades than hand-to-hand fighting now that Vincent Valentine had revealed that we faced ten fifty-foot-high Bone Cubes and not ten legions of the walking dead. 

“There’s a valley coming up,” Lord Robart announced, consulting Wayfinder-1 through his glass tablet. “DD and the Bone Cubes are at the base and will be climbin’ up in a few hours. We’ll have an advantage until they get up to the plains.”

I suggested having the long-distance gunners shoot down into the valley and attempt to soften the enemy’s defenses. Vincent Valentine and the other flyers would be charged with shooting down Delta Doom’s remote probes. Meanwhile, the Galen air force would be dropping bombs on the Bone Cubes.

Lord Robart scribbled the instructions into his tablet and synchronized with the other battle commanders. 

“It’s all set,” my liege confirmed.

The wing of hang glider pilots launched into the cold, winter sky. The bright colors of the Galen fighter crafts contrasted sharply against the backdrop of leaden grey. A Human pilot could not fly the gliders in the same way the Changelings could. The reclusive quasi-angelic race had a power of flight exceeded only by the Fey. Once aloft, a Changeling glider pilot could fly indefinitely whereas other humanoids could not.

A few rounds later, we disengaged the TrueGate node from the Highrider. This wide, flat, open plane would be ideal for the library’s Wishsingers to unleash the highly-illegal “Song of Twelve”. In conventional warfare, no battle commander would ever use an undefended, wide-open area as a staging ground. But it was the nature of song magic that it required an open line of sight for the singers to direct their power, and it worked best with no physical obstructions to occlude the sound vibrations. Normally, a single Wishsinger could affect an area sixty feet in radius. The power was cumulative with additional participants. But to get the level of power required for this particular spell, the singers planned on drawing additional energy from the TrueGate node and use it as an amplifier of sorts. Nothing like this had ever been attempted before. On the other hand, dire circumstances called for innovative thinking.

“We’ll take care of it from here,” White Librarian Cain promised. “We’ll show Delta Doom how Ex-Libris Librarians handle our business.”

I asked the elder Librarian what the chances were that the amplified song would generate a Stillpoint as a side effect. It was that possibility that made the sing illegal.

“Twenty percent, tops,” Deckard Cain promised. “But even if one manifests, it probably won’t be bigger than sixty feet across. Well, maybe a hundred feet. And absolutely no chance of it being bigger than five-hundred feet.”

Right. 

As we drove off toward the front line, the chief White Librarian was issuing commands to his subordinates to get an array of drums and other percussion instruments attached to the TrueGate node with thin wires.  With Stavely’s bell ringers following us on horseback, we had to make sure we were far enough away from the TrueGate node that Deckard Cane’s sphere of influence did not intersect with that of Nancy Stavely’s troupe. It was well known that two Wishsingers invoking separate instances of song magic within close proximity could have unpredictable and chaotic side effects. Some of the more irresponsible practitioners of that particular craft actually did that on purpose just to make strange things happen. 

We arrived at the edge of the valley. The flurries were thicker now, inhibiting visibility. To the Changelings’ credit, they continued to fly their gliders in slow, swooping strafing runs against the Bone Cubes. The fifty-foot-high skeletal monstrosities launched wave after wave of bone arrows at their assailants, but the Galen pilots kept their gliders just out of range. Small explosions dotted the field of battle as the pilots dropped bombs on targets that were simply too huge to possibly miss. Delta Doom would occasionally launch nail gun fire at the glider pilots, but his sheer physical size made him too slow to correctly aim and fire. The closest he came was punching a few holes in the sail material of two of the gliders. The pilots landed their crafts unharmed and quickly flew away from the front line under their own power.

Despite their huge size, the Bone Cubes appeared to achieve a speed of perhaps six miles per hour. They left huge swaths of churned earth in their wake. Trees and shrubs were simply flattened on the leading edge and spit out as tooth picks on the trailing edge. It would be quite the grisly fate for a humanoid to be run over by one of these monstrosities.

I caught a glimpse of Delta Doom. I found it ironic that the super-sentient machine that inspired such terror (and deservedly so) now appeared dwarfed by his own array of skeletal creations. But I knew better than to let mere size lull me into a belief that the ancient machine was anything less than ruthlessly deadly. Unlike the Bone Cubes, Delta Doom had a mind. He also had a three-layer rotating shield. 

“Let’s get the party started, lads!” Robart announced, reading some new instructions from the other battle commanders.

One thing that the Library system was not lacking was guns. They had a seemingly endless supply of guns and had plenty of Librarians willing to put the weapons to good use. One single bullet against a target fifty feet high might seem inconsequential, but the Anton Zolotov had the idea to concentrate the entire might of all the gunners upon a single spot on one Bone Cube and keep firing until it disintegrated. At least that was the plan until the Cubes managed to climb the hill. At that point, the plan was to lure the skeletal war machines to the TrueGate node where Deckard Cain’s troupe would unleash their illegal song at them. 

With a clatter of bells, Stavely’s ringers erected a shield bubble that was able to protect at least a third of the gunners from incoming hail of razor-sharp bone shards. I sent my twenty drones to the edge of the area of effect and instructed them to join their shields together in order to extend a missile barrier another two hundred feet. To my knowledge, that tactic had never been implemented prior to this battle. I was pleased to see that it actually worked.

The cacophony of rifle reports sounded like a hail storm hitting a tin roof, and the muzzle flashes were so rapid that it made everyone’s motions seem staccato as if illuminated by a strobe light. The air became thick with gun smoke. And interspersed between the outbound rifle slugs and the inbound bone arrows, the Library’s Mathematicians launched translucent monofilament projectiles that had deadly accuracy and their missiles inflicted impressively potent damage. 

The first of the ten Bone Cubes fissured, fractured, and collapsed inward upon itself, generating a plume of bone chips and grave dust high into the afternoon sky. From the wreckage, several dozen skeletal warriors staggered from the wreckage. They were obviously augmented with Construct technology, as evidenced by the winking green and blue lights and wires embedded into their bones. My best guess was that the Bone Cube formation stopped holding once the overall structural integrity of the creature dropped below a certain threshold. 

The individual skeletons, however, were much faster on foot than either Delta Doom or the Bone Cubes. These attackers quickly began climbing the hill to get to our location. I opened fire with my nailguns once they hostiles came within range, and I commanded the twenty machines under my command to do likewise. Perhaps a third of the incoming force was cut down in that very round. The remainder kept climbing, oblivious of our attack and making no attempt at self-preservation.

The Librarian gunners selected a second target. More waves of bone arrows soared towards our position. The missiles smacked against the shields generated by Stavely’s chorus and my Construct army. They held, for now. 

McElvenny, Lord Robart, Hector, and his Paladins had been itching for combat since we arrived at the edge of the plateau. Now they had their chance when three dozen skeleton-hybrids trudged into view. 

“Kill ‘em!” Hector Grizzletooth said, brandishing his mighty ax. “Kill ‘em all!”

It did not seem like a good time to point out that the opponents were already dead. 

“Inferior organic entities will be neutralized,” all thirty-six skeletons slurred at once. 

I still did not understand how Undead monsters that didn’t have internal organs could possibly have the power of speech. I opened fire with my nailguns and silenced two of the hybridized skeletons, and decapitated a third with a saw blade.

“It’s a good thing we’re exceptional!” Lord Robart gloated, and decapitated two skeletons in a single swoop. 

The melee became a grinding, clanging mix of curses, foul oaths, sparking swords and axes, and crunching bones. Meanwhile, a second Bone Cube collapsed under the Librarians’ relentless gunfire and a third Bone Cube was on fire as a result of repeated bombing by the glider pilots. I saw three more pilots fall out of the sky. Two were obviously dead, with combat nails the size of a man’s arm impaling the pilots’ torsos. The third merely had a damaged glider and retreated to a position of relative safety. The shield generated by my bank of Constructs was becoming ragged. I had them engage shield rotation, but even then we were beginning to take casualties. With the Bone Cubes about halfway up the hill, their arrows had more force and more accuracy. Stavely’s chorus was still holding their shield in effect, but the bell ringers were starting to sweat. Worse, they were starting to make mistakes. A dropped note here and there might only weaken the shield momentarily, but several incorrect notes in sequence would abruptly end the spell.

Anton Zolotov ordered a hundred gunners to stop shooting and instead engage the latest wave of skeletons generated from the collapse of the second Bone Cube. I assisted with a barrage of combat nails. I noticed that my shots rarely missed these days. 

“Armed resistance will not be tolerated,” the skeletons chanted in unison. “Surrender and accept an efficient neutralization process.”

“Fornicate thyself!” Vincent Valentine cursed, and then aimed his Gunslinger revolvers at one of the skeletons in the latest batch. Time slowed, and in that fragile, crystalline moment, the Gunslinger launched three rounds – right, left, right. The shimmering missiles glided effortlessly into the eye sockets and mouth of the lead skeleton. Its head fractured and exploded outward in a shower of bone dust and pea-sized fragments.

Time resumed.

Violet – the Witch-Priestess -- and her coven quickly began loading the wounded into carts for transport to the healers’ pavilion. It was a mile to the north and out of the direct path of the Bone Cubes. I saw that Sunflower had rejoined his fellow coveners in evacuating the wounded.

Two more gliders fell from the sky, impaled. The dead pilots and the ruined gliders were run over by a Bone Cube and a thin spray of red flecked the snow from behind. The five remaining pilots dropped the last of their bombs on the Bone Cube that was already on fire. The jellied kerosene explosives added to the flames and caused some critical structural fissure in the damaged Cube, causing it to collapse into several dozen individual skeletons. Unlike the first two vanquished Cubes, these skeletons continued to burn. They did not get far before they collapsed in piles of shouldering cinders.

The seven remaining Bone Cubes were three-quarters of the way up the hill. Their bone arrows hit Stavely’s shield with blinding force. My Constructs’ shields were in tatters, offering little in the way of protection. We took on more casualties. The individual projectiles were quite small, but the sheer quantity of them was more than enough to incapacitate their targets. The gunners launched a return salvo at the closest Bone Cube. The gun fire from nearly a thousand rifles at once blew out a massive gouge in the center of the eastward facet. And yet the creature held together. The five glider pilots landed behind me and readied themselves for hand-to-hand combat. The Bone Cubes launched another wave of missiles and Stavley’s shield collapsed under the assault.

“Retreat for Phase Two!” Black Librarian Zolotov shouted. In response, the trumpets blared the retreat signal and the gunmen abandoned their positions in an orderly and efficient manner. 

“Now’s the time for your little surprise,” Lord Robart told Dulgar.

“Well,” Dulgar said, bringing out his glass tablet, “here goes everything.”

We boarded the Highrider and I was ready to hit the accelerator at a moment’s notice. The shower of bone shards hit the truck like a massive hail storm. The steel dimpled, the paint scratched, and little dings formed in the wind shield. But the only way that bone was going to penetrate steel and reinforced safety glass would be if I was foolish enough to ram a Bone Cube with the truck. From this place of relative safety, Dulgar quickly scribbled out the re-engineered Fractal Shard formula. I could feel the accumulation of power that Dulgar was bringing to this place. 

“Lad,” Robart said nervously, “I really hope this works.” 

A skeleton banged on the passenger window and said “Offer yourself to us for efficient neutralization.”

Vincent rolled the window down a crack, put the barrel of his gun through the gap, and answered, “Fornicate your offer. And fornicate yourself while you’re at it.”

He pulled the trigger and made a jigsaw puzzle out of the skeleton’s skull.

“I’m trying to concentrate here,” Dulgar complained.

The first of the seven remaining Bone Cubes slowly crawled to the plain level. It was the one with the big hole in the middle. I rolled down the window and fired a barrage of nails at the creature in attempt to slow it down. It was a pity these were not true Undead. I had a full complement of sixteen silver nails in reserve. 

“Anytime, now, lad,” Robart suggested.

“Two more rounds,” Dulgar muttered. “Just two more rounds.”

Everything in the truck, including my exoskeleton, began vibrating at a 60 Hz frequency as the power for Dulgar’s formula gathered and intensified. Dulgar’s tablet suddenly flashed red.

“Damnation,” he cursed. “Hell with it.”

My friend finished the final calculation. I knew it was flawed. He knew it was flawed. And yet, he invoked the formula anyway. The power unleashed.

And it went badly.

A black fissure two feet wide and a thousand feet long opened in the space between us and the closest Bone Cube. From deep within the planet’s core, glowing, magma-coated Fractal Shards flew upward from the wounded earth, sending trailers of steam and soot with their passing. Once they were perhaps five hundred feet into the sky, they made a narrow arc and flew down into the nearby Bone Cube, neatly cutting it in half. 

The next round, another two-foot wide, thousand-foot long fissure opened fifty feet away from where the first rift had formed. The process repeated itself, taking out a second Bone Cube. Delta Doom apparently understood the progression and commanded his remaining five Cubes to alter course away from where the next fissure was likely to form. Two of the Cubes did not move quickly enough and were damaged by magma/fractal shards, but they did not disassemble. 

Another rift opened. And another. And another. It appeared that the weapon was not going to self-cancel anytime soon, despite my friend’s attempt at reverse engineering.

“Lad,” Robart asked, “What have ye done?” 

“I don’t know yet,” Dulgar confessed. “This isn’t how it was supposed to go.”

“You’re going to have ta fix this after the fight – if ye can,” my liege advised.

“I know,” Dulgar agreed. “Beats me how, but I’ll think of something.”

I put the Highrider into “drive” and slammed the accelerator to the floor. I spied some individual skeletons wandering after the retreating Librarians. I ran them down, each with a satisfying crunch. 

“That’s how ta do it, lad,” Robart said with a wink.

“Agreed,” I replied.

We caught up with the Librarian army. As flawed as Dulgar’s formula was, it had at least bought the Ex-Libris forces some valuable time. The remaining five Bone Cubes had to go a thousand feet around the rift. The two damaged Cubes were also falling behind the three intact units.

“Well, it wasn’t all bad,” Lord Robart admitted. “We got rid of half of the infernal beasties and it’s not even dinner time.”

My guess was that the soldiers would be eating doomsday rations tonight since there was precious little chance that the cantina pavilion would be raised tonight.

I met with Anton Zolotov and Deckard Cain and told the Librarians that there were still five Bone Cubes coming this way.

“Well, we still have half an army,” Zolotov said. “Those bone shards didn’t cause a lot of deaths, but about 45% of the gunners have crippling to their faces and hands. It’s hard to shoot when your eyes are poked out. The Witches and the other medics are doing the best they can, but at least a third of the blinded will never see again. What a mess. We were counting on more “dead” and less “crippled”. But I think Delta Doom planned for there to be more wounded than dead – and those bone shard attacks sure do the trick. We’re using massive amounts of resources to care for the injured. We don’t do that for corpses. Violet said that they might get ten percent of the wounded back to the front line in an hour or so, but the rest have more serious injuries.”

“He’s using our humanity against us,” Deckard Cain agreed.  

“Well, if we start bayonetting the wounded, we might as well surrender now,” Zolotov proffered.

“How can Phase Two be enacted,” I asked.

“Well,” Deckard Cain replied, “the timing is going to be tricky.”

“It always is,” Dulgar muttered under his breath.

“This particular song takes a full ten rounds to star resonating,” Deckard Cain continued. “And it’s never been used with amplification. I changed a few things that will make it only 20% likely to cause a still point. So here’s to luck.”

I did not have a lot of firsthand experience with that particular metaphysical property.

“When it goes off, you all will have to make the most of it,” the White Librarian advised. “Time will slow down for the bad guys but go at normal speed for you. Either that or they’ll remain at normal speed and you all will get a lot faster. I’m not exactly sure. Regardless, you’ll only have one shot at this. My chorus won’t be able to sing again for at least a month. To say it’s taxing on one’s system is the understatement of the year. There’s a bunch of reasons why the Song of Twelve is illegal.”

“But since we’re not in Ex-Libris – or any City jurisdiction – we don’t have to worry about such trivialities,” Anton Zolotov advised.

“I still don’t like it,” Deckard Cain quibbled. “But it’s ‘in for a glass piece, in for a gold’ for the Library system. It’s too late to back out now. If Stavely and her chorus have any more tricks, they need to do it in the next five rounds. After that, my performers have to get started.”

I walked over to where Nancy Stavely and her ringers were hastily wolfing down a meal. I let them know what Librarian Cain had advised.

“We can do the Song of Transition,” she said. “You’ve seen it before. It moves things from one place to another. If we scoop up big clods of frozen earth and drop it on the Bone Cubes, that should give them a crunch.”

“Do it,” I advised. “Target a damaged unit.”

I activated my sodium vapor lamps against the looming darkness so that the ringers could read their sheet music. The ringers started their song and the choir master directed the music’s energy to ripping roughly-spherical chunks of dirt ten feet across out of the ground. They popped out of existence and re-appeared above one of the heavily-damaged Bone Cubes. Gravity did the rest. It was getting difficult to see into the distance now that night was approaching, but it seemed that the last attack slowed the injured Bone Cube to a crawl. It was perhaps moving at one foot per round now. While Stavely’s chorus had failed to destroy the target, it had been effectively neutralized.

“My turn!” Deckard Cain shouted from across the staging area.

“Let’s see what you’ve got!” Nancy Stavely answered.

Deckard commanded his chorus to start drumming. His performers had percussion instruments of all shapes and sizes. The pattern of the staccato beat was the most complicated I had ever heard. And yet the drummers somehow managed to play a rhythm that even my math coprocessor had a difficult time deciphering. Every time I thought I knew the limitations of the organic humanoids, I was proven incorrect. There was power gathering in this place – slowly, but undeniably. I had a sense that this song was a particularly draining one, for the drummers were already sweating against the chilly winter air and this was only the resonance phase of the magic. The TrueGate node spindled up and began glowing with a cheerful azure hue. The area of effect where the power was gathering expanded a hundredfold. 

“Nice,” Stavely commented.

“We need to get one of those nodes,” Gavigan observed.

There was a curious synergy between the TrueGate node and the escalating power of the impending Wishsong. The power was increasing, but I did not know if it would reach threshold intensity before the Bone Cubes arrived with Delta Doom.

And the Cubes were coming.

“I know I’ve said this before,” Dulgar opined,” but why do we always have to cut these things so damned close?”

“Fire!” Zolotov commanded of his greatly reduced infantry. “Buy the drummers some time!”

The gunners unleashed a volley of bullets against the four Bone Cubes even as the hostiles renewed their hail of bone shards. Zolotov’s librarians, unprotected by shields of any kind, fell like wheat before a scythe. 

“Come on!” Zolotov yelled in fury. “Just have one damned thing go right just once! Come on!”

 Although I knew that the Black Librarian did not believe in Deity QUESTION: Is “Diety” capitalized or not? I’ve seen it both ways now., it seemed Zolotov was answered nonetheless. For at that moment, the chorus began to sing. The TrueGate node flared like a small sun and a shimmering column of amber and orange light several hundred feet high projected into the gloom of night. A smaller bubble of force surrounded the drummers, as apparently they were excluded from the effects of their own music. Deckard Cain sung the main verse and his drummers sung the refrain.

“Come and I will sing to thee”


“What will the song be?”

“I will sing the Song of One.”


“What will the One be?”

“One Black Librarian, armed and at duty

Ready to strike out at the man with all the stolen booty.”

The words of the song apparently mattered a whole lot less than the instrumental part. And yet, When Deckard Cain began describing the “one”, a tremendous wave of distortion rippled out from the TrueGate node, like a pebble tossed into a still pond. Visually, everything became more colorful and the hues shifted towards orange. I had a sensation of unparalleled agility and freedom of movement at the same time that it seemed that arrows of the Bone Cubes had slowed to the point that they could easily be sidestepped. They glided through the air as if the air was clear syrup. 

The Librarians who were still on their feet – approximately one-fifth of the original count – did not waste this moment. They unleashed the full power of their high-caliber rifles at the closest Bone Cube. Likewise, I aimed my nail guns at some of the skeleton warriors that now shuffled through the camp with supernatural slowness.

“Come and I will sing to thee”


“What will the song be?”

“I will sing the Song of Two”


“What will the Two be?”

“Two towers rising high

Standing tall to reach the sky

One Black Librarian, armed and at duty

Ready to strike out at the man with all the stolen booty.”

With the second verse, the time dilation was even more pronounced, the color distortion edging deeper towards red, and brightness of the TrueGate node and the column of light were even more intense. 

It was about time something went our way.

A sixth Bone Cube crumbled under the gunners’ assault. I, Dulgar, Vincent, Hector and the Paladins slew the emerging skeletons before they could even draw weapons. Likewise, the twenty non-sentient Constructs under my command obliterated most of the freestanding skeletons.

“Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

 The Witches and the medics wasted no time in evacuating the two hundred or so new casualties. Everything in my vision was distinctly red and yet brilliantly lit by the TrueGate node. Dulgar launched a formula that caused a flat plane of force to sweep across the field of battle and push the suspended bone arrows to the edge of the TrueGate’s area of effect. Of course, when I contemplated the area of effect, it seemed that the space had compressed slightly. Of course, it could be an illusion created by the light distortion. I opened fire on a batch of skeletons that were moving in slow motion. Zolotov’s Orange and Red Librarians shot another Bone Cube as quickly as they could fire and reload. 

“Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

The TrueGate node brightened again. My operating system stepped down my visual sensors to prevent overload. Everything in my field of vision had become distinctly red. And yet, the light was so bright, so terribly bright. And I knew for certain now that the physical space within the TrueGate’s area of effect was compressing. The combatants were all suddenly a foot closer together than they had been a round ago, and yet nothing had shoved them closer together. The space had somehow shrunk.

Delta Doom, for the first time since combat began, unleashed his own formidable weaponry. Unlike the nails and bones, the Warmaster’s lasers still had nearly full capacity. It made sense, of course, as even with the time distortion, the speed of light is extremely fast. Three Librarians were cut in half in that first assault. A second blast took out four more gunners and one of Hector’s Paladins.

I returned fire with my nail guns. It was difficult to miss a target thirty-feet high. Immediately following my attack, my platoon of non-sentient constructs followed suit. We punched one hole in Delta Doom’s outer shield.

The medics continued dragging the wounded off the battlefield. I noticed that they were having considerable difficulty passing through the TrueGate’s area of effect boundary. With each iteration, the perimeter was solidifying. 

“Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

The physical space compressed again and the light got even brighter. Zolotov and some of the remaining gunners tied swatches of fabric over their eyes to block the glare. The gunners fired, but there were so few of them now that it didn’t seem to affect the target Bone Cube. The skeleton monstrosity attempted to launch another volley of bone arrows but they appeared to move only inches over the span of a round. 

“Can someone turn the lights down a bit?!” Anton Zolotov shouted.

Dulgar summoned a plane of force to deflect Delta Doom’s next laser attack. His shield flared brightly under the enemy Construct’s two lasers, but the shield held… for now. 

“Damn you!” Vincent cursed, aiming his pistols at Delta Doom. 

He pulled the triggers and fired twice. He was obviously expecting his Gunslinger’s time-slowing power to aid him, but that power did not manifest. My guess was that the TrueGate was already creating a much stronger temporal disturbance than Vincent could create simply through the application of his will. Luckily, it was neigh unto impossible to miss a target as big as the War Master. 

The medics and Witches strained with all their might to pull more of the wounded through the edge of the time distortion. I knew that exiting the field of battle would be impossible with the next iteration. Robart must have realized this too.

“Take who you can,” Robart shouted to the medics. “Then get the hell out of here!”

Violet and Sunflower bowed in acknowledgement. Their white Healers smocks were splattered with blood – both dried and fresh. Their team hauled out another two-dozen casualties right before the next iteration.

“Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

We were drawn uncomfortably close to Delta Doom and the remaining three Bone Cubes. The red-shift in my vision was extended to the point that I was beginning to see heat emanations. The gunfire stopped because it was simply too bright for the humanoids to see. Fortunately, my army of Constructs could see just fine once I had them adjust their sensors down. Likewise, Robart and Dulgar still had their eye protection they had purchased when we were briefly marooned in the rhyming city two months ago. And the Fey, of course, was not at all dazzled by the bright light since his kind were essentially energy creatures.

“Do ye think it’s getting a wee bit close around here?” Robart asked sarcastically. 

“Yes,” I said.

We focused our efforts on one of the Bone Cubes while Dulgar poured his considerable will into maintaining the shield that protected us from another two blasts of Delta Doom’s lasers.

“How in damnation do you expect us to shoot if it’s too bright to open our eyes?!” Zolotov roared in frustration. 

A small fissure opened on one of the Bone Cubes. Perhaps the next round would see it destroyed.

“Seven angels answering prayers… Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

The battlefield was decidedly crowded now. It had shrunk to slightly less than one-quarter of its original size. My vision was now fully infrared. I could see the heat emanations of my companions as well as the relative coolness of the Bone Cubes. I could see the barely constrained inferno of the TrueGate’s energy output. An immediate advantage to the latest red-shift was that the glare of visible light was gone. The Librarians realized it too and resumed firing. There were tragically few soldiers still standing. But the three dozen or so that remained opened fire on the Bone Cube with the fissure. The crack slowly widened and the skeletal monster collapsed into its constituent pieces. My drones made short work of the skeletal warriors that were all but immobilized by the power of the Song of Twelve. 

Dulgar’s shield collapsed under Delta Doom’s sustained attack. He, Robart, and Vincent dove out of the way of the laser. I, of course, could not dive out of the way. One of the War Master’s beams burned a hole through the center of my visor.

Why do I always get shot in the head? I asked silently.

I activated my personal shield and fired back. Delta Doom’s defenses were so strong that four combat nails and a saw blade did not even take out a single shield pane.

“Eight adventurers seeking glory… Seven angels answering prayers… Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

There wasn’t a whole lot of room left in the battlefield now. The Librarians were getting a bit packed between the two remaining Bone Cubes, Delta Doom, and the TrueGate node. With the distances so curtailed, it was now too dangerous for the Librarians to shoot. Instead, they hacked at the Bone Cubes with their swords. The time distortion was so pronounced that it was now possible to dodge a laser. Delta Doom’s twin beams extended into the field of battle with all the speed of an instructor drawing two parallel lines on a chalk board. The Cubes were motionless to the unaided eye, although I suspected that they were, in fact moving towards us by several fractions of an inch. I began punching the side of a Bone Cube with all my considerable strength. I heard crunch after satisfying crunch. 

“I never thought I’d say this,” Zolotov said, suddenly a lot closer to me that he was last round, “but we’re actually running low on ammo.”

“Uh, lad,” Robart said between swings at the fifty-foot-high wall of immobilized bone, “where’d all the space go?”

 “Time and space are actually two parts of the same thing,” Dulgar explained, and then made two chops at the Bone Cube with his ax. “So if you pinch one, you pinch the other.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Robart said with a nod. “Assuming we live. I knew I shoulda had a pint o’ stout this morning’. Pity ta die sober.”

“I’ve got a hip flask handy,” Anton Zolotov said. “Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whisky. If I’m going to die in combat, it’ll at least be with a fifth of the good stuff.”

“Gimmie a pull,” Robart replied.

With his sword in one hand, and a whisky flask in the other, Robart somehow managed to quaff a mouthful of spirits while swinging a two-handed sword with just one hand. My liege was a true professional.

“Nine highwaymen causing mischief… Eight adventurers seeking glory… Seven angels answering prayers… Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

The once-huge battlefield had contracted to the point that the allied forces were practically standing shoulder-to-shoulder. My vision was changing again. The infrared heat signatures were fading but I was starting to be able to see radio waves. I saw faint emissions coming from the Highrider, the glass tablets, and all the Constructs.

It was hard to attack the Bone Cubes or Delta Doom now. There simply wasn’t enough room. Delta Doom’s lasers emanated like syrup from a bottle. The difficulty wasn’t in dodging the beam so much as making room for it to hit the ground. It really was becoming crowded.

“I think we’ve gotten about as much use out of the Song of Twelve as we’re going to get,” Anton Zolotov observed.

“Too bad there’s three stanzas left,” my liege replied. 

“Hopefully this battle won’t end in a crushing disappointment,” the Black Librarian said with his own particular brand of gallows humor.

“Ten Paladins defending freedom… Nine highwaymen causing mischief… Eight adventurers seeking glory… Seven angels answering prayers… Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

My companions disappeared from view. I knew they were still there, but the light was so distorted that even infrared was of a frequency too high to see. But radio emissions were clear and bright. I could see Delta Doom’s data beacon, as well as those of the various battlefield tablets, and my twenty drones. When I looked into the night sky, I saw the steady glow of Wayfinder-1 and Sky Eye. And then there were a handful of pulsars, quasars, and magnitars that were ordinarily invisible to the naked eye but now shone like magnitude-1 stars. This was visible even through the thick cloud cover I knew was above us.

The soldiers were not liking the packed-in feeling, nor did they like being almost blind. They were professionals and thus not panicking… yet. But the flight-fight instinct was very strong in organic humanoids.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Zolotov said.

“Eleven politicians telling lies… Ten Paladins defending freedom… Nine highwaymen causing mischief… Eight adventurers seeking glory… Seven angels answering prayers… Six clock towers chiming six… Five ship captains at the wheel… Four Elementalists casting spells… Three Constructs standing guard… Two towers rising high… One Black Librarian…”

The last of my vision gave out. In the complete darkness, I heard the panicked cries of the soldiers who were packed so closely together that it was difficult for them to breathe. I dropped my shield so that it would free up more space in the tightly-compressed field of battle.

“It’s been a blast,” Robart wheezed through clenched teeth.

.”It’s not over until they bring out the big lady wearing the hat with horns,” Dulgar predicted.

Because of the nature of the link between Dulgar and myself, I could sense that, despite his attempt at humor, he was in fact on the verge of hysteria.

You will not die, I projected to him with all the intensity I could muster. I am your Protector. I will not let my friends die. By word, by action, by sigil, so shall it be.

“Twelve cities under the sky…” 

The final stanza began, but I never heard the rest of the items. I did hear dozens and dozens of agonizing screams in the pitch blackness. And then I heard nothing – nothing at all.
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I clicked affirmative and directed that the virtual gyroscope should be repaired first. The experience of attempting to walk while being balanced by a damaged gyroscope was akin to a humanoid trying to walk a straight line after guzzling a quart of Coin Rattling Wraith.

I opened my visor and realized that I was once again seeing the world in normal, visible light. It was night, and the snowflakes were illuminated by the Highrider’s tail lights as we drove on – presumably away from the battle site. I also realized that I was presently suspended from the towing harness. Dulgar stuck his head out the passenger window to greet me.

“When the song ended, we beat a quick retreat before Delta Doom and the Cubes woke up,” my friend explained. “The army of Ex-Libris is finished. Everyone’s either dead or injured. The crows are having a real feast. Everyone who wasn’t already looking like a pin cushion got squished during the twelfth stanza. I don’t know how we didn’t. But we didn’t. 

“Zolotov has a skull fracture and no one knows if he’ll live. And – by the gods – I see why the Song of Twelve is illegal. It did something to the drummers. They’re all stark, raving mad now and they had to be sedated. It’s too early to know if the madness is temporary or permanent. Zolotov and Cain gave it the old college try, but it’s up to the Akalla’s Hope now. And us, of course.”

Of course, I thought.

I had no idea what happened to my twenty drones. My data beacon was still offline. As they were non-sentient Constructs, they would likely reboot and continue carrying out their last known instructions. A score of janitorial and maintenance drones against the combined might of two Bone Cubes and a War Master could only end one way. I did not feel good about sending perfectly good drones to their doom. But I had no means to recall them. It did not seem just.

It was Robart who was driving the Highrider. His skill at this task was considerably less than mine, but it would have to do until my virtual gyroscope was repaired. He seemed to have the problem of over-correcting when steering, and so the truck kept swerving left and right, causing me to swing back and forth in the towing harness like a thousand-pound pendulum.

“Sorry for the undignified travel arrangements, lad” Robart yelled out the window. “When we had a chance to escape, it turned out nobody’s strong enough to lift you off the ground. Glad we’ve got this bonny truck!”

“Understood,” I replied.

“Stavely’s gang escaped,” Dulgar said. “They were outside the area of effect. They’re going to rendezvous with us at the Akalla’s Hope. We also have two gliderless glider pilots meeting us.”

It occurred to me that the Highrider was towing me and not the TrueGate node. I asked what became of the device.

“Lad,” Robart replied, “your guess is as good as mine. It wasn’t stolen. The damned thing’s too heavy to steal. It didn’t blow up, since there’s no wreckage. As far as anyone can tell, it just disappeared. It probably made a Stillpoint just big enough to contain itself.”

I was sure that Green Librarian Deros Chan was going to be less than pleased with this development. The node looked like it had been quite expensive and difficult to build.

Once my gyroscope was back online, I took over the driving. I advised my friends to get some rest. They would need it when Delta Doom encountered Akalla’s Hope.

The cold, dry flurries continued unabated. But now the crows were absent. I intuitively knew they were feasting upon the bodies of the slain, picking apart eyes and lips, tongues and noses. They had known the battle was going to be a massacre.  At least the scavengers were not going to have an opportunity to eat the flesh of the still-living. The medics and Witches had rescued the wounded. How many of them would survive the night was an unknown. Even smaller was the number of wounded who would ever again have functioning eyes and hands. 

It would take approximately twelve hours to rendezvous with the sentient landship. I made a mental note of our offensive capabilities. There was the Akalla’s Hope, of course. Doctor Cardin Montross was a powerful Mathematician. Kai Akalla was a registered super-sentient. We had a dozen tap dancers of unknown capabilities, courtesy of the Dark Lord. Thankfully, we also had the highly-defensive services of Stavely’s chorus – again, courtesy of the Dark Lord. We had Hector and Vincent. We had one of Hector’s Paladins left and we had two glider pilots (with no gliders). 

And that was it. Starting with an army of over fifteen hundred, we now had approximately thirty plus whatever crew complement was on the Akalla’s Hope. A war historian would not call the previous encounter a “victory”.

As I drove in silence throughout the night, my damaged systems came on one-by-one. I attempted to contact my cadre of non-sentient Constructs. Sixteen of the twenty had no signal at all and were likely destroyed. The other four sent an automated report citing they were offline for emergency repair and could not accept new orders for at least seventy-two hours. My guess was that the “survivors” were squashed flat and would take several days to regenerate. 

The Hour of the Wolf came. I was expecting to have communion with the Architect, but no such communication was forthcoming. Perhaps my thoughts were too focused on other things to receive the Immortal’s faint, subtle communiques. Or perhaps he was disappointed in me. I did not know.

Dawn came and the Akalla’s Hope came into view. I knew that Delta Doom would be six hours behind us, so we at least had some time to prepare for Phase III of the plan – or better known as the “final stand”. If we failed to hold the line here, Delta Doom would walk unobstructed into Ex-Libris and raze the city to the ground.

We were greeted by Cardin Montross. As usual, he was armed with a tethered electrified claw that was similar in concept to my grappling hook. His white hair was bushy and unkempt and his technician smock showed numerous coffee stains. He carried four tablets of assorted sizes and capabilities as well as a utility belt loaded with gadgetry of his own invention.

"When's the army showing up?” Doctor Montross asked.

“This is it,” Lord Robart said grimly.

“Okay,” the Mathematician said regretfully. “So, you guys lost.”

“Badly,” my liege agreed. “Depending on what the Witches and medics can do, we might have a few patched up soldiers tomorrow – if we’re still alive. And even then, they’ll be the walking wounded.”

Cardin Montross pulled out his battle tablet and quickly struck off several dozen resources from his combat inventory.

“Okay,” he said, making adjustments to his strategy. “We’ll fight with what we’ve got. I think my ship can take out Delta Doom. And, in a pinch, we can out run it.”

“I’m prayin’ yer right, lad,” Robart said. “And my sword is at yer service.”

The scientist took a look at Lord Robart’s blade and asked, “Is that Symmetrika’s Hope?”

“Aye, it is,” my liege confirmed.

“We won’t lose,” Montross said. “Trust me.”

The Dark Lord’s tap dancers had erected a stage upon which they could dance once combat started. I was curious as to what, precisely, these unlikely volunteers could do.

“Well, they’re sort of the opposite of  Stavely’s chorus,” the Mathematician explained. “Whereas Nancy and her crew tend to protect people from harm, these boys and girls use music to blow things up.”

“Interesting,” I replied. I looked forward to seeing their handiwork on a Bone Cube.

We spend the next several hours helping Captain Kirby and Doctor Montross make final battle preparations. The cannons were tested and loaded. Kai Akalla tested the shields. Stavely’s chorus arrived and they set up their bell stands on deck and rehearsed their defensive songs. The Dark Lord’s tap dancers took the hastily-constructed stage and practiced their combat magic. The two ship’s medics (an Elf and a Changeling) prepared the infirmary to receive casualties. The ship also employed a dozen gunners, three archers, and one spear thrower.

The ship itself was heavily armed as well. It had four main cannons, two laser turrets, and four harpoon guns. It had a three-layer shielding system identical to Delta Doom’s. And the ship was tied into a super-sentient Kai that was likely to be as intelligent as Delta Doom. If we weren’t still facing two Bone Cubes, it would be reminiscent of a fair fight. If we got a hundred or so well-armed “walking wounded” coming over the hill unexpectedly, then it might actually be a fair fight.

Perhaps it was an omen, but the crows did not come to us as we awaited the arrival of Delta Doom and his two Bone Cubes. Robart did a few sword exercises and traded a few practice blows with Hector. Dulgar queued up a few formulae to the ready position in his glass tablet. Montross showed my friend a few improvements to his shield wall formula. The tap dancers practiced a few routines on the stage, their tap shoes made a rhythmic clattering that was mathematically precise. I wondered if their capabilities were based on both applied mathematics and song magic. It was quite generous of the Dark Lord to lend us both of his choruses.

I received a VTTP message from Construct Able. I was pleased to learn that he survived yesterday’s battle and was on duty at the Healer’s pavilion preparing meals for the wounded. He also indicated that there were more casualties than corpses.

It occurred to me to ask what became of the battlefield dead. But before I could ask, the answer to that question presented itself on the horizon. The dead Librarians had been reanimated by Delta Doom. Their dead faces blinked and pulsed with numerous metallic implants and diodes. Dried blood crusted around fatal wounds. Their eyes were replaced with glowing optical sensors. They walked in precise lock-step under the command of Delta Doom. Ordinary Undead tended to stagger aimlessly. The former Librarians were neither staggering nor aimless. Worse, they still carried their ridiculously overpowered sniper rifles. 

Should Ex-Libris remain standing, and should Anton Zolotov recover from his injuries, I made a mental note to have a talk with him concerning how much firepower local law enforcement really needed to have. At least Zolotov was not a member of the three-dozen or so zombie-hybrids that accompanied the War Master incursion.

“We just can’t catch a break,” Dulgar muttered.

“No,” I agreed.

“Shields up!” Cardin Montross commanded. “And keep those bells ready in case these shields fail.”

Delta Doom had regenerated the hole in its shield and the one damaged Bone Cube appeared to be completely repaired. A single zombie-hybrid pilot soared over its master on a patched hang glider. It appeared to have nearly a full complement of ordinance. 

“Anti-aircraft!” Montross directed. “Now!”

The main guns were manned by three people each – two to move and aim the gun and one to reload. With an ear-splitting boom, both cannons launched projectiles the size of watermelons. The first shot missed but the second struck true. The resultant explosion was so spectacular in its violence that the flaming chunks of wreckage that flittered to the ground were no bigger than poker chips.

Delta Doom responded by aiming its right arm at the Akalla’s Hope. A missile launcher extended upward from the War Master’s forearm and released to missiles that appeared as big as a baguette. Given Delta Doom’s size compared to that of the projectiles, I surmised that he had quite a few missiles in reserve.

“Come on!” Dulgar complained. “Nobody said anything about missiles!”

“The known schematics were incomplete,” I said truthfully.

The two missiles left thick trails of black smoke in their wake and hit the Akalla’s shields at the same time with blindingly savage blow. Everyone on deck, myself included, were knocked off our feet. The winter grasses caught on fire in a hundred-foot radius around the ship. The outermost shield facet collapsed and Montross ordered a shield rotation sequence.

“Return Fire!” Cardin Montross commanded. 

The main gun batteries launched two more projectiles at the War Master. The shells arced across the winter sky, seeking the thirty-foot machine. With blossoms of fire, one bloomed against the War Master’s shields and the other hit the ground in the middle of the platoon of reanimated Librarians. Body parts, broken guns, and wires flew upward into the sky. When the smoke cleared, one of Delta Doom’s shield facets had collapsed and the hole rotated out of view.  

The two Bone Cubes launched a volley of their own. A hail of bone fragments hit the Akalla’s shields but had no noticeable effect other than sounding like pebbles on a tin roof. It looked like the Cubes would have to get a lot closer before the shields were in danger of being compromised. The two dozen Undead librarians all aimed their sniper rifles at the Akalla’s Hope. With s single combined report, twenty-four rifle slugs hit the shields at the same spot at the same time. The shield flared, but actually held. I was sure that the pane wouldn’t withstand a similar volley, but it held for now.

The tap dancers started a rapid, staccato dance that resonated with energy. For a few moments nothing happened, but then the dance leader extended his hand toward the formation of Undead Librarians and shouted at the top of her lungs, “Take No Prisoners!”

A translucent, tightly-concentrated wave of acoustic energy flew from her hand and lanced out at the zombie-hybrids. The impact stripped the flesh from their bones, burst organs, and started a fire. Four Librarians fell to the ground, fully dead this time. The other twenty continued marching forward at their master’s bidding.

“Excellent,” Dulgar noted. “Precise control of sound.”

Delta Doom launched two more missiles. Montross called for countermeasures, but the War Master was simply too close for an anti-missile missile to have any effect. The spear-sized projectile rocketed off into the afternoon sky, never to be seen again. With a crushing blow, the crew was once again knocked off its feet. When the smoke cleared, another shield facet was missing. The field of battle was quickly becoming a conflagration with the gel explosives burning easily through the light snow cover into the grasses below. 

“Return Fire!” Cardin Montross yelled. 

This time, the opponents were just within range of most of the smaller guns. Both port-side cannons hit their mark and took out another section of Delta Doom’s shields. The tap dancers slew another five zombie-hybrids. Lord Robart manned a harpoon gun and impaled another zombie Librarian. Dulgar scribbled a formula on his glass tablet and sent a monofilament whirling disc at another of the reanimated snipers, neatly decapitating the foe. 

It just seemed disrespectful to have to cut down soldiers who, the previous day, had been our allies. But there was no other way. Intellectually, I knew that the true animating force that had once been housed in the resurrected bodies had moved on to whatever afterlife awaited them. But it felt demoralizing to shoot at former colleagues. Still, I did my duty. I aimed and fired upon one of the snipers. Its body was nearly dismembered by the force of my combat nails.

The Akalla’s gunmen shot at the zombies. While they were not the experts that the Black Librarians were, they were good enough to take down another five hostiles. About ten zombie-hybrids remained.

“Incoming!” Captain Kirby warned as another pair of missiles hit the ship. They passed through a hole in the outer shield and struck a facet in the middle shield. The force of the explosion was intensified by the enclosed space, and the air pocket between the middle and outer shields filled with smoke and fire. I could feel a searing wave of heat pass over us as we were slammed to the decking.

“I’m getting tired of this crap,” Dulgar complained. He had bit his lip during the last fall and blood oozed thickly over his chin.

It was then that the Bone Cubes launched their volley and managed to strike the same plane they had hit the previous round. The shield facet shattered.

“Get those shields fixed!” Montross shouted. “Now!”

Dulgar scribbled a formula and gave a resounding tap on his tablet. The missing facet of the middle shield rematerialized. I could feel through our mysterious link that the effort to make a shield wall that big had been a draining experience for my friend. I wondered how many times he could do that. I knew it could not be many.

The Akalla’s forces launched another volley of cannon shells, harpoons, small-arms fire, and a sonic blast. The field of battle erupted in a wave of fire, churning smoke, and smoldering body parts. A big crack zigzagged across one of the two Bone Cubes and only six Undead Librarians remained. Another one of Delta Doom’s shield panes collapsed. 

The enemy reciprocated. Delta Doom’s forces were only five hundred feet away now. The War Master’s twin missiles sailed through the hole in the outer shield, hit the replacement facet that Dulgar had just generated, and exploded in two huge blossoms of amber fire. The hit was so hard that it lifted the side of the ship off its caterpillar treads for a moment. When the ship slammed to the ground, several of the crew members fell overboard onto the grass and snow below. It was obvious that Delta Doom was employing his math coprocessor to time his attacks to exploit weaknesses in the Akalla’s damaged shields. The wave of arrows from the two Bone Cubes rained down upon the stranded crew members and turned them quivering bloody sushi. The rest of the arrows hit one of the middle shields and collapsed a facet.

“Come on!” Doctor Montross. “Kill ‘em. Kill’em all!”

With that, Doctor Montross unleashed a rather grim-looking field effect that began shrouding one of the two Bone Cubes with diffuse yet somehow limitless black coating. The Mathematician sagged and looked like he had just run five miles.

“It’s dark matter,” Dulgar said. “It’s really scary stuff. It’s a bit above my pay grade.”

Dulgar sent out another monofilament disc and decapitated a zombie-hybrid. Robart impaled another with his harpoon launcher. The six remaining gunners on the Akalla’s Hope unleashed their weapons upon the reanimated Librarians and filled them with holes. And that was the end of the zombie-hybrids.

"Take No Prisoners!” The leader of the tap dancers shouted with a flick of her wrist. 

A wave of energy lanced out from her hand and struck the Bone Cube that was concurrently being consumed by Dark Matter. I followed her lead with a full volley of combat nails. Between the sonic attack, my nails, and the Dark Matter, the Bone Cube’s fissure widened into a yawning crevasse and collapsed into a pile of several dozen skeleton warriors. Kirby ordered two more main cannon blasts at Delta Doom, which resulted in two new conflagrations erupting on the War Master’s shields. It collapsed an outer and middle facet.  

“Song of Transition!” Nancy Stavely commanded. 

Her chorus began a peal of bells that began lifting the skeletal warriors off the ground and flinging them into the air. The arced across the battlefield and landed with a satisfying crunch. Stavely and the tap dance leader saluted each other.

Delta Doom had further closed the gap between himself and the Akalla’s Hope. The war machine hit us with two missiles, two lasers, and a barrage of combat nails. The combined onslaught lifted the boat ten feet off the ground on one side, collapsed three successive panes, and set fire to the sails. A handful of bone arrows sailed through the wide open hole in the three-tier shield and cut several crew members to ribbons. I saw Lord Robart fall to the deck, bleeding from a multitude of facial wounds. His eyes were intact, but the bone fragments would have to be removed before he bled to death. The two medics already started dragging the wounded below. A bone fragment impaled Dulgar’s left hand, and he yelped in pain. He managed to not lose hold of his tablet, and he yanked the sliver out using his good hand.

“We’re vulnerable!” Montross shouted to Dulgar. “Get the shields up NOW!”

My friend scribbled a new formula into his glass tablet and summoned one inner and one middle facet. He was not able to replace shield panes as quickly as they were being destroyed. The formula that the ship’s scientist taught my friend was powerful but very taxing. Dulgar did not look well. Sweat poured over his brow and down his face despite the chilly winter air.

Nancy Stavely’s chorus translocated the flaming sails into the battlefield before the fire could spread to the rest of the ship. Cardin Montross invoked a formula that created a square barricade fifty feet long on side, composed of monofilament spikes that effectively formed a corral around Delta Doom. I suspected that the War Master would be loath to cross it but would rather be forced to waste resources destroying it. 

“Take no prisoners!” Came the allying shout from the tap dancers, and the resultant acoustic burst hammered out a sizable chunk out of the middle of the last remaining Bone Cube. I noted that their rhythmic dance was beginning to slow by a small but noticeable amount.

Two more cannon blasts hit Delta Doom’s shields and detonated in a shower of yellow flame and black smoke. The gunners had timed the shots perfectly, for now there was a pane missing from the outer, middle, and inner shields. The three shields were rotating in different directions, but it was theoretically possible to hit the War Master. I had my math coprocessor begin calculating a firing solution.

The Bone Cube launched a shower of razor-sharp bone shards that clattered against Dulgar’s recently repaired shields. The middle pane shattered but the inner section held. There were only a handful of skeletal warriors left on the ground and they began hacking at the monofilament barricade so as to make way for Delta Doom’s continued approach. While it awaited its minions to break through the wall of spikes, the War Master launched two missiles and fired two lasers at the Akalla’s Hope. The ship turned forty-five degrees on its keel and hung precariously, nearly keeling over on its side. If the ship’s sails had not been teleported away, the Akalla’s Hope would have fallen over and that would have been the end of any meaningful resistance to Delta Doom. As it was, the ship righted itself with a bone-jarring crash that snapped the main mast. The huge pole fell across the deck and hit the small stage where the tap dancers quickly scrambled for safety. Vincent Valentine, who had been picking off Undead Librarians and skeleton-hybrids with his pistols from his perch in the crow’s nest fluttered to the main deck as the mast fell. He uttered the most foul and terrible oaths as he did. The shields were in tatters and we would be vulnerable to the next round of attacks.

“Excrement and damnation!” Vincent said, reloading his pistols. From the looks of his nearly-empty bandoleer, he was nearly out of ammunition.

“Bring me a backpack full of ultracord,” Cardin Montross commanded one of his subordinates.

“What? You want to do some mining in the middle of combat?” The Elven lieutenant asked incredulously.

“Just do it,” Montross confirmed.

The lieutenant saluted and carried off the command given to her. I was curious as to what the Mathematician was going to do with a big bag of high-density explosives.

I coordinated with the two cannon gunners to fire at the time calculated by my math coprocessor. I watched Delta Doom’s whirling shields and waited for the holes to line up. And, of course, I would have to take into account the wind resistance and the arc and speed of the projectiles. For the math coprocessor, it was the easiest of tasks.

“Fire!” I commanded.

 The gunners launched their explosive payload at Delta Doom and, as the three shields rotated into place exposing the vulnerability, the projectiles sailed through the three holes and hit the War Master squarely in the torso. Fires bloomed and the thirty-foot-tall behemoth rocked and staggered on its feet, attempting to regain its balance. For a moment, I thought it must surely fall, but then the War Master managed to right itself somehow. When the winter gusts blew away the black smoke, it revealed a man-sized hole in the Construct’s chest.

“Now we’re talking!” Montross said. “We need to keep hitting it like that!”

The tap dancers were re-assembling their dance formation on the main deck and attempting to stay out of the way of the gunners at the same time. They were all drenched in sweat and the harmonic resonance they called upon was gathering much more slowly than before. Dulgar restored on shield pane and declared that he could do no more. The attack upon the ship had disrupted Stavely’s chorus and they were having a difficult time getting the song restarted. It seemed to me that they had abandoned the Song of Translocation and instead reverting to a defensive spell. But the prelude kept crashing and she angrily snapped at her ringers to get it right. They looked tired and dazed from all the shelling. I did not know how much more song-magic they could call upon.

The remaining skeleton-hybrids were almost finished chopping a hole in the barricade that Cardin Montross had summoned. Vincent Valentine shot two rounds from each revolver at one of the remaining five skeletons, shattering its skull into gravel-sized pieces. The lieutenant brought a sturdy rucksack that bulged with hastily wired sticks of white explosive rods and handed the detonator to the Akalla’s chief scientist.

“I can see what you’re planning, but how will you get it there,” the Elf asked.

“Still working on it,” the scientist admitted.

Delta Doom launched his next attack before the tap dancers and the bell ringers could get their song-magic fully resonating. The first missile collapsed the last pane that Dulgar had erected and the second struck the hull of the Akalla’s Hope amidships. With a sickening groan, the ship was shoved up on its side, hovered at the fulcrum point, and fell to its side. Everyone on the main deck was hurled onto the snowy grasses, myself included. Not everyone survived. 

The ground shook with the looming approach of the injured War Master. Doctor Montross, bloodied and bruised, staggered to his feet, pulled out a reserve tablet, and opened a communication channel. 

“Anyone who can hear my voice, this is a priority rescue distress call from the Akalla’s Hope,” Montross said shakily. “We are under attack and our defenses are down. We are abandoning ship.”

With that, the ship’s data buoy launched into the air, seeking the nearest port authority in order to deliver the last known coordinates and ship status to the commander in charge.

Montross issued a second command, “Akalla, disengage from the ship. You’re too valuable to lose. Get the hell out of here as fast as you can.”

I had no idea if Robart still lived. Hector lay unconscious in the snow, bleeding from several deep lacerations but he was still breathing. Dulgar, looking like he had lost a title match of fisticuffs, staggered to his feet. We ran around the side of the ship to gather near the Highrider, as it was the last place of relative safety. As we did, I saw a Construct that appeared to be fashioned from a complex array of huge wooden gears rolling away from the wreckage at remarkable speed. Once he PROBLEM: I think Akalla was a “she” according to earlier references, such as on page 749 – please check this. was more than a hundred feet away, all the remaining power systems on the Akalla’s Hope went dead and the running nights winked out. The once-proud landship was now a lifeless husk. 

Delta Doom and the Bone Cube registered our presence near the Highrider. As the War Master raised its arm to target us, Doctor Cardin Montross scribbled a formula that created a strange lensing effect in the air in front of him. It was like looking into a telescope’s eyepiece since the damaged area of the War Master’s chest was suddenly highly magnified. Montross stepped through the lens as if it was a doorway and the portal immediately vanished.

I saw him re-appear, straddling himself on the ragged ridge where a chunk of Delta Doom’s chest plate had been pierced. He had the backpack full of explosives with him.

“Oh no,” Dulgar exclaimed.

Delta Doom’s missile launchers placed two fresh projectiles into rotation. 

Doctor Cardin Montross hit the firing button on the detonator.

A wave of white-hot fire exploded outward from the War Master’s chest, and the shock wave knocked us flat, shattered the truck’s windows, and sent shrapnel flying in a radial spray. To our benefit, the last remaining Bone Cube took considerable damage.

“My God,” Dulgar whispered. “He sacrificed himself to save us, and to save Ex-Libris.”

I thought I had known what heroism was, but I had just witnessed another definition. We could have gotten into the Highrider and fled the field of battle, but Doctor Cardin Montross chose instead to destroy a powerful and malevolent foe at the cost of his own life.

As the smoke cleared, all that remained of Delta Doom was his legs – now inert – and huge piles of twisted, smoldering steel. I detected no carrier wave emanating from the ancient war machine. Delta Doom was surely and irrevocably dead.

The Bone Cube, somehow realizing that its master was dead, reoriented on its last known command: to destroy Ex-Libris. It started moving towards the east at six miles per hour. While it could not destroy the entirety of West Point like in my vision, this monstrosity was more than capable of wrecking the completely undefended librarian city.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Dulgar said, pulling out his tablet. It was cracked from top to bottom and fell to pieces in my friend’s hand. He reached for his Librarian’s pistol and emptied the clip in the Bone Cube’s direction.

I followed suit. I shot and shot and shot until my ordinance was depleted. Vincent Valentine did the same. The Bone Cube wasn’t even firing back at us. We were now too small a force to be a credible threat to the Cube’s primitive operating system. 

“Remain here,” I commanded my friends.

I started the Highrider’s engines – including the ethanol drive – and slammed the pedal to the floor. Clods of snow and frozen earth were kicked high into the air as I turned the tow truck into a 6,000-pound missile aimed at the damaged Bone Cube. It had to be stopped. If the Bone Cube was not stopped here, it would be regenerated by the time it reached Ex-Libris and it would destroy the city. It would be stopped here. Cardin’s sacrifice would not be in vain. The lives of the dead and crippled Librarians would not be in vain. It would end here.

“LifeStar Warning: Collision immanent. Please modify your course,” the pleasant, gender-neutral voice spoke over the truck’s speaker system. I ignored it.

I hit the side of the Bone Cube at sixty-five miles per hour. The crash foam deployed and yet I felt my body instantly impaled by hundreds of bone fragments. Then nothing.

[Power On Self-Test. Preparing diagnostic report. Compiling. Ready.

Diagnostic Report:

Structural Integrity: 13%

Right leg: all joints and exoskeleton plates

Left leg: all joints and exoskeleton plates

…]

I scrolled to the bottom because the list of damaged systems greatly outnumbered the functional ones. 

ETR 6d 10h 2r. Begin maintenance mode? [Y|N] ]

I clicked the affirmative. It looked like I was going to be hanging around for a while. If I had the ability to sigh, I would have done so now.

The days passed at a continuous rate. They were punctuated with my communions with the Architect. I knew we were closer to solving the mystery of his imprisonment. And I knew that we had secured the future for West Point by defeating Delta Doom. We paid a terrible price, but it was enough. 

My systems came back online and I now knew that I was lying upon the deck of the Akalla’s Hope. The sounds of hammers and saws made a cacophony in my aural sensors. I sat up and opened my visor. The four surviving maintenance drones were busily making repairs to the ship. A few dozen patched and bandaged Librarians were lifting the broken mast back into position with thick ropes. Captain Kirby issued various commands to his staff. Dozens upon dozens of freshly-dug graves dotted the field of battle. And yet there were hundreds of bodies wrapped in the colors of red, orange, white, and black – all awaiting burial. It was a blessing that it was winter, as the corpses would not decompose while awaiting their final internment.

The medics must have located us, as they had erected a Healer’s pavilion next to the Akalla’s Hope. Likewise, a contingent of healers from the Isle of Gales had finally arrived, and were helping out with some of the more serious injuries.

Robart came on deck, his face heavily bandaged and his right arm in a sling, and saw that I was once again functional.

“Ye got guts, lad,” my liege said approvingly. 

I nodded.

The battle was over. Now all that remained was to finish bury the dead. And there were many, many dead to bury.

Sixty-Six: Aftermath

In the fiction-pulps – particularly the ones aimed at adolescent humanoid males – the book ended after the final battle was waged and the terrible enemy was defeated by a coalition of brave adventurers and their assembled armies. In real life, however, the survivors had to keep living their lives. In real life, the survivors had to live with what they had done in order to have survived. Nowhere was this truer than in the aftermath of the battle that many were calling the Five Day War. 

Although the major hostilities had been fought in just two days, it had taken an additional three days to exterminate the roving bands of the skeletal warriors that were harassing the gentle folk in the countryside. Likewise, there had also been the matter of apprehending the three legions of Tongue Speakers that had sworn fealty to Delta Doom but had subsequently been too cowardly to engage in battle. 

In the aftermath, two additional Healers’ Pavilions had to be erected to service the wounded. The bone shards the skeletal warriors and the Bone Cubes had inflicted injuries that were slow to heal and quick to become infected. Since my recovery from ramming the last Bone Cube with the Highrider, the chief medical concern in the Healers’ Pavilions had been disease containment. The bone shards carried with them a strain of contagion that defied antibiotics of the first and second intensity. And the healers had precious little of the third and fourth tier medicines. The Isle of Gales was having a shipment flown in, but for now it was a matter of trying to keep the patients alive long enough to get the medicines they needed. 

The screams of the dying were horrifying. It would have been a kindness to have fallen in battle rather than to die of infection and fever. And yet there was precious little to be done. The Witches used what power they had to strengthen the drugs they had on hand. It was delaying the deaths of many wounded soldiers, but I wondered at what point it would be that death would be preferable to suffering. If only the medicines from the Isle of Gales would arrive. 

Then there was the grave-digging operation. The ground was as hard as stone and could not be penetrated with shovels or picks. That left only Stavely’s chorus and their Song of Transition and the Akalla’s rapidly dwindling supply of ultracord for opening the earth for graves. The chorus could reliably dig two-dozen graves before their voices were exhausted for the day. And we ran out of ultracord by the third day after the battle’s end. There was also the constraint of conducting funeral rites. There were only so many priests of varying faiths who were able to march out to the middle of the prairie in the dead of winter just to conduct rite after rite after rite. Some did, of course. And the Coven did as many rites as they had permission to do. But it was understandable that they felt ill at ease in performing a funeral for someone outside their religion. Hector and the other surviving Paladin officiated over many fallen followers of the True One. 

These duties were never mentioned in the fiction-pulps.

Likewise, as a Red Librarian, I was already tasked with the duty of notifying the next-of-kin who had lost loved ones in the Five Day War. It was a duty I could not shirk. For better or worse, I was a full-fledged Librarian now. So were Dulgar, Lord Robart, Sunflower, and Vincent Valentine. It was a duty that I would not relish. 

It was three days later that the healers from the Isle of Gales arrived in a squadron of gliders. It was led by none other than the Bishop of Brightfeather, Thistle Brae. Although he held a religious title, it was well-known that his true passion was for the healing arts. He had made numerous innovations in the treatment of physical and mental diseases over his century-long career. In addition to his aid in curtailing the rampant third-stage infections in the infirmary, we would need his Thistle’s in treating the White Librarians that had been inflicted with madness as a result of singing the Song of Twelve.

“I’m told you are in charge,” Bishop Brae announced, still in his flight harness and looking exceedingly fatigued.

I thought about that for a moment. Deckard Cain had been driven insane, Anton Zolotov was comatose, and the Red and Orange Librarian leaders were both dead. For that matter, nearly everyone above the rank of Lieutenant was dead or crippled. Cardin Montross was dead – a hero’s death to be sure, but also very dead. So it seemed that I was in charge. 

“Yes,” I confirmed. “Of what assistance may we give?”

“The best place to start would be to know who is the sickest and what you’ve done to treat them, and with what,” the healer said. “And then we’ll move on from the critical patients down to the more stable patients. Then we’ll see what we can do with the White Librarians.”

Thistle was a Changeling of late middle-age, possibly in his early 120s. He was sunburned from flying for several days straight. His white hair was as thick as a bear’s and his irises were bright purple as was common with his kind. What I sensed but could not quantify was that his mind was exceedingly powerful. As a Construct, I knew I was unique in the ability to sense the empathic presence of organic humanoids. His empathy seemed very powerful.

I transferred the data I had to Thistle’s glass tablet. 

“Nasty thing, that Song of Twelve,” the Bishop said, reading the diagnosis of Deckard Cain and his subordinates. “There is a reason why some forms of magic are illegal.”

I could not argue with that. The Song of Twelve did help us defeat Delta Doom, but the cost had been staggeringly high.

The Bishop looked at me again and I felt an invisible wave of presence wash past me. I realized that he had just attempted to detect my life-presence, which was another spiritual gift possessed by the Changelings.

“You’re pretty unusual for a Construct, aren’t you?” Thistle stated. “I know it’s rude to do what I just did, but Kai Miri has said a lot of interesting things about you. She says that you’re more than what you appear to be. She’s right. You are.”

“My existence has been a worthwhile journey,” I said.

“Your life has been a worthwhile journey,” Thistle corrected. “By some means I will never fathom, you actually are a living being.”

I asked him not to divulge what he had discovered. 

“I can keep secrets,” the Bishop replied. “It’s part of the job description. But if you ever want your empathy rating tested, I have a few friends who can do that discretely.”

I informed the Bishop that I would consider it. As it stood now, there were matters of much higher priority to consider.

It was at that moment that the High Priestess of Dawn Sister Coven came arrived and greeted the visiting Bishop.

“Merry meet, Thistle,” Violet affirmed with a respectful bow.

“Merry meet again, Violet,” the Changeling replied in kind. “It’s been a while.”

“You know how it is,” the High Priestess explained. “It gets busy healing the sick while fending off evil religious zealots bent on your destruction.”

“Don’t I know it!” Thistle Brae agreed. “I had to slay a Sepulcher and two Empty Silhouettes at the Touchstone gates on my last mission.”

“The Scaxies will never learn,” Violet sneered. “Never summon anything that you don’t have the power to dismiss.”

“The Elementalists are better at wards and banishing than we are,” the Bishop admitted to me. Then he addressed Violet again: “The Isle is considering having another go at the Guardian of the Well of Dead Life. Maybe the Church and your Coven could come to a partnership agreement.”

“Why not?” Violet said with that odd look of annoyed amusement that the Elves often wore. 

“After all, at least fighting the eternal and so-far indestructible Incarnation of Poison would be more interesting that battling the Tongue Speakers. But that’s not why I needed you.”

“Of course,” the Bishop agreed. “What can the Galen Healers do to assist?”

“Now that we’ve started administering those fourth-tier antibiotics, the first person I need you for is Black Librarian Zolotov,” Violet explained. “He had a severe skull fracture with internal bleeding into his brain. We used our Craft to the fullest extent and his brain now has healthy tissue. But he won’t wake up. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

“Let’s take a look,” Thistle said to the witch. “You should come too since you’re in charge here,” Thistle said to me.

Anton Zolotov was being cared for in the same tent as the White Librarians that had been driven mad by the Song of Twelve. Whereas the first group were conscious but not lucid (and some were bound in restraints to prevent self-injury), the Master of Assassins lay motionless on a field cot. A feeding tube had been inserted into one of his nostrils and a glass tablet mounted above his bed displayed several vital statistics. 

“As you can see,” Violet said, pointing out several readings, “he’s perfectly healthy but it’s like his brain is turned off despite the fact that the damage is healed. I don’t know what else to do.”

Thistle Brae put his hand over Zolotov’s forehead. The Bishop closed his eyes and I sensed that he was directing his formidable empathic power into the Assassin’s mind.

“His personality is broken,” the Changeling said at last, opening his eyes. “You fixed all of his physical damage, but the memory contained in the destroyed tissue is gone. He won’t wake up because he doesn’t know how. It’s not a total loss. Actually, most of his memory is intact, but his personality has been wiped completely. We’re going to have to reconstruct it somehow.”

“Can that be done?” Violet asked, apparently surprised.

“It can be. I’ve done it,” Thistle admitted. “A few years ago, I reconstructed the personality of a young man who had lived for a year as an Undead Venge. He didn’t ask for what happened to him. He destroyed the village of Tarticon’s Watch in North Point while he was Undead. Every once in a while, maybe one in four-thousand, we can turn an Undead back to being alive. What made it possible was that his soul was still trapped in the Undead body and had managed to gain dominance over the body a few days before I encountered him. Using the most powerful life-prayers at my disposal, I was able to resurrect him.

“The transition from death back to life erased most of his memories,” Thistle continued. “But I and some of the other mind-healers were able to piece enough fragments together that he was able to regain consciousness and become productive and functional. He wasn’t the same as before his first death, but he is living a happy and productive life as a Domalon Wayfinder.”

“What do you need to make this happen?” Violet asked.

“I need to speak with a few people who knew Anton the best,” Thistle Brae replied. “Once I have an idea of his personality, I’ll know how to start reconstructing him.”

I informed the Bishop that I, Dulgar Gemfinder, and Lord Robart Brightsky knew the Black Librarian reasonably well. Unfortunately, the people who knew him the best appeared to all be dead or driven insane.

“Good,” Thistle said. “We’ll want to get started as soon as possible. It’s easier to imprint on new brain tissue. We don’t want to let Anton’s neural pathways get too used to doing nothing.

I nodded in approval. I sent my recently regenerated remote probe out to find my two friends. A few rounds later, both Dulgar and Lord Robart entered the healers’ pavilion. I informed my friends what the Bishop needed and that I would go first.

“So,” Thistle Brae began, tablet ready for note taking, “tell me about Anton Zolotov.”

“He is a man of justice,” I began. “He is a person who always seeks to temper law with mercy. He was a person whose instinct was to forgive.”

Dulgar looked at me as if I had just gone mad. Robart appeared to almost choke on his own tongue upon hearing my barefaced lie.

“Right,” Dulgar added, catching on to what I was seeking to accomplish. “He was fair, but willing to give someone a second chance. He knew the difference between an honest mistake and an act of evil.”

“He was charitable too,” Lord Robart said, adding upon my lie. “He was never stingy towards the poor.”

We spoke with Thistle Brae for perhaps an hour. Fortunately for us, the Changeling healer was directing his empathic powers at his patient and not at us. 

Our false appraisal of Anton Zolotov’s attributes would result in the Assassin becoming a very different person. The proposed Anton Zolotov would still be interested in enforcing the law, but his zeal would be tempered with mercy. His dedication would be mingled with flexibility. Gone would be his need to hold grudges and his desire for bloodthirsty revenge. What would remain to be seen would be if such a reconstructed person would actually wish to remain a Black Librarian. Of course, he was, in theory, next in line to be Purple Librarian. 

“I will attempt to reconstruct the patient’s personality based on vestigial fragments and the information you three have given me,” the Changeling healer said. “This is going to take the rest of the day – possibly the rest of the night too. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

“Understood,” I said, and walked out.

In some cosmic way, I felt some huge piece of an unseen puzzle snap into place. Ex-Libris had, up until this moment, stood in a temporal nexus in which the timeline could branch in one of two ways. Now the path was set. The Architect had said that Anton Zolotov would be the central figure in the nexus. I hoped that what I had just done had been the correct choice. 

The other Changeling healers began working on their plans to restore the minds of the White Librarians. I was given the impression that Deckard Cain’s team would require a lot more therapy than Anton Zolotov.

We left the healers’ pavilion and Lord Robart asked, “So… Where do we go from here? That is, after next week when I get this thrice-damned cast off.”

I explained that the next part of our journey involved finding the abandoned mine that was now being used as a Crystallin Generator. If my hypothesis was correct, we would be fighting our way into a heavily-defended fortification run by one of the world’s most dangerous cults. In my estimation, the Crystallins were behind only the Scaxathromites and Illuthielites when it came deceit and sociopathy.

“In other words,” Lord Robart summarized, “it’s going to be a typical mission that involves you and Dulgar.”

“At least it won’t be boring,” Dulgar affirmed.

“We’ll have to stick around long enough for all the bodies ta get buried,” Lord Robart advised. “And with the ground as hard as stone, it’s slow goin’. And the Purple Librarian is going to have this battlefield declared as a memorial park. It’s going to have a thirty-foot statue of Cardin Montross and a monument to all the Librarians that fell in battle.”

I also informed my liege that I would have to deliver condolences to the families of the deceased before we could continue with the next leg of the journey. 

“I’ll help ya, lad,” Lord Robart assured. “I know ye mean well, but some folk won’t be wantin’ ta hear this kind of news from a machine.”

I nodded.

The Highrider would be drivable tomorrow at its current rate of regeneration. We could ride back to Ex-Libris, make our rounds, and be back in time for the memorial park to be dedicated. I spent the rest of the day helping some of the Dwarves dig graves. Unlike the organic humanoids, I did not tire nor did I need rest. As my pick axe dug into rock-hard soil, it reinforced to me the magnitude of the loss of life. And as formidable a foe that Delta Doom had been, he had been created by organic humanoids to become an engine of destruction. Yet, I could not hold Delta Doom blameless. Like myself, Delta Doom was sentient. In fact, he had been a super-sentient. He had been able to make his own decisions. By his own will, he had carried out his last instruction set. He had been a mass murderer that had been built by mass murderers.

I kept digging graves for the rest of the day. It had been a blessing that this battle had taken place in winter. The bodies of the deceased would not rot while awaiting internment. We could lay the dead to rest before diseases could spread to those who survived. Between the Elementalist, Domalite, and True One clergy, the dead were blessed and consecrated so that they would not spontaneously reanimate and bring grief and terror to the living. 

The thing I noticed about the evening meal was that so many of the Librarians were gone that the cantina only had to run a single meal shift. Robart drank a single beer, but restrained himself against more. He raised his glass to Cardin Montross and some of the other heroes who gave their lives in service to Ex-Libris and to civilization itself. 

“I figured you were done for when you charged that last Bone Cube,” Lord Robart declared after he drained his tankard.

“Frank’s a survivor,” Dulgar said. “I knew he’d pull through.”

I had not had Dulgar’s confidence when I had made that last, desperate attack. I had not actually planned on surviving the act of ramming a huge tow truck into a wall of animate bone. According to the archangel Symmetrika, however, if I lived so would Dulgar, and vice versa. It is part of how I survived the encounter with the Cold Demon. But I was loathe to put the archangel’s words to the test too often. According to my sociological database, it was unwise to tempt fate.

In retrospect, it seemed that I lived my life more recklessly ever since I was granted a soul. Perhaps “pushing the limits” was a side effect of being alive.

Later in the evening, my companions returned to their tents to sleep. I stood at the periphery of the encampment with some of the soldiers of the night watch. The mood was somber. Most of the soldiers talked with each other about who they lost and what would happen to Ex-Libris now that two-thirds of the city’s defenders were dead or crippled. And, of course, one of the Red Librarians brought up the uncomfortable reality that the Purple Librarian was likely to be tried for weapons violations since she had personally authorized the use of the Song of Twelve and the self-replicating fractal. By day, the soot and ash still flew into the sky from the volcanic activity the latter had caused.  Tonight, however, the sky was clear. The prevailing winds were blowing the sulfurous plumes away from the pavilions. It was why the snow was still white and not yellow-grey. Given the complaints I overheard from numerous soldiers, it was fortunate that I did not have a sense of smell.

The Hour of the Wolf came. I could sense the temporary retreat of the negative energy that infused this land. Even with clergy support, this place was tainted by death. But in this hour, that taint was temporarily held at bay. The conversations between the night watch soldiers petered out. The night was silent, save for the crackling of the bonfires. 

 I felt the silent presence of the Architect’s thoughts. I could feel the terrible, relentless fatigue that the Immortal exuded. I knew that he was being continuously energy-drained by the Crystallin Generator and that the only reason why he was still alive was that he was an Immortal.

What would you have me know? I asked.

You have exceeded expectations, the Architect said. You have set in motion a new path for Anton Zolotov. When the Assassin claims the purple leadership, the city will become a beacon of light, not a bastion of oppression. It will not become a shadow of Myracannon.

And if I had failed? I prompted.

Then a fragment of Histra DuPrie’s soul would have infused Anton Zolotov spirit, the Architect said. It would have happened so slowly that the Assassin would be unaware until it was irrevocable. Then Ex-Libris would become an instance of Myracannon and your works would have been for naught.

Our duties here are nearly complete. We are coming for you, I promised.

There is darkness and horror that you cannot anticipate, the Architect warned. You must master the way of the Protector. You must learn to see without light. 

With that last cryptic message, the Architect’s thoughts vanished from my mind.

Time resumed.

Dulgar was standing in front of me and was consulting with two guards.

“I figured I’d come and get you,” the Red Librarian on duty said to my friend. “I think his operating system crashed, since he stopped moving and won’t respond to anybody.”

“He gets that way,” Dulgar explained. “It always clears up by itself.”

“Functioning resumed,” I declared.

“See,” Dulgar declared. “Nothing to worry about.”

“I hope he never goes offline in battle,” the Red Librarian warned.

“He hasn’t yet,” Dulgar confirmed.

The rest of the night was uneventful. There were a few staggering skeletons that were leftover from the Five Day War but they were easily defeated. Without Delta Doom’s guidance, they didn’t even fight. They apparently had just wandered in random directions until they stumbled upon the encampment. 

The Bishop of the Isle of Gales sought me out at dawn. He looked significantly fatigued and I surmised that he had actually been up all night.

“You could have told me your friend was possessed,” the Changeling chided. “It was the damndest thing I’ve ever seen. I’ve done exorcisms before, but it was the first time I’ve ever seen someone get possessed by a ghost of a ghost. And the entity knew you. Apparently you and some nasty being named Haster Pree have a rather long history. Suffice it to say, you’re not on its Saviormas holiday card list. 

“There wasn’t a lot I could do for Anton Zolotov medically until I finished a Greater Banishing,” Thistle continued. “But I did repair what damage I could once I removed the hostile introject.”

“Thank you for your efforts,” I said genuinely.

“It’s what I do. Anyway,” Thistle Brae continued. “He’s awake. He’s got all his memory back except for what happened in the Five Day War. It’ll probably sound better coming from you. I’m going to sleep. Don’t wake me unless Sarcophka Claws or something equally powerful shows up to kill us.”

I told the Bishop that I understood and agreed. We parted company and I headed for the Healers’ Pavilion. Some of the Coven members were attending to the more badly injured soldiers. Now that they had the required drugs on hand from the Isle of Gales, the condition of some of the wounded was already starting to improve. The mind-damaged White Librarians were still being treated by the Changelings. It looked like the psychic surgery was going to take numerous attempts and more effort than the healers had originally anticipated.

“I said I want to get back to work!” I heard Anton Zolotov declare forcefully. His bed was empty and he was having a rather heated debate with Sunflower, who was making notations in his glass tablet. 

“I still need you to do one last battery of tests,” the young witch admonished.

Zolotov turned to me and asked imploringly, “Talk some sense into this young man, can you?”

The first thing I noticed about him is that the odd glittering in his eyes that I had seen so many times in the past was gone now. He seemed less agitated than usual, despite the fact that he obviously wanted to be released from medical care.

I asked Sunflower how long the last test would take.

“Ten rounds,” he replied.

I tried my best to give Anton Zolotov a glare. That was accomplished by lowering my visor to a thin slit and turning my head toward him.

“Okay, okay,” Zolotov said. “But I want to be ready for the fighting. These Warmaster invasions don’t solve themselves!”

“That is a matter that I must discuss with you,” I said. “And it will require ten rounds.”

“My time is your time, apparently,” the Master of Assassins said with resignation.

I informed Zolotov about the extent of his injuries, of how he had spent over a week in a coma, and of how it had taken the combined efforts of the Coven and the Galen Healers to make him whole. I told him about how he had fought bravely in the Five Day war but had nearly been killed I let him know of the brave sacrifice Cardin Montross made on all of our behalf. And then I gave him the news that a third of the Librarian forces were dead and another third crippled.

“Damn,” Zolotov said after a long pause. “That’s a lot to take in at once.”

I agreed. But I did advise him that, once he was discharged from care, he would be the highest-ranking field officer. 

“Tell me what I need to do,” Zolotov said after a while. 

I appraised the Master of Assassins as to what the field conditions were and what we needed done. 

“I can take over supervision of the burial detail,” Zolotov said soberly. “And I’ll coordinate between Ex-Libris and the Isle of Gales. You can get going on your duties. And I’ll see you get that promotion to Captain and a commendation for that crazy stunt you pulled with your truck.”

“You can go now,” Sunflower said to the Black Librarian. “Chop chop!”

I met with Lord Robart and Dulgar and let them know I was ready to return to Ex-Libris. Hector and Vincent Valentine would stay behind to assist Anton Zolotov. The volcanic plumes belched ominously in the rear view mirror as we trundled away from the encampment. I had the sinking feeling that the trouble those eruptions were causing was only in the very beginning stage. PROBLEM: The fate of the endlessly expanding fractal weapon and the volcanic eruptions it created should be resolved clearly in the story. I’d strongly suggest having the spell burn out, collapse, or at least be firmly contained before the heroes leave. Otherwise, the reader could get the impression that the heroes basically doomed the planet to destruction by an endlessly expanding wave of 2-dimensional weapons and simply walked away from the problem without fixing it, which would not be in their nature.
“At least the Tongue Speakers would approve of those newfangled weather patterns,” Lord Robart opined.

“How’s that?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“Well, they are the ‘fire and brimstone’ types, and that valley’s got plenty of both now,” Robart answered.

Dulgar rolled his eyes and groaned.

We drove away from the place of death and strife. Here and there we had to stop to dispatch a few wandering skeletons that were left over from the Five Day War. I estimated that the stragglers would be turning up sporadically for months to come. Fortunately, they did not seem to pose a credible threat to anyone with even rudimentary skill with a sword or an axe. 

Around sunset, we had a more interesting encounter. We spied an overturned covered wagon. A hysterical woman dressed in a heavy winter coat that was smocked with dried blood was crying for help and was shielding a man who lay on the ground. He appeared to be gravely injured, as blood trickled from his mouth and nose.

“Help us, by the gods,” the woman cried out and waved imploringly for us to stop.

“Let’s see what we can do,” Lord Robart commanded. 

I pulled the truck off to the side of the road and we walked over to the distressed couple.

“What can we do for ye?” Robart offered.

She pulled a rather hefty revolver from underneath her heavy coat and declared distinctly and clearly, “You can start by preparing thyself to become a goodly bit poorer compared to five rounds prior.”

The man, apparently uninjured, wiped the red fluid from his mouth (which was obviously not blood). He stood up and pointed another large-caliber pistol at us.

“It is with these properties that we shall command thy undivided attention,” the robber announced boldly.

Two more ruffians emerged from the overturned covered wagon. Both were armed.

“You see,” the robber leader said. “The road can be a lonely place. So many people are in such a hurry that they scarcely have a single round of time to exchange pleasantries. But thanks to these exotic tools of persuasion, we are able to command some time with a polite audience.”

“Are these people for real?” Dulgar muttered under his breath.

“They’re the politest highwaymen I’ve ever encountered,” Lord Robart affirmed.

“Now, now,” the woman said. “Lest ye be a’feared for thy lives, thou can put those concerns to rest. It is thy silver and copper that interests us. Perhaps a gold coin or two, should thou be in such possession.”

“We are civilized gentlefolk of the road, I assure you,” the robber leader said.

“Here here!” The two hooligans in the background agreed.

“Now that we have explained our roles in this fascinating little drama, it is time that you are instructed as to what parts you shall play,” the female robber declared.

I found this band of thieves rather eloquent – too eloquent, in fact. I activated my combat screen and requested an instant threat analysis.

[Threat assessment complete. Threat level: Negligible]

My combat screen displayed the fact that the weapons pointed at us were nonfunctional stage props. They were good likenesses of the real thing, but they had never fired live ammunition, nor could they. 

“They’re not real guns,” Dulgar whispered to Lord Robart, having apparently captured the gist of my surface thoughts.

Robart grinned mightily and walked right up to the robber leader.

“I don’t know what you all really do for a livin’, but highwaymen you’re not,” my liege declared. “So if’n ye plan to pull that trigger, ye might as well do so now. We’re not partin’ with nary a glass piece.”

The robber leader pulled the trigger and the firearm emitted a dry click. Robart hadn’t even flinched.

“Alas,” the man said. “Ye have shrewdly penetrated our clever façade.”

“I’m not sure if ‘clever’ is the word I’d use,” Dulgar muttered.

“We were waylaid by the Tongue Speakers en route to Ex-Libris,” the woman explained. “We are theater performers and master thespians.”

“At your service,” all four said at once and bowed with grandiose flair.

“I am Stonn,” the false-robber said. “This is Melinda, my wife. These are Hoke and Jerrom, two faithful employees in this honorable craft.”

We introduced ourselves and asked what had happened to them.

“Alas,” Stonn said. “The Tongue Speakers have no appreciation of good theater. They called it ‘demons’ work’ and demanded a double tithe at their tithing point. When they saw the lightness of our coin purses, they took what little cash we had on hand. Then they declared what a worthy gift to the True One our two draft horses would be.”

“And then, upon relieving us of our money and transport,” Melinda added, “they confiscated our scripts and makeup kits, as well as our costumes. They left us our prop guns as a joke of sorts.”

“We really need only enough coin to buy new supplies,” Stonn added. “The winter is too cold to sleep in the streets, and Ex-Libris is unkind to the vagrant – even if it is caused by wicked misfortune.”

“But if we could somehow acquire a new financial backer, and transport to town before dawn’s light,” Melinda implored, “then we could still honor our booking at the Winding Scroll Dinner Theater. Tis a month-long show, nightly. We do juggling as well.”

“Would five silver pieces and a tow into town solve your troubles,” Robart asked.

“It would do admirably,” Stonn agreed.

“Good,” Lord Robart said. “Because you four are the most inept thieves I’ve ever encountered. You’re lucky it was us that found you and not people who were itching for a fight.”

Stonn nodded.

“Think about it, lad,” Robart continued. “Your guns are fake. Most citizens carry real guns. I’ll let ye consider that while we’re on the road. But take my advice: stick to what ye are good at.”

Properly chastened, the four performers righted their wagon and climbed inside. I connected the wagon to the back of the tow truck and we were underway a few rounds later.

“Now I’ve seen everything,” Robart laughed, and lit a cigar.

“I’m sure we’ll see something stranger than that bunch… eventually,” Dulgar estimated.

I drove on into the night. The sky clouded over and tiny white flurries drifted down and made streaks in the truck’s headlights. Dulgar and Robart eventually fell asleep in their seats. I did not tire. The Hour of the Wolf came, but I did not receive communion from the Architect. We reached the western gate of Ex-Libris just as the sky was turning from black to grey. I awakened Dulgar and Lord Robart.

It was odd seeing the gates guarded by Blue Librarians instead of orange or red. They looked distinctly inexperienced in the role of security detail.

I put the truck in quarantine storage and we disconnected the theater troupe’s wagon.

“If I see any Tongue Speakers, I’ll give them a good beating,” Robart promised Stonn. 

“Thank you, my friend,” the troupe leader said with a bow. 

“What’s the plan now?” Dulgar asked.

“We offer our condolences to the families of the deceased,” I said, and then transferred the list of names to Dulgar’s glass tablet.

“That’s a lot of names,” Dulgar said.

“We might as well get started now,” Lord Robart advised.

And so we set off on foot to deliver the messages that had to be given, and yet were the messages that nobody wanted to receive. Today, we would destroy families. Today, we would ruin lives. Our words, no matter how well-formed, would inflict wounds that would never heal. 

And yet, it had to be done. It was the duty of the living to honor the dead. This was especially true when those who died, did so in order to purchase life and freedom for those who survived. It was impossible for me to forget the people I saw die. But as we walked through the intact, peaceful, prosperous city of Ex-Libris, I could at least know that the dead did not die in vain. 
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Sixty-Seven: Doom of the Tongue Speakers

Delivering death notices had been as bitter and crushing as I had thought that it would be. It was for the best that Constructs did not feel emotion. I could only imagine how it would feel to have to cope with the guilt of being a survivor amidst so much horrifying death. It would be terrible to have to question again and again why it was that I had lived while so many others had died. Likewise, as a Construct, I would not have to face the emotional anguish of contemplating how there were thousands of families who would have to somehow move forward without a mother or father – or both, while I had lost no one. This pattern of thought had occupied my mind a lot since the Five Day War. But at least I was shielded from having to feel emotion.

Being a Construct had a lot of advantages.

Of course, two of the death notices had been for sentient Constructs that were destroyed in battle. Their “next of kin” had been organic humanoids since Constructs were incapable of having families in the traditional biological sense. It did not surprise me that two humanoids to be notified were both Dwarves. It took a lot to make a Dwarf cry. They were hard, hardy, and self-reliant. But cry they did when I delivered the news. Something the Tongue Speakers refused to understand was the fact that sentient Constructs could be both loved and missed.

It took four days to finish delivering the death notices. This time had taken its toll on my two friends as well. When I turned in the completed list to the Registrar of Librarian Services, I felt more than ready to leave Ex-Libris for good.

It was noon on that fourth day when we stopped at a pub so that Dulgar and Lord Robart could eat before we got back on the road. At the Ramshackle Pub, Robart and Dulgar put away hearty meals of lamb, potatoes, vegetables, steaming chowder, and slices of pie. While I knew that Dwarves and Changelings could consume prodigious amounts of food in one sitting, Lord Robart was apparently able to keep up with Dulgar when it came to eating huge meals. 

Of course, the feat of gluttony did not surprise me. We had been doing little more than traveling and fighting for three years straight. And for most of that time, my friends had subsisted on Doomsday Rations, assorted vermin, and whatever else they could scavenge. While Able’s culinary skills had made the meager fare bearable, there were only so many ways one could disguise snake, rat, and ration cubes. It was in cities like Ex-Libris that my humanoid companions could get a properly cooked, nutritious meal.

Likewise, they were happy to have had the chance to bathe every day for the past four days. Humanoids were always more comfortable when they were clean and wearing clean clothes.  

A local folk band took to the small stage inside the pub. The singer bore a passing resemblance to Lord Robart’s wife, Moira. However, the singer seemed more lucid than my liege’s mate, whose mind had been irrevocably altered by the maze at Scaradom. She wore simple hunting leathers and a holy symbol indicating that she was a Wayfinder to Domalon. Her two band mates, a Human male and an Elven female, played fiddle and pennywhistle. Her opening song was a tale of a woman who awaited the return of her husband.

“Two thousand miles away is very far away

I light the candles each night, burn them till day

Where have you gone? Since Remembrance Mass

I pray you’ve not been tempted by some fairer lass

“Two thousand miles away is so very far I know

I say a blessing for you, that fair winds will blow

And take your ship back to port for me

Come home, my love, and blessed be

“Two thousand miles away, is so very hard to see

I chant a ward of protection, for you, in land and sea

May you be home for Endwinter Day

May you come home, and come home to stay

“Two thousand miles away… I miss you…”

By the end of the song, Lord Robart’s face was wet with tears. 

“This has got to end, lad” my liege said to me. “I know you saved my life. You saved us all, many times over. But I want to go home.”

“One understands,” I agreed. 

I would not actually hold Robart to his oath to me. And I said that to him. But he rejected what I offered.

“I may be a lying, lazy, two-bit card-sharp and pick pocket,” Lord Robart declared. “But I gave ye my word. I promised to see this through – and we will. We’ll free the Architect. And then we’re going home. All of us. You saved me. You saved my son. You and Dulgar are family to me now.

“I’m just getting tired of all this death,” Robart concluded. “I’m sick of killing. I just want to be home with Moira, run my ranch, manage my businesses, play cards, and drink the odd pint of ale.”

I agreed. When Dulgar and I had been unceremoniously deposited into Lord Robart’s life, he had no way of knowing that he would have be ensnared by fate into a three-year-long journey across the world. And it had been a rather violent and luckless journey at that. Unfortunately, I had the bitter prediction that we would see a great deal more death before this mission was at last complete. 

Robart paid the tab and we left Ex-Libris behind us. At least my liege could now come and go as he saw fit. Not only was his prior crime stricken from the legal record, he was a hero of the Five Day War. We all were. And although money was not a problem for any of us, the hazard pay was certainly welcome.

As night fell, I knew that I did not need to access Wayfinder-1 to find the encampment. Opaque fingers of soot and ash continued to billow against the deepening night, black on violet. 

“Pretty easy to see where we’re going, eh?” Robart remarked.

Dulgar snorted. Of course, I already calculated that we would have to drive through that mess in order to get to what I hoped would be the final destination before returning to Robart’s Reach. We encountered a few wandering skeletons on the way back to camp, but I just ran them down with the truck. It seemed that the walking dead would pose a low-level threat for many more months to come. 

Three years ago, a group of three or four skeletons with guns and swords would have been a credible threat to me. Now, they were nothing more than a bump and a crunch beneath the tires of the Highrider. My increase in power had happened gradually and imperceptibly, but I could not deny that it had happened. Likewise, Dulgar and Lord Robart were much more potent than they once had been. Three years ago, it would have been unthinkable to have stood up to the Winter Queen or Delta Doom. And yet we had done so this year, and we had been victorious. 

Sometimes it seemed that it was our life experience that made us more powerful, more capable, an able to withstand more damage. But how could that be? Surely there was another answer.

My two friends were asleep by the time we arrived at the encampment. The night watch made their slow patrols around the periphery and the huge bonfires did an admirable job pushing back the night. I briefly awakened Dulgar and Robart, who then returned to the barracks to resume their sleep. 

As always, I stood watch. The guards made idle chatter and seemed bored and cold. I think they were ready to leave this place of death. Once the dead were finished being buried, I suspected they would have their wish. Under the light of the waning moon, I also saw that the big statue dedicated to Doctor Cardin Montross was in the beginning stages of being constructed. It looked like it was going to be fashioned from black basalt and overlaid in brass. So far, only the feet were sculpted and huge blocks of stone and barrels of brass ingots lay ready for use. Flag poles had been erected around the monument, with a pennant representing each color of the Librarian ranks. I sent my probe out to read the inscription on the base of the statue.

In Memory of Doctor Cardin Montross

It was upon Day 27 of the Year 479 that the City of Ex-Libris did defend Itself against the Threat of Delta Doom and his Army of the Walking Dead. And it was upon this day, the last Day of the Five Day War, that Doctor Cardin Montross did surrender his Life in the service of the Great Library – that Delta Doom was destroyed and the City was saved. Let this Monument be Testimony to this Man’s bravery and self-sacrifice. May he be Remembered as the Hero of the Five Day War. And with his passing, may the 997 other men and women who died in the Service be ever remembered as well.

A large, flat plaque stood next to the statue. It was not yet complete, but it appeared to have at least some of the names of the fallen Librarians. My math coprocessor calculated that the memorial plaque was big enough to hold 1,150 names. Perhaps the Library was hedging its bet against some of the more seriously wounded dying from post-surgical complications. 

Night passed. I aided the Third Watch guards in repelling a rather half-hearted attempt to enter the camp that was made by a dozen skeletal wanderers who had been attracted to the huge central bonfire. They wore tattered Librarian robes. Without Delta Doom’s command link, the reanimated Librarians were not really able to put up much of a fight. I was not wholly convinced that they actually were looking for a fight. Perhaps some remnant memory of who they once were had drawn them to this place. Perhaps they had some faint imprint that told them of their former duty and service. 

Whether they were going to attack us or not, we quickly decided that the Undead Librarians deserved to be put to rest. And so we slew them quickly and without malice of thought. When the last of them were destroyed, we collected their Ident tags and put their bones with the rest of the fallen heroes who awaited burial. They had once been living, breathing, hard-working citizens of Ex-Libris. They had not asked to become what they had become. I would see to it that Anton Zolotov gave them proper, honorable burials. It was just as well that there was extra space on the memorial plaque.

It gave me some measure of reassurance that it was nearly impossible for a Construct to become Undead. I had once thought it was wholly impossible, but that was before I had encountered the Winter Queen.

Dawn came. There was a crispness and stillness to a West Point winter morning that was unlike those of the North. The horizon line turned purple-grey first, then pink, then peach, then blue as the ruddy sun climbed above the horizon line – first with a wan, thin glow but then gaining strength and intensity. I understood why the Elementalists gave great reverence to Gai. It was good that I could look directly at the sun. Humanoids – other than the Fey – could not.

“It’s soul freezing!” Dulgar complained, and strode towards me from the barracks. 

“It is not soul freezing,” Lord Robart chided. “I’ve seen soul freezing before, and this is not it. ‘Cold’, maybe. But not ‘soul freezing’.”

“You say that now,” Dulgar warned. “But when I turn into an ice zombie, I’ll say ‘I told you so!’”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Robart said wryly. “But until then, lad, maybe you should just wear a heavier coat.”

My friends quickly packed up their belongings into the Highrider and ate breakfast at the dining pavilion. 

“It’s been a real blast,” Sunflower said wistfully. “But I have to stay here. There’s so many wounded to treat and I am a trained healer of the second rank. But you’ll always be an honorary member of the Dawn Sister Coven. But I hope we run into each other again.”

“That would be satisfactory,” I agreed. 

“I’m afraid I’ll be parting ways too,” Hector Grizzletooth said. “I got a whirligig yesterday saying that there’s more trouble with the Tongue Speakers near Chandi. They’ve taken hostages and the Church of Holy Truth needs a crisis negotiator.”

“Lad,” Robart said with surprise, “since when do you ‘negotiate’?”

The Paladin brandished a mean-looking cudgel that glowed softly blue from the many arcane inscriptions.

“Let’s just say that the Church gave me this newfangled negotiating tool and to not take ‘no’ for an answer,” Hector said with a grin. 

“Now I understand,” Robart said knowingly. “Just remember to give those jackasses a whack or two from me.”

“You can count on that,” the Paladin promised.

“I’m coming with you,” Vincent said. “I don’t like boredom and you three aren’t boring. You’re actually the opposite of boring.”

It was settled then. Lord Robart, Dulgar, Vincent Valentine, Able and I would travel west towards the abandoned mine that possibly housed the Architect. Hector would take a wagon northeast to Chandi and crush a few Tongue Speaker skulls. Sunflower would remain here with his coven and help care for the injured until they were stabilized enough to be transported overland to Ex-Libris. 

It did not take long to get underway once my friends had finished their breakfast. We were graciously resupplied with both food and fuel for the journey ahead. Anton Zolotov bid us farewell.

“You freed me from something terrible,” the Master of Assassins said. “And I am grateful. You and your friends helped save Ex-Libris. I’m glad that I didn’t shoot your boss.”

“Understood,” I said.

“You’re all Librarians now,” Zolotov said. “So if you ever need a job, you know where to come.”

“Many thanks,” I answered.

"Speaking of jobs,” the Black Librarian continued. “The head cook is really going to miss that little Construct named Able. Darned good cook. Your boss is lucky to have him along for the ride.”

“Agreed,” I said.

After we finished saying our parting courtesies, we trundled off along the remnant of a highway called the Central Expressway, which had been built before the Great Cataclysm. There was a better road that was maintained by the Council of Cities, but it did not take us where we needed to go. More was the pity, as the road seemed to have more potholes than pavement. Even in their travel restraints, my three friends were constantly bounced about in their seats. 

It got worse when we drove through the region affected by Dulgar’s failed doomsday weapon. The road ran parallel to the churning, smoking, bubbling holes in the ground. Although it had been two weeks since the conclusion of the Five Day War, the holes in the ground appeared to not be closing. They did not look bigger either, for that matter. In all likelihood, the volcanic activity would continue unabated until the heat source directly beneath the crust was exhausted. SUGGESTION: This is almost a resolution, which is good. I’d strongly recommend adding in some information that makes it clear that the fractal weapon itself had ended so that an ever-expanding ring of destruction was not going to rip through the whole planet. That leaves us with a price for using the weapon – the ruined, volcanic landscape – without risking destroying the planet by cutting it in half.
That could take several months. The local ecology would undoubtedly change. 

The churning clouds of smoke and ash blotted out the sun. And the headlights were likewise useless, as they only illuminated the black, swirling flakes. I had to rely on Wayfinder-1 for guidance. I had driven blind before but it was not optimal. The truck’s particulate filters began to clog and several maintenance lights illuminated on the status display. The internal combustion engine failed and I had to proceed on battery power alone. 

“Damn!” Lord Robart complained. “This place really stinks.”

“I know you don’t need to breathe,” Vincent said. “But some of us do. Fornication! Get us out of here!”

“Nice landscaping, lad,” Robart said sarcastically to Dulgar. “Love what ye have done with the place.”

“No kidding,” Dulgar wheezed.

I ramped up the Trimode Drive’s battery propulsion to its greatest extent. The truck’s status window indicated that carbon dioxide levels were approaching the upper limit of organic tolerance. PROBLEM: If the truck was capable of functioning underwater before, would it have had the ability to the provide air for its occupants? If that’s the case – I’m not sure if the text is clear on that since Frank was the only one underwater – than the truck should be able to provide air to everyone onboard just by being operated in “aquatic” mode. Maybe that system is still damaged? Maybe it wasn’t designed to filter out volcanic air? Just something to consider since I think the truck might have been able to prevent these problems from happening.
“Come on, lad” Lord Robart panted. “Get us out o’ here!”

“One endeavors to comply,” I said. 

It was, of course, a balancing act. If I drove too slowly, my friends would asphyxiate. If I drove too quickly, the battery array would be depleted before we reached the outer edge of the ash curtain and my friends would still asphyxiate. 

“Lad,” Robart whispered and then passed out.

According to my medical database, a humanoid could withstand the current level of carbon dioxide levels for perhaps fifteen more rounds. Wayfinder-1’s telemetry indicated that we would pass through the ash curtain in eleven rounds. The truck’s battery array would be depleted in thirteen rounds if I kept the current speed. As usual, we were cutting things very close. Of course, my calculations also depended on the truck not getting overturned by the huge potholes that were the size of small craters.

Here and there in the sooty blackness, I saw the occasional flash of red and orange from the continuing volcanic activity. The ground rumbled uneasily. The tiny volcanic vents popped like small arms fire as combustible gases ignited upon release into the ash-befouled air.

It was a good thing that I did not have emotions. A humanoid would, at this point, be feeling overwhelmed with the frenzied desire to help one’s friends who were in critical danger and also have impotent rage at not being able to do so. Yes, it was a good thing to not be distracted by such thoughts. I was not being distracted. And that was good. The truck hit a huge pot hole that nearly caused us to flip over. I refocused my thoughts on the task at hand.

The eleven rounds passed and the truck lurched through the ash curtain. The carbon dioxide levels dropped to humanoid tolerance. The electric motor ran out of power and we drifted to a halt. The internal combustion engine sputtered to life, raggedly at first, but quickly grew more hale and steady. The truck’s status window indicated that the propulsion system would be disabled until the engine had recharged the batteries to at least 15%. But we were safe – at least for now. It had been a close thing. 

Twenty rounds later, my friends awakened.

“By the gods, lad,” Robart exclaimed, rubbing his temples. “When I get a hangover this bad, at least I usually get ta be drunk first!”

“Let’s not take this short cut on the way back,” Dulgar advised.

“Fornication and damnation! I’m flying next time,” Vincent added vehemently. “Those volcanoes can fornicate themselves too! Fornicate it all!”

As we were now downwind from the volcanic emanations, the color of the snow ranged from yellow-grey to black as coal. 

“This must be the smell of ‘brimstone’ that I keep hearing those Tongue Speakers yammer on about,” Lord Robart opined.

“You’ll never get the stench out of the upholstery,” Dulgar warned.

My friend was wrong about that. The Highrider regenerated from all damage eventually. 

Ten rounds later we were moving forward again. The ash curtain quickly faded behind us. The yellow-black coloration of the snow grew paler the farther west we drove. We were entering an obviously drier area of West Point. I knew that the northeastern area of the continent was lush and green while the southwestern region was quite arid. Here in the center, it was neither lush nor sere. Narrow, yellow reed-grass poked out of the befouled snow. The stalks were as tall as a man and the edges could rend flesh like a knife could rend butter. There was a reason why this part of the countryside was so sparsely populated.  Here, the land extracted a payment in blood and skin for every acre settled. The unofficial name for this region was “The Razorlands”, and not without reason. And while the wickedly-sharp grass grew year-round with only sporadic precipitation and poor soil, settlers who were willing to pay the price to move here soon discovered that the ground was only grudgingly fertile.

Here and there, we passed the ruins of abandoned farms. The reed-grasses had reclaimed the fields while the barns and homes had faded to smoke-grey. They empty windows reminded me of the eyes of the dead – open but with no presence. It would only be a matter before the derelict structures were reclaimed by the encroaching reeds. 

The Razorlands did have its benefits, however. We had very little chance of being waylaid by highwaymen or wolf packs or evil religious fanatics. If they were to attack us, it would have to be from the front or behind. It was inconceivable that anyone would survive walking through dozens of miles of reed-grass. Here, the biggest animals were small herbivorous rodents and insectivorous birds. 

As much of a menace the reed-grass could pose to the hapless traveler, we would be perfectly safe as long as we stayed on the road. Of course, this road would likely no longer exist in a few more decades. While in the technological heyday before the Great Cataclysm, the Central Expressway consisted of four fully-paved lanes in each direction. In the intervening centuries since the doom of the prior civilization, nature had reclaimed all but the middle twenty feet. Nature was the great eraser. It smoothed over mankind’s sins and triumphs with equal efficiency. 

“What a place to come to,” Dulgar muttered. “Everything’s dead.”

“An’ nothin’ even ta steal!” Lord Robart complained.

We drove until nightfall and we passed only two other caravans that were travelling in the other direction. I warned them about the ash curtain and that they would have to skirt the thin margin between where the reed-grass ended and the volcanic lands began. The first caravan was run by a family of Dwarven brewers from Deserton – a coastal city at the edge of the Great Western Desert. They were headed for Paru and carried a cargo of dark beer that was described as “Hammerhead Ultra Stout Extra Noir”. My guess was that the brew was sold in slices. Robart parted with two copper pieces and was rewarded with two heavy, generously-portioned black bottles bearing images of sledge hammers. 

The second was a book merchant headed towards Ex-Libris with several boxes of ancient paperback fiction pulps that had been scavenged from various abandoned towns and ruins. The Great Library paid a handsome bounty for books that were not already in their formidable collection. 

We stopped an hour before nightfall at one of the abandoned farms that dotted the countryside. I drove the Highrider directly to the front porch of a vacant home and my friends crawled out the windows and onto the steps in order to avoid being cut to ribbons by the hard yellow reed-grass. The wood creaked and groaned, but it did bear my weight as I followed my friends into the house. Of course, being a Construct, I had little to fear from razor grass.

The former occupants had apparently left in a hurry. They had taken all personal keepsakes such as pictures, books, clothing, and mementos, but the furniture and appliances remained. Construct Able started cleaning the kitchen in preparation for the evening meal. It occurred to me that there was a certain irony involved in a machine with no metabolism, no sense of smell, and no sense of taste somehow becoming good at cooking. I would have no idea of how to cook for my friends, and my hands lacked the necessary dexterity to properly manipulate the kitchen tools. 

Within two rounds of sitting at the empty table, Lord Robart, Dulgar, and Vincent Valentine had a deck of playing cards out and were already playing poker. Lord Robart took a bottle opener and popped the cap off of one of his bottles of beer that he had purchased from the Dwarven merchants. The moment the lid was removed, the whole room darkened perceptibly, perhaps by half. 

“Damn!” Robart exclaimed. “This really is dark beer!”

The otherwise harmless effect lasted only five rounds. The family of brewers responsible for “Hammerhead Ultra Stout Extra Noir” obviously had at least a passing acquaintance with applied Mathematics and used their talent to engineer a marketing gimmick for their new beer.

“It’s in these creepy old places in the middle of nowhere, in the dark, when ye really miss that witch’s protection spells,” Lord Robart opined, referring to Sunflower’s expertise in erecting protective wards.

“I know the words by heart, having heard them a dozen times” Dulgar said. “But somehow I don’t think it would be the same coming from me.”

“I got both revolvers loaded,” Vincent advised. “Anything comes through that thrice-fornicated door, I’ll blow it to smithereens!”

“Aye,” Lord Robart said approvingly. “And anything that’s leftover, I’ll chop ta bits with Symmetrika’s Hope!”

“Now that’s the liege I know so well,” Dulgar observed. 

I had to admit that I, too, felt the absence of Sunflower and Hector. It was curious that I could think that way, since Constructs didn’t have emotions. And yet I could not deny that I would have found it preferable for the Paladin and Elementalist to be with us. It was not just for the added tactical advantages they had to offer. I found that I simply preferred to have them around. 

“They’re both going to miss a bonny fight when we finally give the Crystallins what’s owed,” Robart boasted.

“And to think,” Dulgar said, “All we have to do is avoid getting sliced into quivering blood sushi by the reed-grass.”

“That razorblade grass can fornicate itself,” Vincent Valentine spat. “I’m flying tomorrow. Fornicate it all!”

Able finished cooking dinner for my humanoid friends. The diminutive service Construct prepared baked beans, corn bread, string beans, and pork chops. The supplies from Ex-Libris were a significant upgrade from the nearly exhausted supply of doomsday rations. The Librarians had been quite generous with their canned goods and salted meats.

After my friends ate, they played poker for a couple of hours. Lord Robart split the second bottle of Hammerhead Ultra Stout. Again, the room darkened for five rounds. It occurred to me that there could be combat ramifications to making a Mathematical formula that could create a field of darkness upon demand. I would have to suggest it to Dulgar.

My friends did not stay up very late. They took their bedrolls up into the vacant bedrooms upstairs after ensuring they were free of vermin, shambling dead, or evil spirits. Fortunately, the only intruders were a handful of field mice that had sought shelter from the winter night. I stayed downstairs. It would have been tempting fate for me to test my weight against the rickety wooden staircase. Able cleaned the kitchen and packed away the dishes and cooking implements. 

It was still not sure as to why I felt compelled to keep my sodium vapor lights running at least half intensity all night. There was a time when darkness did not concern me. But ever since the encounter with the cold demon, and my month spent in limbo, I found that I preferred to have illumination at night. I could not call it a phobia, as Constructs were incapable of feeling fear. It was merely a profound preference I had developed.

I stepped out into the porch to stand watch for the night. I increased my floodlights to the maximum intensity. I wanted to push back the dark of night. As it stood, it occurred to me that the farm house occupied a claustrophobic little pocket carved out of a seemingly endless sea of reed grass. If an enemy found us here, there would be no way to retreat. The reed grass might as well be razor wire that stood six feet high.

The Hour of the Wolf came. The oppressive feeling of the pitch-dark night fled for that sacred hour. I felt the familiar, cool stillness in the night. The weight of corruption and evil was lifted from the land – for this hour. I waited for the Architect to contact me. And he did.

What would you have me know? I asked the mysterious Immortal.

You must face your fear and conquer it, the Architect said.

I am incapable of fear, I corrected. I am a Construct.

You were a Construct once, the Architect communicated. You have become something different. You are so much more than what you were designed to be. The time is coming that you will no longer have the luxury of denying what you have become.

I do not understand, I thought back to the Immortal.

Understanding comes with time, the Architect instructed. But you are running out of time. You will soon face a darkness that defies the light. You have done so before. Your faith must become your light.

What must I do? I asked.

You are a Protector, the Architect advised. When the time comes, you will know what to do.

And then the Architect’s presence was gone. The Hour of the Wolf ended. The weight of corruption and evil reinstated itself once more. At least here, in West Point, the potency of the spiritual darkness was greatly diminished when compared to the northern continent. West Point never had vast armies of the Undead roaming the countryside (until last month, that is). It never had death factories where greedy corporations worked serfs until they dropped dead, only to have the corpses reanimated and forced to continue their labors until they simply disintegrated. West Point never had slavery, nor had they ever had wars that were waged for the purpose of restocking the supply of slaves. No, those were the transgressions of North Point. And truly the weight of those atrocities permeated the land itself. Somehow, places had memories – long memories. 

West Point’s evils were much more subdued. And yet, I could distinctly feel the difference between normal time and the Hour of the Wolf. The sky had cleared during my communion with the Architect. Here, in the reed lands, the night sky was full of stars and undiminished by the lights of Ex-Libris or any other large city. I imagined that this is what the sky must have looked like before mankind developed any form of civilization. I used my probe’s optics to capture a panoramic view of the night sky.

The rest of the night passed without incident. A few nocturnal birds fluttered in and out of the periphery of the reed grass. A family of small rodents crossed the abandoned road. It was, by all accounts, the most silent night I had experienced in quite some time. 

Dawn came and my friends awakened. Able hastily prepared breakfast and we were soon back on the desolate Central Expressway. It was a cold, clear, and quiet morning. True to his word, the Fey soared above us as I drove. He kept a vigilant watch for highwaymen. My remote probe flew parallel to him so that we could keep in contact.

“It’s almost as cold as iron,” Vincent complained. 

The Fey seemed to be generating a field effect around his body that did block the worst of the winter chill. His wings shimmered in the bright sunlight. And though he complained about the cold weather, his features belied his words. I had the impression that flying in full sunlight was a spiritual experience for his species.

And so the next five days followed this pattern. We drove all day. Vincent flew in the sunlight. We camped out in abandoned homes. All the while, the reed grasses stood tall on either side of the road, ready to rend flesh and repel invaders. But there were no invaders, only an occasional merchant heading east from Deserton to trade various wares in Ex-Libris, Paru, or Rivna. The merchant we encountered on the fifth day warned of a Tithing Point that had been set up at the periphery of the Razorlands. He had complained bitterly about having ten percent of his cash and cargo taken from him by threat of death.

“Aye,” Lord Robart reassured the spindly-looking Elf that had been shaken down by the Tongue Speakers. “Don’t ye worry about the money ye paid. Grant me your whirligig address and I’ll send ye the money those religious brigands took from ye.”

The Elf nodded and we parted ways. 

“You might want to know something,” Vincent Valentine said in flight. “These mother-fornicating spawn of unwed parents have guns. Lots of guns.”

“Twas only a matter of time,” Robart said philosophically. “Religious intolerance begets violence – no matter the religion. Better ta encounter the Abben Mort thieves. At least they’ll drink a beer with ye after they pick your pocket.”

It occurred to me that the Highrider had one unused upgrade available. After the truck had regenerated from the damage it had incurred from the Five Day War, I had never gotten around to picking a new augment from the manifest. Now was as good a time as any. Given that we were about to come under a barrage of small arms fire, a shield seemed like a good idea. The first intensity shield was not the rotating variety I commanded, but it was a good start. A shield charge indicator appeared on the Highrider’s status display and I immediately activated the new component.

“Since when does this truck have shields?” Robart wanted to know.

“As of now,” I replied.

It was a few rounds later that the blockade of Tongue Speakers came into view. This faction appeared to be much better organized than the ragtag clusters of ruffians I had previously encountered. They wore armor that actually fit correctly. They wore stainless steel bucklers that were polished to the point that they could serve as convex mirrors. And they brandished rifles that all appeared to be in good working order. I activated my combat subroutine and was advised that the threat level was “medium-high”. I advised my liege.

“Well,” Lord Robart said philosophically, “they won’t be tougher than Delta Doom.”

What enemy was? I thought. The only foes that came to mind were the Winter Queen and the Guardian of the Well of Dead Life. 

“Ye know, lads,” Robart said jovially, “I haven’t actually had a chance to steal anything in a while, and it wouldn’t do if I lost practice.”

It was then that the Tongue Speakers opened fire on the Highrider as we rolled into the extreme range of their rifles. They were apparently not very shots. Lead-lined missiles whizzed by the truck on all sides and only one shell hit true. It was easily deflected by the truck’s shields and ricocheted with a sharp whine. I rolled down the window and opened fire with one of my nailgun turrets. Even at the absolute maximum range of my weaponry, both shots hit their target – a pompous-looking Tongue Speaker bandit wearing a huge cross and far too many gold chains. He looked a lot less smug with nails the size of railroad spikes coming out of his eye sockets. 

“That’s my lad!” Robart said, as he rolled down his window and leaned out to aim his sword at the roadblock.

Another flurry of bullets assailed us. This time, close to a dozen shells hit the shield. The forward-facing facet flared white for a moment, but it held – for now at least. I let loose another two nails at the man who appeared to be the group’s leader. He had eyes that were slightly too close together and looked quite over-fed. His face was with rage as two nails impaled him in his midsection. However, he was apparently so morbidly obese that my missiles did not lance any vital organs. He pulled the two bloody nails out with his bare hands and shouted a loud and terrible oath at me.

“Damn,” Dulgar exclaimed. “He just pulled those right out. Holy Smokes!”

Lord Robart called upon the power of Symmetrika’s Hope and set loose a blinding, silver-blue bolt of energy from the blade. The wooden barricade was shattered into flaming toothpicks. Four of the Tongue Speakers were thrown backward from the shock wave and then rolled around in agony from the third degree burns to their faces and hands.

It was about that time that Vincent Valentine made a strafing run at the ruined blockade. With a revolver in each hand, he gracefully dove in a swooping arc, guns blazing. Five Tongue Speakers doubled over as their bodies were pierced by hot lead. One spewed blood from his mouth while another arched a fountain of red from a chest wound that had obviously severed his aorta. The wounded leader barked out a hasty command and his remaining troops opened fire on us. The hail of bullets shattered the truck’s overtaxed shields and several shells pierced the Highrider’s tires and made a spider web of the wind screen. The flattened front tire lost pressure just as we hit a huge pot hole in the ancient highway. I barely kept the truck from flipping over. As it was, the Highrider spun approximately 450 degrees worth of lateral rotation and promptly began an emergency diagnostic check. 

Robart, Dulgar, and I exited the truck, weapons ready.  The sun was at its highest point in the day and the air as clear as I had seen it since leaving the ash curtain behind. Before I could take aim with my nailguns, the morbidly obese Tongue Speaker leader rolled a crystalline, grenade-like object at the midpoint between his faction and mine. It exploded in a momentary pulse of bright light but emitted no shrapnel.

[EMP event. Main power core offline. Rebooting theoretical engine. ETR: 10 rounds. Rerouting to alternate power.]

For the first time since purchase, my solar panel cape was going to earn its keep. It produced only a tiny fraction of the energy of my Theoretical Engine, but it was enough to power my sensors and I would be able to fire my nailguns if needed. I wouldn’t be able to move very much or power my shields. It was better than nothing.

“So ya see,” the Tongue Speaker leader suddenly gloated loudly, “we took care of yer little wind-up toy. Just a little dealin’ with the Crystallins twas all it took ta git this little beauty. Of course, they’re gonna burn in the Conflagration for bein’ unbelievers, just like you’re gonna burn in the Conflagration for truckin’ with Constructs, Inverts, and Abominations! So says the Old Book!”

“So says the Old Book!” The religious fanatics affirmed in unison.

Slowly, but with as much precision as I could muster, I started aiming my nailgun for the leader’s head.

“Keep this arsehole talking,” Dulgar whispered to Lord Robart, having apparently picked up on my intent.

“So,” my liege countered, obviously stalling, “what you’re ‘righteousness’ tells ye is that it’s no problem to buy weapons from child-murdering cultists, so long as ye get a shot at your enemies who are only tryin’ ta make an overland journey.”

“We are forgiven for what we do,” the Tongue Speaker declared. “For we are all saved by faith!”

[Target lock acquired]

I was only able to fire one shot, but I only needed one shot. With a dull, percussive thud, my steel missile struck the religious zealot an inch above his nasal ridge, stopping his rather tiresome gloat.

“Saved?” Robart sneered as the leader’s corpse crumpled to the cold earth. “Ye’re unworthly ta lick the True One’s outhouse clean with your bare tongue!”

As much as I wanted to engage in combat, I would have to wait seven more rounds until my Theoretical Engine rebooted. Robart and Dulgar had no such limitations. They raced toward the dozen remaining Tongue Speakers wielding axe and sword. 

“Symmetrika’s Hope, I call upon your power!” Lord Robart declared and kept charging forward.

The angel blade dimmed noticeably as it lent power to my liege’s will. Dulgar and Robart were suddenly surrounded by a silver-blue radiance, presumably some kind of shield. Vincent Valentine swooped down for another strafing run, and felled two more zealots. In response, the remaining highwaymen took aim the Fey. His figure was obscured by the sun but one shot hit true. The Gunslinger screamed in pain and I saw him angle away from the battlefield and was losing altitude very rapidly. 

“Got that goddamned Invert Abomination,” one of the gunmen declared with satisfaction.

“I’ll kill ye for that!” Lord Robart said, quickly closing the distance.

 Very quickly, in fact. It occurred to me that the power that my liege had summoned from Symmetrika’s Hope was not a shield at all. It was a speed augmentation. And before the Tongue Speaker could drop his rifle and switch to his sword, Robart cut the man diagonally front shoulder blade to hip. Hot, steaming blood burst in all directions. Robart’s eyes glinted silver-blue, enthralled by the blade’s power. I had never seen the sword do this to him before. But then, he had never fought enemies that committed murder in the name of the same god to which the sword was dedicated. 

“Die!” Dulgar screamed, and chopped the leg off another tongue speaker. Arterial blood sprayed over the highway gravel and the zealot’s face turned from flush-red to paper-white. He was dead within a round. I had never seen my friend move so fast. He and Robert were blurs in my optics.

I was able to move my arm a few inches and fired on a Tongue Speaker. He was easily able to dive out of the way. Vincent Valentine landed out of my field of vision. I sent my remote probe to investigate his current status.

Four of the Tongue Speakers dropped their weapons and fled into the reed grass. Moments later, their screams both began and ended. The reeds only took payment in skin and blood. That left four remaining.

“We surrender,” the highwaymen cried out, throwing down their weapons in unison.

It made no difference. The silver-blue field effect around my two friends intensified to the point that the radiance overwhelmed my optical sensors. I heard the clatter of ping of metal on armor, the gurgling screams of the dying as Robert’s enemies lungs filled with blood, and the wet thud of newly slain bodies falling to the broken pavement.

My vision cleared as the angelic fire dissipated. Robart and Dulgar took a few staggering steps away from the carnage and then dropped to their knees, apparently drained of energy. The angel blade, however, was not drained in the least. It shone as if it contained a blue supergiant. 

None of us moved for several rounds. My two friends seemed stunned by what they had just done, and perhaps some small amount of horror played a part of their silence as well. 

[Rebooting Theoretical Engine. Reboot complete. Transferring power from secondary to primary source. Transfer complete.]

“Damnation!” Lord Robart wheezed. “Angel Symmetrika knows what people do with this sword. It’s a friggin’ sensor! And Symmetrika has wanted a piece of the Tongue Speakers for a long time!”

“Why is that?” I asked. After all, we had faced much more formidable enemies.

“Well, lad,” my liege said, beginning to regain his composure, “it’s one thing when an evil man serving’ an evil god does evil things. Ye expect that. But what Symmetrika has been takin’ personally for some time are these yahoos representing the True One, and makin’ Symmetrika’s god look like a god of thieves and murderers. He’s been takin’ that personally for a couple o’ decades now. But the sword’s been on North Point until recently.”

“So what the Tongue Speakers need to learn,” Dulgar added, “is that they need to stay out of Robart’s way. And your way. And my way.”

“The man ye killed was the third-highest leader in the Tongue Speakers,” Robart advised. “So we didn’t bring down the cult, but we surely poked out an eye. I think they’ll be layin’ low for a while – especially after pickin’ the wrong team for the Five Day War.”

My remote probe located the wounded Gunslinger. His healing bauble was activated, but he was losing blood very quickly from a wound in his upper bicep. My medical database suggested that the bullet had damaged an artery. I was not sure if his talisman would be sufficient to the healing task at hand. I informed Robart and Dulgar.

“No time ta waste, lad,” my liege declared. “Get in the truck and let’s go get him!”

 The Highrider was uniquely suited to off-road travel. Of course, that was on tires that weren’t punctured by bullets. I drove the truck on the rims and ignored the “whopity” sound of the rubber bunching up against the steel rims as I drove straight into the reed grass in search of my wounded friend. He had landed in a patchy area with only a few reeds and had managed to not get impaled as he fell. We would still have to take care getting out of the vehicle. The reed grass snapped like panes of glass under the weight of the truck. I was fairly certain that if the tires had not already been flat that the surely would be by now. The reed grass was the apex predator of this ecosystem. It probably drank blood as fertilizer. 

We reached our wounded friend. Vincent Valentine lay with his back on the ground and his wings were outspread to absorb as much direct sunlight as possible. He held the softly glowing talisman over the gunshot wound. Fey blood was clear, not red, and the Gunslinger’s lightweight leather armor was drenched in fluid that was the color and consistency of corn syrup. 

“Fornication and damnation,” Vincent cursed. “Any later and you’d be doing a cremation for me!”

“You will need your tailor’s kit,” I advised Dulgar.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” my friend exclaimed. “Vincent Valentine is not a garment to be sewed up.”

“You will be my hands, I will be the skill,” I explained. 

“Maybe I should be lookin’ for some wood for the pyre, just in case,” Robart said skeptically.

“Shut up!” Vincent and Dulgar hissed at once.

Let your mental defenses down, I thought to my friend. You have been reading my surface thoughts for months. But now you need to deeply know what I know so that you can do what needs doing.

I’m afraid, Dulgar thought back to me. I don’t want to lose my identity.

We must save our friend, I thought back. But I will not lose you to save him. I promise that we will not become a unified being like Construct M5. PROBLEM: I checked the book with a word search, and I can’t find any reference to Construct “M5” anywhere else in the story. Was he in some other story, in a chapter that didn’t make it into the final book, or  was he a character in the actual campaign that wasn’t written into the story but was remembered for this odd trait?
I trust you, Dulgar thought back. And I knew that he did trust me. Our mental link deepened and I revealed to him my medical database and what procedure must be completed to save Vincent’s life.

We shall begin with the following items, I began. We will need pure ethanol from the reserve tank for sterilizing the needles and threads. You will need a #2 needle with ultrafine organic non-dye thread. You will need a #6 needle with coarse, polymer thread. Wash your hands for at least three rounds and clip your fingernails. It would be better to have sterile gloves, but we do not have any. 

I listed the other components he would need as he fetched the ethanol from the storage tank. 

“This is going to hurt,” Dulgar advised the Gunslinger once we were ready to begin.

“You think it doesn’t hurt now?!” Vincent complained.

The artery has only a small fissure, I thought to Dulgar. I augmented my vision by looking thought both the probe’s optics as well as my own. I could not quite see through Dulgar’s eyes, but it seemed that the possibility was there if I pushed for it. But I refrained. I could easily sense my friend’s intense discomfort at having my intellect so deeply rooted in his mind. For a Construct, such intellectual comingling between two sentient beings was fairly normal. But organic humanoids needed much more privacy than Constructs required. 

As we worked on sealing Vincent’s wound, I realized that this was the second time today that my friend’s mind had been invaded. The first had been when he had come under the influence of Symmetrika’s Hope. The angel in question had poured out his will into both Robart and Dulgar. As alien as Dulgar sometimes appraised my thoughts to be, direct mental contact with an angel’s mind had threatened to break my friend’s intellect. A lesser, inexperienced person actually would have broken. But Dulgar had survived factories of Myracannon, the maze of Scaradom, the death magic of the Deadwoods, and several breaks in the fabric of space-time. Dulgar was made of sterner stuff. I did sense, however, that he never wanted another mind-to-mind contact with an angry, highly-ascended being. 

The surgical procedure did not actually take that many rounds. The Fey’s healing stone had made significant progress towards sealing the Gunslinger’s wounds. But he had needed a stitch in time in order to save his life – five stitches, to be exact. Between my guidance, Dulgar’s tailoring, and Vincent’s bauble, the Fey’s condition was stabilized. 

“Your bedside manner sucks,” Vincent opined and then lost consciousness. 

Robart built a small camp fire for warmth and put a pillow under the Fey’s head. We left his wings exposed to the sunlight so that he would continue to receive energy as he slept. I was not entirely sure when he would awaken, but at least I now knew that he eventually would. 

I disengaged the mental link between Dulgar and myself. I, too, worried about the potential that both of us could gradually lose individuality over time. I recalled Construct Manny and his Dwarf companion. While they enjoyed an amiable relationship, it was clear that the two could never be separated . Dulgar was my best friend. I would be at his side for as long as I might continue to exist. But I had no desire to become Dulgar, nor did he have a desire to become Frank. The spiritual link, I decided, would have to be something the two of us would use sparingly and for true emergencies. Even disengaged, I felt the outer edge of Dulgar’s surface thoughts, and I knew that he had a similar perception of me. 

“That was a bonny bit of sewing,” Lord Robart appraised. “Ye wouldn’t be able to fix a tear in my jacket, seein’ how ye have your kit already out.”

Dulgar gave our liege a withering look.

“Okay, okay,” Robart backed off. “Just askin’.”

With both the truck and the Fey regenerating, we decided to stay in the clearing of reeds for the night. We were actually less likely to be attacked in this small oasis of safety in the middle of the reeds than anywhere else nearby. I doubted that even a member of the walking dead could get to us easily. 

My analysis of the outcome of the battle was fairly positive. Bad luck played a role in nearly crashing the truck and in Vincent getting shot. But we had no fatalities. We dealt a crippling blow to one of my liege’s enemies, and we did so in a way that they would not find out for several days or possibly several weeks. My hope was that Vincent would be fully healed by the time we reached the Architect’s place of captivity. But it was useless wishing for luck. It was more effective to plan worst-case scenarios since those were the data models that came to fruition. Still, we were alive and the Tongue Speakers were dead. As we came closer to our goal, we had vanquished our enemies one by one. The latest had been a band of murderous, thieving religious bigots whom we had never initiated harm.  The elimination of a recurring threat was an event that made the day pretty good. 

Sixty-Eight: The Forgotten Highway

The next three days proved to be unseasonably sunny. The Fey, essentially being an incarnate creature of energy, used every moment of the benevolent weather to heal his wounds and recharge his amulet. I took this time to cut a pathway through the reeds so that the Highrider’s tires would not get flattened on our way out of the clearing. As it was, we had driven on the rims when we had rescued Vincent Valentine.

“Tomorrow is one of Sunflower’s holidays,” Dulgar said as Able cooked dinner for my humanoid friends on our last afternoon in the Razorlands. “I forget what it’s called, but it’s halfway between the winter solstice and spring equinox.”

I knew a few of the Elementalist customs, but my sociological database concerning that religion had proven to be missing quite a bit. Most of what I did know had been taught by Sunflower directly and not through reading a book or opening a data file. The Elementalists tended to rely more on oral tradition than the written word, and valued personal experience over codified dogma. 

As evening fell, the Highrider and the Fey both seemed regenerated enough for travel. I drove the truck carefully through the channel I had cut and I managed to get back to the remnant the expressway without puncturing the tires. We arrived at the broken blockade that had been erected by the Tongue Speakers. The many dead still lay where they had fallen. The religious fanatics who had escaped apparently had not seen fit to come back and bury their fallen comrades. Now the bodies were being picked over by winged carrion of all kinds. I inquired as to whether we had a duty to bury the bodies, seeing as it was our handiwork that was the cause of their demise.

“Heck no,” Robart chuffed. “The birds have to eat, same as the worms.”

My guess was that at least a handful would rise as zombies or skeletons. I was sure there was no way that our fallen foes could ever track us across the vast distances we were planning on driving, should they actually reanimate. Stranger things had happened, however.

Lord Robart had me stop the truck so that he could loot the dead. He returned with a fairly hefty leather bag packed full of copper and silver coins. He crammed a few silver into a whirligig and sent it away to the merchant that the Tongue Speakers had robbed just prior to our confrontation with them. After that, my liege split the spoils evenly between us. Vincent Valentine rolled down the window and spat an enormous blob of spittle onto the half-eaten face of one of the dead Tongue Speakers as we rolled past the pile of bodies. 

“At least it’s winter,” the Gunslinger opined. “Fornicate it all! Those bodies are gonna stink like a chop house run by an Illuthielite once spring comes.”

It was quite satisfactory to leave the reed lands behind us. From here out, the ecology grew distinctly drier as we continued south and west. The land flattened until it was nearly a level plain as far as my sensors could register. On either side of the expressway, yellow-gray grass stood knee-high – uninterrupted and unabated. It was singularly monotonous. Each mile looked identical to the previous mile. If not for Wayfinder-1 updating our progress, I could almost believe we had been ensnared by a pocket dimension. It would be another four days of driving through this flat, featureless landscape before we arrived at another village.  

When we arrived at the town of Sandoval’s Waystation, it was immediately apparent that the village subsisted solely on offering services to travelers. And given the fact that the Central Expressway was little more than a shadow of its former self, it was no surprise that Sandoval’s Waystation was similarly diminished. It was not quite a ghost town, but it was nearly there.

We passed street after street of empty buildings. In the gloom of evening’s last light, the empty windows of the abandoned homes appeared as black rectangles capable of swallowing any form of illumination. The decades of sun and wind had stripped the homes of any trace of paint or varnish. Now everything was a faded pale gray. I found it interesting that gray was somehow the color things turned once the humanoids were gone. In a way, it was as if living beings served as souls for the houses they inhabited. And with the people gone, the homes seemed “dead” somehow. Abandoned homes always turned this color and no other. 

"Looks like a buyers' market," Lord Robart opined.

"With no buyers," Vincent Valentine added.

Only a tiny core at the center of the town was still lit. What illumination remained came from flickering natural gas lamps that generated perhaps a third of the light they produced when they had been installed centuries ago. It was apparent that the geological reserves in this region were nearly exhausted. When that day came -- in as soon as a few years and certainly not more than a decade or so -- the town of Sandoval's Waystation would go dark forever and become as extinguished as the lamps.

The Firefly Inn was the only lodging open for business along a row of shuttered businesses. Some were merely closed for the evening while most had been closed for decades. 

The inn was sparsely populated. I spied a merchant family huddled at a table that had been pulled near the wan, guttering hearth fire. It was apparently powered by the same failing energy source as the dim streetlamps outside. My sensors reported an ambient temperature of 59 degrees. The service staff was bundled in coats and gloves. A trio of bar flies sat at the bar, drinking steaming mugs of mulled wine. The innkeeper was an older, haggard man with three days of stubble on his chin and a fingerprint-smudged monocle. My combat subroutine rated the man as a "low moderate" threat due to the concealed firearm under his coat and the stun baton under the counter.

"Well," the innkeeper said, squinting through his dirty eyepiece, "it's a real rush today."

"Looks like it," Lord Robart said wryly. "Hope ye can keep up."

"A man can but try," the innkeeper replied with a crooked smile. His teeth were large, square, and stained yellow from a lifetime of drinking coffee. "The name's Ed. It's just me, my wife, and my daughter running the show. You need something, just ask."

Robart tossed a silver coin across the room and Ed responded by throwing two keys back to my liege. 

"Meals are included, booze ain't," Ed advised.

"Tis okay," my liege confirmed, 

Dulgar was not happy as we sat down at one of the many empty tables.

"By the gods," my friend grumbled, "it was much warmer in the truck."

"Damnation," the Gunslinger cursed. "Nobody around here even looks remotely worth taking to bed. I'm starting to feel like a monk."

Vincent Valentine's gripe was interrupted by a shabbily-dressed, badly burned Tongue Speaker who kicked in the door to the inn with dramatic flourish. His face was a ruin of crusted, half-healed scabs. His gun hand was wrapped in a filthy bandage. But he made sure that his holy symbol was plainly visible. I recalled that this man from the blockade a few days ago.

"Robart Brightsky," the wounded Tongue Speaker declared ominously, "I have tracked you across the razor lands to this flat, desolate place. And I shall pronounce judgment upon you for consorting with automatons, inverts, witches, and abominations. For I am an Instrument of the Old Book, and a Scion of the Righteous. And so you shall know both justice and eternal conflagration. My gun shall. . ."

With a single shot from Vincent Valentine's massive Gunslinger revolver, the long-winded assailant was blown backward into the street. The door wobbled back and forth on damaged hinges. Ed merely shrugged and went back to cooking pork chops on the fryer. 

"If you're going to shoot, go ahead and shoot," the Gunslinger said by way of explanation. "Don't stand around all day talking about it!"

"Truer words have nae been spoken," Robart agreed.

"At least the corpse is out on the sidewalk -- for a change," Dulgar noted.

Since I did not require nourishment, I set about the task of repairing the door while my friends ate their dinner. 

A lone passer-by looked at the dead Tongue Speaker and muttered, "Ain't knowin' what ye'll do with that fellow. T'ain't no church 'round here, ya see. Just the comin' darkness that'll swallow us all. An' that'll be that."

The morale was apparently exceptionally bad in this town. 

The clock tower in town struck quarternight, and as the last of the nine gongs decayed into silence, the night sky suddenly became a starless void. Indeed, the blackness of the night seemed to nearly swallow the feeble glow of the already-diminished street lamps. Now they appeared as pale blue flickers that were luminous but illuminated nothing. I turned my sodium vapor lights to maximum intensity and the beams barely reached twenty feet to where the Highrider was parked. Where I stood in the doorway, a wedge of shadow spilled into the inn.

"Might as well lock that one up tight, son," Ed advised. "There won't be anyone else comin' t'night."

"You've got to be kidding me," Dulgar complained. "Can't anything ever just be normal?!"

"Where would be the fun in that?" Robart asked with a wink. 

"It gets better," Ed said grimly.

"What do ye mean by that?" Lord Robart wanted to know.

As if on cue, someone started banging on the door. It was a slow but insistent rapping.  Who --or what -- was trying to gain entry was a mystery since my sodium lamps only illuminated a vague shadow on the other side of the window.

"Don't be answerin' that door for no-one no-how," Ed warned.

I advised him that I wasn't intending to but that I was also curious as to what Ed knew about tonight's strange phenomenon.  

"They're the polite darklings, now ain't they?" Ed explained. "They'll bang all night if they feel like it, but they have tae be invited in. Of course, if ya do, they'll fix you up nice. T'won't have tae worry none 'bout no old age or nothin', see? 'Cause ya'll be just like them. And then you'll be the ones bangin' on the doors and windows all night, t'won't ya?"

With that, Ed let out a maddened cackle and repeated, "T'won't ya?"

"Oh brother'" Dulgar sighed. "This is going to be a long night."

"I can see why this town is going down the tubes, “Vincent Valentine complained. "The Nightlife in this town sucks!"

"It's more like 'night death' than anything else," Dulgar corrected.

The incessant clattering an banging continued for the next several hours. My friends went to bed but I doubted they would get much rest. Indeed, it was not until the Hour of the Wolf that the troublesome darklings retreated from the inn. It was at that moment that a more normal night asserted itself -- complete with a starry sky and crescent moon. 

I waited for the Architect to contact me, but this was apparently one of the nights that he had nothing to say. Somehow, however, I had the impression that he knew we were now very close to his position. It occurred to me for the first that I did not actually know what manner of imprisonment held him. Was it chains? Something magical? An impenetrable cell? PROBLEM: In a previous vision, Frank learned that the Architect was bound by some form of magical chains. Now, that being said, Frank could easily be wondering the nature of the entire prison that contained the Immortal, but this sentence should be tweaked a bit to reflect this.  I considered for a moment just how ironic it would be to cross the span of centuries and traverse halfway across the world only to find we did not have the means to break the Architect's bindings. I was not an entity known for having good luck.

A patina of frost covered the windows of the inn after the Hour of the Wolf had passed., The darklings did not return, although I suspected their appearance was a nightly phenomenon. I find it interesting that some Undead actually generated cold as opposed to merely being ambient temperature.  

A few hours later, the sky brightened with the purple and pink of looming dawn. My companions staggered down the stairs, obviously having had little rest during the night.

"Fornication!" Vincent Valentine cursed. "I don't know what was worse: the darklings banging on the windows and doors like a two-copper whore against a cheap motel's headboard, or that crazy innkeeper cackling about it!"

"The banging," Robart said.

"The cackling," Dulgar insisted.

Ed started heating the griddle in preparation for his guests' meals. Dulgar asked the man if he ever got a full night's sleep.

"Ya just get used to it, now doncha?" Ed explained, chewing on a tooth pick. "The darklings can tell the man from the boys, see. Takes a real man ta ignore all them whispers they be a'puttin' in yer head, see? Could just drive a weaker man mad. But not Ed, ya see. Not Ed."

In the fiction pulps, it was generally not a good sign when characters began referring to themselves in the third person. Of course, the people in this town were all sleep deprived and that deficit could easily cause long-term psychological deterioration. 

I looked outside to where the dead Tongue Speaker had been sprawled out on the sidewalk. All that remained was a desiccated skeleton garbed in tattered rags. The darklings were apparently carnivorous. It occurred to me that I had not spied any rats or other vermin in this town.  A passer-by casually kicked the skull into the gutter after relieving the corpse of the few coins he died possessing. 

"You've got to be kidding me," Dulgar opined.

"Damn it," Robart said. "I hate it when someone beats me to a coin purse."

"Leaving so soon?" Ed asked after my friends finished eating.

"Not meaning to offend," Robart said, "but this town isn't much after dark."

“I kinda like it,” Ed said. “It gets too quiet during the day – what with no customers and all.”

“Uh huh,” Dulgar muttered.

We left while the leaving was good. Lord Robart ordered me to engage the internal combustion engine in addition to the batteries so that we would be nowhere near Sandoval’s Waystation when night came. The Highrider’s huge tires churned up a thick cloud of dust in our wake. The town’s paltry handful of residents gave us disgruntled looks as they fled the path of the tow truck.

“Um, Frank?” Dulgar said, observing the velocity gauge. The indicator displayed 77 miles per hour at a heading of 260 degrees. The poor road quality made the truck ride as smoothly as a bucking bronco in a bad mood. “You can get us there in one piece, right?”

I nodded. I estimated I could drive the vehicle perhaps eight miles per hour faster before putting our safety in serious jeopardy. We were, after all, the only sentient beings on the remnant highway. And I agreed with Robart that we should put as much distance as possible between ourselves and Sandoval’s Waystation. It would be difficult to replace the fuel we were burning, but we would worry about that later. It was a shame that Sunflower did not accompany us. His knowledge of the supernatural and occult had proven useful many times in the past, as had his protective wards.

The land changed as we travelled farther west. It never quite became a desert, but it was nearly so. The prairie grasses were tall and sparse. The stalks had an aura of thirstiness that was hard to put into words. Nothing here was quite green. Instead, the flora comprised a palette of yellow, grey, yellow-grey, yellow-green, and gray-green. Like Sandoval’s Watch, the prairie was bleached by the sun. Even at the beginning of spring, the sun here had an intensity rarely felt in North Point. 

Along the way, we passed mute ruins of ancient settlements that had not been occupied since the Great Cataclysm. They served as an enduring reminder that the world had been significantly depopulated during the merciless reign of Scaxathrom’s incarnation. According to my historical database, this region had once been the “breadbasket of the world”. The land had been cultivated for wheat and rye as far as the eye could see. Huge machines would till the soil, plant the seeds, and reap the harvests. Each harvester could control as much as a square mile of land. But under Scaxathrom’s watch, many of the larger machines in enemy territories ceased functioning. He had actually been that powerful. Likewise, the climate changed for reasons that are still unknown. And now, the farms were gone, the towns were gone, and the people were gone. All that remained was an endless expanse of dry, brittle grass. 

An hour before sunset, the engine wheezed and sputtered as it drank down the last of the ethanol reserves. The hybrid system switched from ethanol/battery to solar/battery and our speed dropped to twelve miles per hour. I had no doubt, however, that we were more than far enough away from Sandoval’s Watch and the threat of the darklings.  We rolled into a small abandoned village as sun crossed the horizon to the west. The brilliant orange conflagration of sunset contrasted sharply with the pale grey of the stone ruins. 

I sent my probe into the empty village that once was called Val Verde’s Waystation. It was neither a valley, nor was it green. And the vast expanse of cultivated farms had been reclaimed by nature centuries ago. Only the stone buildings and the rusted hulks of Armored Urban Vehicles remained. We passed by the remnant of a refueling station. The faded logo bore the emblem of Hexagon Mobility. Someone had defaced the sign with scrawling spray pain that read “Stick the Premium pump up your Arse!” The fuel pumps were truncated stumps and the snack shop was an empty grey room in which even the shelves had been stolen by looters. I spied an abandoned hotel and parked the truck next to a AUV hulk. The faded marquis read “The Dark Horse Inn” and featured a silhouette of the namesake. The rider was a robed skeleton carrying a scythe. Under that rather cheerful image read the motto “We kill high prices!”

“Blech,” Dulgar commented. “I’ve seen enough Undead for several lifetimes.”

Robart opened the door to the small hotel and the dry, fragile door fell off its rusty hinges with a bang and a plume of dust. The interior was nearly pitch black, save for a handful of bioluminescent lighting tubes that perhaps retained five percent of their former luminosity. I activated my sodium vapor lights and the dining area was awash in a bright peach radiance. Dulgar and Vincent coughed and shooed the dust away from their faces. Robart curtly advised them to quit whining.

“It must be the maid’s day off,” Lord Robart jibed.

A tired-looking skeleton was slumped over the registration desk. Its tattered clothing appeared to be from another era – possibly predating the Great Cataclysm. As we approached, the coherent pile of bones became somewhat animate. However, it was the least lively Undead I had thus encountered. I spied a tarnished badge that simply read “McMurphy. Assistant Manager.”

“Thiiieeeves,” the hotel assistant whispered. It was as dry a sound as sand and dead leaves. I still did not understand how skeletons managed to speak without having tongues, lungs, or a throat. 

“Usually, yes,” Lord Robart admitted. “However, the only thing we plan on taking is a couple of rooms for the night.”

“Soooo many thieeeves,” the assistant manager lamented. “Too tired… to kill them anymore…”

“Why kill anyone?” I asked.

“Was told… to watch the hotel… while the manager is away…” McMuphy explained.

“When was the last time you saw your manager, lad?” Lord Robart questioned. He was likely thinking the same thing I was: would we have to ready ourselves against an assault by an Undead being much more powerful than this remnant clerk that slouched before us?

“Hard to recall,” McMurphy admitted. “We… ran out of calendars… all the days… are empty now… nothing to make one day different… from another.”

My guess would be that the assistant manager had been here for centuries. 

“Ye don’t have to wait for him,” Lord Robart advised. “Ye can rest if ye wish.”

“Tired,” McMurphy agreed. “Just… so… damned… tired.”

The skeletal assistant manager laid his head back down on the registration desk and became immobile once again.

“Think we need ta worry about this one?” Lord Robart asked.

I evaluated McMurphy with my combat subroutine. It returned a threat value of “negligible”, which was only one mark above “none”.

“No,” I advised. 

"Excrement!” Vincent Valentine exclaimed. “That encounter was about as happy as a kick in the crotch.”

“An’ ta think,” Lord Robart added, “the Undead are popular again in the fiction pulps – especially those gawdawful “Dark Sunset” books.”

“You’ve got that right,” the Gunslinger agreed. “’Oh, woe is me. I’m some thrice-fornicated vampire with immortality, spiritual powers, and I get all the pretty girls. My life is so hard.’ Fornicate the whole kit and caboodle. You want to know what tough is, try working a damned job!”

“Agreed, lad,” Lord Robart said with a chuckle. “That’s why I prefer stealing and gambling to actual work. Sadly, sometimes real work just has to get done here an’ there.”

It took Able considerable time to get the long-disused kitchen back into workable order. But once the dust, spider webs, and insects had been banished, he went to work on meal preparation for my four friends. I made a temporary repair to the door so that it would at least shut properly. It would not stop an intruder since it had the structural integrity of a match stick. But perhaps it would be proof against the kind of Undead that needed permission or an open door in order to invade the premises. 

“You know a place is finished when even the Undead are worn out,” Dulgar observed over dinner. 

“Aye,” Lord Robart agreed. “Never seen nothin’ else like that poor sot McMurphy.”

Of course, my liege had never encountered the alternate timeline in which his butler, Jervington, had existed as a run-down skeleton that had nearly crumbled to dust before my sight.

“It seems like we ought to kill it,” Dulgar said. “But somehow my heart’s not in it.”

“Well,” Robart theorized, “maybe he’ll just pass on without anyone having ta do anything.”

After dinner, we played a few hands of cards. As usual, I stood watch after my friends retired for the evening. I often wondered what it was like to dream. With the exception of a few instances in which I had incurred severe damage, my consciousness had been contiguous. But the humanoids were different. Their minds created strange images – both wondrous and terrifying – every night. And all they had to do to initiate the process was to lie down and close their eyes. Perhaps the lack of dreaming was why there were so few sentient Constructs in the creative arts. Without dreaming, it was hard to be inspired. 

The Hour of the Wolf eventually came. Like so many other nights, I felt the weight of evil recede from the land. And though I had not fully realized it, I also now felt the absence of the bitter core of fatigue and frustration that had emanated from the skeletal form of McMurphy. In that moment, I was somehow able to gain clarity about who the man had been in life. Without knowing the minutia of the assistant manager’s life, I was able to somehow know that he had latched onto his job as a sort of psychological lifeline after he had been orphaned. The manager had first let him live in one of the spare rooms and then hired him as a clerk. Over time, he had become second in command of the small hotel. As a result, McMurphy had a single-minded devotion to the hotel owner who had given him shelter, food, and a job. 

It was as if I could see that final day. The manager, O’Reven, had left to bring the cash and receipts to the bank. He last words had been “man your post and don’t let anybody steal anything.”

Of course, O’Reven had not returned. Images filled my mind and I could see that the town had been wiped out by a natural gas eruption that asphyxiated every man woman, and child in a three mile radius. And yet McMurphy manned his post. And he had not let people steal. He had kept his word to his master throughout the long, lonely centuries. 

Time resumed and the images vanished.

I walked over to the registration desk. As I approached, McMurphy wearily lifted his head and stared at me with empty eye sockets.

“What... do you want,” the assistant manager wheezed.

“For you to be released,” I said. “For you to have peace.”

“Have to… man the post,” McMurphy said tiredly. “Keep out thieves.”

“O’Reven is gone,” I said. “He moved on a long time ago. He cared about you. He did not mean for you to remain forever. He would not want this.”

“Where… did he go,” McMurphy asked.

“That is a religious question,” I replied. “It is hard to say.”

“Wish he was here,” the skeleton said. 

“You could go to him,” I suggested. “Your work is finished and was completed with honesty and care.”

“Tired,” McMurphy said again.

“Go to your liege,” I offered. “He will know you served him well.”

“Yes,” McMurphy agreed. “I hear…”

McMurphy did not finish his sentence. The remains of his corporeal form collapsed into a random collection of dried bones. With the last remaining trace of his soul now departed from his desiccated frame, there was nothing left to hold the bones in any semblance of order. That knot of fatigue and frustration I had sensed earlier was gone now. While I did not have the ability to know where McMurphy’s spirit had gone, it was clearly no longer here.

A somber wind blew throughout the night. In the morning, it was cooler and overcast. A thin, steady rain fell from a flat grey sky. It did not rain often in the plains, but it was not a desert. My friends awakened and Able prepared their morning meal.

"What happened to the skeleton?" Lord Robart asked, seeing the pile of bones near the reception desk.

“He departed,” I explained. “I convinced him his service was at an end.”

My liege gave me a quizzical look and exclaimed, “You are just about the strangest Construct I have ever encountered.”

We quickly packed up and departed the dead town of Val Verde’s Waystation. With the solar sails unavailable due to the inclement weather and the ethanol tanks depleted, we were forced to trundle along at eight miles per hour. It made for a gloomy ride. My friends rarely spoke and they spent most of the day looking out the windows despondently. I think they were getting tired of living fight-to-fight, sleeping in abandoned buildings, and wondering about what new terrors the next random encounter would bring. While weather did not affect me, as I am a Construct without emotion, it invariably cast an overlay of sullenness and melancholy upon my friends. I suppose that a Changeling, equipped with empathic powers, would easily detect what I could not and perhaps even become fixated on such matters. 

The highway wound along the gently rolling prairie. We passed by only two other caravans during the day. None of them so much as offered a nod or a greeting as they trundled in the opposite direction along the ancient crumbling highway. The drizzle was just sporadic enough that the windshield wipers squeaked and whined against the glass with each arcing motion. 

We stopped in a series of nearly-depopulated villages over the next three days. Taverns were always good places to learn the gossip that failed to make it to the pages of the Ex-Libris Gazette or Macho Machines. The recurring theme concerning the abandoned mine was decidedly ominous. Apparently, the facility had been retrofitted as a military installation by Wraitheon Dynamics. After the Great Cataclysm, the military base had fallen into disuse. But two decades ago, the Crystallins allegedly set up shop and activated the ancient defense systems, creating a zone of exclusion in which trespassers would be shot full of so many holes that the victims could be buried in cigar boxes. 

In the third town, Chatterbrae’s Waystation, we were gently interrogating the town drunk when we uncovered the final facet of an increasingly grim scenario.

“T’were ‘bout five years ago, see,” the pan handler began. He was an unshaven, ragged-toothed man whose personal hygiene made me appreciate not having a sense of smell.

“Go on,” Lord Robart said. “But ye better earn these three silver bits.”

“See, well,” the beggar continued. “I had been a’goin’ ‘round the zone, see, ‘cause there are always new bodies, see. Adventurers, ya know. Always lookin’ to get into the old military base ta steal the treasures. Well, now, I’m not lookin’ fir the big stuff, see. I can just pick the pocket o’ the dead fir me drinkin’ money, see.”

“Is this going somewhere?” Vincent Valentine grumbled impatiently. 

“Its goin’,” the transient wheezed. He chugged the last swallow from a bottle of cheapest vodka available for sale. “It t’was five years ago, when the ground a’rumbled. A spiral curtain, black as night, came out o’ the ground, see. And the sky turned black as ink, it did. It surely did. And the wailin’ o’ the Crystallins were the stuff o’ nightmares. I had to do extra drinkin’ since, see, just ta calm me nerves juss a wee bit. 

“The spiral curtain’s still there, see. An’ anything that gets too close starts a’dyin’. And when the dyin’s done, they rose up. Their armor turned black and their eyes were like glowin’ red cinders in a half-dead fireplace. An’ it’s been getting’ darker every day. An’ bigger. Bigger, ya see. Some days it grows a foot, others, a dozen feet. But always bigger. It’s gonna get us all soon. Tis true. T’will get us all! We’re all gonna get swallowed whole by the spiral curtain.

“Damnation!” The beggar shouted hysterically, “I need more vodka! I want the good stuff. Not more o’ that crappy Rusty Radiator Vodka. I want’a bottl’a Sain’ Kyle’s Premium Church Whisky, damn it! Damn it to the conflagration!”

“Oh brother,” Dulgar opined. 

"Are we really going to this old fool's word for what’s going on ten miles south of this two-bit excuse for a town?” Vincent Valentine asked incredulously.

“Well, lad,” Lord Robart admitted. “It’s not like the other dozen folks in this town have been talkin’ ta us.”

What my liege had said was basically true. The remnant village of Chatterbrae’s Waystation had less than eighty humanoids and no sentient Constructs. It had no town hall, no school, and no church of any description. It had a combination saloon, inn, and general store as well as a wheelwright and blacksmith. Chatterbrae’s Waystation was essentially a place to resupply and get a wagon wheel repaired while going elsewhere. The people in the town were mistrustful of outsiders to the point of rudeness. They were willing to take our money and not much else.

The town drunk, however, had been willing to tell his tale – for a price. Unlike the sober members of town, the beggar preferred to talk and talk and talk.  

Satisfied with the transient’s rambling account, Lord Robart handed over the three silver coins and the beggar staggered into the saloon to purchase several bottles of Saint Kyle’s Premium Church Whisky. 

A few rounds later, we also walked into the town’s only eatery and inn – a shabby establishment known as Morg’s Revelation. The only thing it revealed to me was that Morg had poor hygiene and no flair for décor. The interior was a dreary affair, with burned out bioluminescent tubes, tallow candles that guttered and smoked, and a filthy floor nearly black from cigarette butts that had been ground into the uneven, broken floor tiles. A depressed-looking piano player incompetently rendered a slow, turgid murder ballad. 

We sat at the bar.

“What in the conflagration do you all want?” The bar master sneered.

“A beer,” Lord Robart said.

“A bottle of pop,” Dulgar Added.

“Both,” Vincent Valentine ordered.

Three hulking bar flies overheard my friends’ orders and swaggered over to where we were seated.

“A beer, and a bottle,” the first thug said. “I guess you wouldn’t know much about a man’s drink?”

“Who said anything about there being a man in front of us?” The second ruffian asked. “All I see is a highway bum, some scrawny half-pint, a fairy freak, and some thrice-damned machine.”

“Maybe they all need to be shown some down-home Chatterbrae hospitality,” the smallest of the three gloated.

“Lads,” Robart asked jovially, but with an iron glint in his eyes, “are ye’r lives so empty that ye are beggin’ the Scythe Bearer to pay a visit?”

In response, the three bar flies whipped out knives with practiced speed and alacrity. Apparently they had been waiting to rob a group of travelers for quite some time.

Before Robart could unsheathe Symmetrika’s Hope, Vincent Valentine spun around on his bar stool and unloaded three shots from his Gunslinger’s gun – one for each of our assailants. The first attacker took a slug between his eyes and was dead before he hit the floor. The second thug found himself speechless as the bullet transected his throat. He fell to the floor as well, writhing in an ever-growing pool of his own blood. The third ran from the holding his gut but then doubled over in the street where casual passers-by simply ignored his pleas for help.

"Anyone else got something to say to us?!” Vincent Valentine yelled to the remaining patrons. “There’s nine more rounds for anyone else with an opinion they feel like sharing!”

All he received were cowering nods indicating that he would have no other challengers.

“Good,” the Gunslinger declared. “Now keep your thrice-fornicated mouths shut, eat your crappy food and drink your watered-down drinks. And let us do the same!”

And they did.

“You really know how to work a crowd,” Dulgar said wryly. 

“I missed my calling,” Vincent Valentine said. “I should have been a diplomat.”

“I think your guns speak just fine on your behalf, lad,” Robart remarked with a grin.

“Shouldn’t ah killed ‘em,” the innkeeper opined.

“Some people just need killing,” Vincent Valentine clarified. “Anyway, it was obviously death by suicide, since they brought knives to a gun fight.”

“The mayor hired them real special – Bobby Joe Mackey, Billy Stevenson, and Paul Magruder --  juss ta keep the rabble out ah the town, see,” the innkeeper insisted. “An’ shootin’ Bobby Joe on his birthday, well, that’s just cold, see. Ain’t supposed ta be dyin’ on yer birthday, see.”

“It simplifies the gravestone,” Lord Robart observed.

“Yer all cold as ice,” another bar fly exclaimed before walking out in a huff. 

Speaking of flies, the two corpses sprawled out across the floor were already attracting the attention of hungry, black, buzzing insects. And yet, nobody made any moves to have the bodies removed. Obviously public sanitation took a back seat to xenophobia in Chatterbrae’s Waystation. 

“Once ye finish yer drinks and et yer grub, y’all can juss get the blazes outta here,” the innkeeper warned. “Yer bad news. Lowerin’ the property values an’ scarin’ off the customers. Good payin’ customers. Good decent people, see? Chatterbrae’s a tight-knit God-fearin’ town. So get up and get out.”

I hadn’t noticed any churches in my drive through town, nor had anyone in town struck me as being particularly religious. I expressed this observation to the innkeeper.

“Yer nothin’ but ah soulless, machine-abomination,” the proprietor snapped. “What were’d you know ‘bout souls, goodness, an’ God?!”

“How much time would you set aside for this one to educate you?” I offered.

The proprietor gave me an incredulous look and said, “You can ‘educate’ yer friends ‘bout never comin’ back ta Chatterbrae’s Waystation.”

“No problem,” Lord Robart growled. “Besides, it’s not just the service that stinks in this town. The food stinks, the beer stinks, and your breath stinks.”

By the end of the meal, the blowflies were literally swarming over every surface in the bar. The two dead thugs were crawling with voracious insects. The dead body outside was obscured by a swirling cloud of black, winged bugs of all kinds. It struck me that something supernatural was happening here. 

Robart reached into his coin purse to pay the innkeeper, sans tip. The angry middle-aged human turned around from washing silverware and met our gaze with eyes that were nearly all pupil. 

“Gimmie a break,” Dulgar lamented. “Possessed people just completely suck.”

The innkeeper turned to me and exclaimed, in a gravelly voice that was a full octave lower than his previously whiny conversational voice, “I know what you really are. You come for the Architect, but you shall not have him. I am not going to die so that the Architect gets to live. You will be stopped. I’ll eat your soul and pick my teeth with the smoking fragments of your exoskeleton.”

Dulgar made an exaggerated yawning gesture and said, “Wake me up when the maximum gloating sequence is finished.”

It did seem that villains spent more time talking about what foul deeds they were going to do than actually completing said foul deeds.

“Then Chatterbrae’s Waystation shall be consumed by the Curtain,” the possessed proprietor continued dramatically. 

The ambient light in the room darkened by perhaps a third. My friends appeared to not notice.

“No big loss there,” Lord Robart observed. While he had the look of casual indifference, I sensed that he was already formulating armed combat several moves in advance and that Symmetrika’s Hope was already called into silver-blue brilliance underneath the scabbard. I could see a thin outline of light escaping near the hilt as the room continued to darken.

“And then Rivna shall fall before the Curtain,” the unnamed entity spoke through the innkeeper. “From there I shall make those living there as I am, and they shall worship me as is my due. And then Ex-Libris shall fall. West Point shall be mine. And, as my power grows, and as my worship grows, the whole of Gaianar shall bow down to me. Even the Isle of Gales shall eventually fall before my might – or starve as I blot out the sun.”

The room darkened further. My friend’s breathing made trailers of steam as the temperature of the air plummeted. 

“I’ve heard all this crap before,” Robart said, giving an impression of being unimpressed but actually concealing quite a bit of fear. “But let me tell ye: it’s no good takin’ over the world. I can tell ye one big reason ye blowhards always miss.”

“Pray, tell,” the malevolent spirit beckoned.

“Ruling the world is too much damned work,” Lord Robart said completely deadpan. “It’s much easier to just steal what you want.”

“You know how to talk trash,” Vincent Valentine accused the spirit. “But you haven’t even told us your name. Surely you’re all-powerful enough that we can’t get some witch to bind you through your name, right?”

“You already know my name,” the vengeful spirit answered. “You think you’ve come to rescue the Architect. But he has lied to you. I am the Architect. I am the Architect! And I won’t let you come for that other Architect. He’s a useless, traitorous liar. I am the real Architect. And I design futures in which all mankind will worship me or die!”

It was now so dark that the innkeeper looked like a silhouette against a black background.

“Come meet your death within the Spiral Curtain,” the “Architect” gloated. 

“Look,” Robart rebuked thick steam coming from his mouth, “If the Deadwoods and Delta Doom didn’t kill us, there’s no way a raving lunatic spirit like you will.”

I pointed at the spot between the innkeeper’s eyes. I gathered my will and prayed: let the purifying light of the universal deity of good flow through me. Let this manifestation be banished.

When lesser lights have failed, the light of faith will illuminate your path, came the Architect’s voice – the real Architect, not the crazed spirit that had occupied the body of the innkeeper.

I felt power from the greater universe flow through me and radiate toward the possessing spirit, filling the room with a momentary light that made the sun seem like a candle. The raving entity was cast away like tissue paper in a maelstrom. The innkeeper collapsed to the filthy, debris-strewn floor, unconscious but still breathing. 

We left the inn before anything else untoward could happen. The blowflies had stripped the thugs down to bone and sinew. But the passers-by continued to simply step around or over the one body in the street. So much for “god fearing”, I thought. I could not recall any religion – even the evil ones – that did not have some ceremony for the departed. And yet here the dead were left to be consumed by the swarms. There was a spiritual sickness to this place, and I wondered if Chatterbrae’s Waystation had already fallen to the dangerously deranged entity from the Spiral Curtain. Clearly it already had at least a strong foothold in this town.

Robart loaded the truck with as many supplies as he could steal and we headed toward the spiraling darkness in the distance. Rational beings who were less brave and had better concepts of self-preservation would never consider the path we were taking. And yet I and my friends had been treading the harder path since the day I was created. Perhaps it was part of the hero’s path to take the more difficult way even when it was easier to do nothing and easier still to run away. 

“So,” Lord Robart said, “What was all that craziness about there being two ‘Architects’?”

“One cannot yet be certain,” I answered truthfully.

What I did not elaborate on was my suspicion as to who and what the mysterious entity was. If what I suspected was true, our next encounter would be uglier and more dangerous than I had previously anticipated. And yet, if I was correct, it would confirm a truth that I should have deduced a long time ago. If what I suspected was the truth, then the Architect would truly be free in every sense of the word if we were successful in this final mission. 

Sixty-Nine: The Architect and the Protector

The grassland was flat and nearly featureless. Here and there, I spotted remnants from an earlier age when this land had been cultivated. Abandoned tractors stood rusted and disused. They were as grave markers for the dead plantations. The brittle skeletons of abandoned barns dotted the countryside and attracted crows that perched watchfully. Though the sky above was clear and utterly cloudless, the ahead was murky and dark. The Spiral Curtain loomed only a few miles before us. It was as if a cork screw made of black ash slowly turned out of the ground. It was perhaps five hundred feet tall and cast shadows in all directions. As it turned, its rotational energy kicked up wind and dust. Lord Robart blew his nose on a handkerchief and it nasal discharge was black. 

“Disgusting,” my liege exclaimed. “I’d noticed ye keep gettin’ us into places where we’d be fixin’ to choke at a moment’s notice.”

I agreed that we did not exactly have the best of luck. I rolled up the windows and had the truck’s air conditioning system what it could to filter the fine soot out of the air. INCONSISTANCY: The truck is able to protect against the soot and ash here, but failed to do so back when they left Ex-Libris and went past the volcano. It was just as well that the Highrider was a heavy-duty four wheel drive vehicle, as the road that led to the ancient mine was more pot hole than pavement. It amazed me how the prior civilization relied on a tar-like substance for their roads instead of something sturdy like stone. It was no wonder that the old ways were gone – everything in that era seemed purposefully designed to fail.

The periphery of the mine was ringed with rusted chain link fence adorned with razor wire. But what was more likely to keep intruders out was a curtain of ashen darkness that had expanded to within a few feet of the metal barriers. Propelled by the Spiral Curtain, the ash swirled and whistled in the air, never settling. And at that perimeter line, the sunlight simply stopped. There was no grey transition buffer. One could easily step from shining daylight to obsidian darkness in but a single stride. I could only vaguely see shapes in the murky distance that looked to be a clump of small buildings. I did, however, note the desiccated bodies of the last few adventurers that had tried to get to the mining compound on foot. And “desiccated” was the proper word. The remnant dead were not decomposed in the slightest, merely devoid of moisture. Therefore, it indicated to me that the area within the perimeter was so hostile to life that even microbes could not prosper. The overturned, ruined hulks of Armored Urban Vehicles littered the compound. They appeared to have been blasted and burned in some talismanic battle and left to slowly rust. 

“That’s a bonny mess,” Lord Robart observed. “Ye want to just drive through that fence then?”

I indicated that it would be better to first launch my remote probe for reconnaissance.

“Good idea, lad,” my liege agreed.

I launched my probe into the charcoal shadows.

[Informational: change in universal constant. Pi = 3.14161xx, fixed.]

That our destination was on the verge of becoming a Stillpoint did not bode well. I should have expected this. I noticed that the zone controlled by the Spiral Curtain was twenty degrees colder as well. The Spiral pushed air at a blustery forty miles per hour. More ominously, this place had something in common with the Deadwoods: it drained energy from anything with a power system. Already, my probe was down by 5%. Still, I commanded it to fly onward. I was glad that I did so.

The Crystallin cavalry was, amazingly, still on patrol in this gloomy, ash-strewn wasteland. They slowly rode about the fenced-in compound following some complicated, weaving path. That they never wavered from their pattern was apparent in that the earth was worn down by several inches along the route they faithfully followed. Of course, the cavalry did not consist of anyone still living and breathing. And yet they were here, in service, to some power or another – most likely the false Architect that haunted this place. The horses were little more than animate skeletons with a thin layer of dry, charcoal-colored hide stretched over their bones. Somehow, they carried their riders despite their lack of obvious muscle tissue. Only their eyes remained intact. I wished that I had not seen them. For the animals’ eyes reflected an understanding of what they had become as well as a resigned despair of having been changed into something thoroughly unnatural and loathsome. It was good that I was not a Changeling with empathic powers. It would be distracting to be overwhelmed by the strong emotion of others.

“Well,” Lord Robart prompted impatiently,” what do ye see?”

I went on to describe the Crystallin Knights and their gaunt, withered faces. Their eyes remained – haunted, searching. Their mouths were in permanent rictus-grins but there was nothing gleeful or happy about these soldiers. Their predicament was obviously the result of some experiment gone horribly wrong, as Crystallins had little experience with necromancy. Their specialty was illusion and psychic manipulation. They all seemed to share a smoldering anger about their tragic predicament. Yet they said nothing to each other. Perhaps there was nothing left to say. Certainly the dust and wind had dulled their once-shining armor. The metal plating was now the same color as the Spiral Curtain. Likewise, their pennants which once flew red and white from their spears now were threadbare grey rags that flapped about ceaseless wind. 

“How many?” Vincent Valentine wanted to know.

“Twelve,” I advised.

“Four-to-one odds,” the Gunslinger acknowledged. “That seems kinda unfair for the Crystallins.”

“They are Undead,” Dulgar qualified.

“Well,” the Fey admitted, “that at least puts some challenge back into the fight.”

“Don’t worry, lad,” my liege assured, “ye won’t be bored.”

I sent the probe forward. 

Beyond the legion of skeletal Crystallin horsemen, my probe semi-solid humanoid shadows that seemed to effortlessly glide along with the grit-filled gales. I predicted they would be hostile to anything living, for it was apparent that the mysterious beings drew sustenance from the Spiral Curtain. They sang a horrible, discordant song that was as mesmerizing as it was melancholy. I wondered if the disembodied spirits had once been people like Dulgar and Robart, or if the spirits were ripped from some other existence by the power of the Spiral Curtain. I was sure that a Changeling would be overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of the spirits’ loss and their longing to be somewhere else. And yet they were trapped here, condemned to forever fly within a cyclone of dust and bitterness; to soar but not be free; to never touch the ground, yet never reach the sky; to be unable to live yet forbidden to die.

“Snap out of it, Frank!” Dulgar admonished.

“Lad,” Lord Robart added, “we’ll be needin’ ye ta keep yer wits together.”

I agreed with my friends. The good thing about being a Construct was that I could not be casually distracted or enthralled by grisly displays of suffering like organic humanoids could.

Past the swirling spirits, at the center of the Spiral Curtain, stood the ruins of the mineshaft entrance. The stainless steel signs had been scoured of all markings and had been transformed into simple grey rectangles. An array of towers supported three large platform elevators that could carry humanoids, supplies, and heavy equipment into and out of the ground. Of course, another dozen Crystallin soldiers guarded this area as well. Interestingly enough, one of the platform lifters was still in operation. Two more heavily-armored knights emerged from the ground and joined their Undead brethren. What errands they had completed, I could not guess. 

I recalled my probe and explained all that I had seen. 

“We’ll just run over those Undead soldiers with the truck and hop on the cargo lift,” Lord Robart summarized. “What could be easier?” 

It seemed like a reasonable notion, and yet I had the sensation that I was missing something obvious. But whatever it was, my rigid Construct thought process could not determine. 

We got back into the truck. As a precaution, I raised the Highrider’s shields and then slammed the accelerator to the floor. Grit and dust flew out behind us in a chalky cloud and we hit the perimeter fence at twenty miles per hour. The rusted chain-link barricade could not hold back the mass of a six-thousand-pound tow truck and the entryway doors flew inward like the doors to a saloon. 

“Hot damn!” Vincent Valentine exclaimed.

And then a yellow-white flash of light erupted from underneath the truck, with a sensory-overriding bang that seemed to compress the air and lift the truck off the ground at the same time. The crash foam instantaneously filled the cabin while the truck flipped in the air in a corkscrew trajectory and then crashed to the sterile ground.

“Collision detected,” the pleasant synthesized voice said over the truck’s audio speakers. 

“Contacting LifeStar. All agents are busy helping other customers. If you are a Premium Citizen and you have your PCID, please state it now.”

“Cancel LifeStar beacon,” I commanded.

We had, of course, run over a land mine. It explained the corpses scattered about and the ruined hulks. It explained why the Crystallin horseman weaved a particular path. It was the path with no explosives buried under the soil. An organic humanoid would have seen that coming. As a Construct, I feared sometimes that my mind was too rigid.

“Well,” Lord Robart huffed as the crash foam disintegrated, “I sure as blazes didn’t see that coming!”

“Excrement!” Vincent Valentine said, cursing over his busted lip. 

The Undead horsemen had obviously heard the commotion and were headed back to our location, following the bomb-free path. 

“Uh, lad,” Lord Robart prompted.

“Yes?” I answered.

“Ye know, that we’ve got ta get out of this truck so we can fight,”

I acknowledged the affirmative. The crash foam would take another three rounds to dissolve. The Undead knights would be upon us in four.

“Glad ta know ye don’t cut things close,” Robart grimaced. 

The truck had settled on its side, so Robart, Dulgar, and Vincent Valentine had to climb out the broken passenger windows. Fortunately, the Highrider employed safety glass that turned into glass pebbles when shattered, and thus my friends were not cut to ribbons extricating themselves. In the round between them emerging from the wreckage and the Crystallin’s arrival, Lord Robart pulled the truck back onto its four wheels. Another plume of dust flew up from the ground, only to be swept away by the Spiral Curtain’s ashy gale.

“The air tastes coppery,” Dulgar complained. “It’s like breathing in blood.”

The Undead knights were upon us. Dulgar scribbled a quick formula into his glass tabled and a monofilament throwing star manifested out of nothingness. He threw it at the lead knight, severing a bony arm that had only the thinnest covering of dry, mummified skin. The knight’s maul fell from its disembodied hand. A mortal would have been crippled, but the Undead were immune to pain and shock. With its remaining arm, it threw a dagger at Dulgar, but missed by several feet. Perhaps Dulgar has severed the knight’s dominant arm.

“Fight a warrior, cowards!” Lord Robart roared, attempting to distract the Undead Crystallins from Dulgar.

All twelve horsemen turned to my liege in unison.

“Right,” Robart muttered in resignation. “Let’s see what ye’ve got.”

I took advantage of the momentary pause to shoot at the one-armed leader through the broken window with a silver combat nail. My shot was true and struck the left eye socket of the wounded leader. A bloom of silver sparks radiated outward from the dry wound, first enveloping the knight’s skin-wrapped skull and then spreading across every bony surface. The knight, so long unaccustomed to pain, appeared to keenly feel its rapid dissolution by fire. It writhed uncontrollably under its armor plating and black trailers of smoke roiled out of every crease and joint.

“Smells like a thrice-fornicated crematorium,” Vincent Valentine complained.

Vincent Valentine use his Gunslinger’s mystical ability to slow time. He launched a silver bullet from each of his pistols. In that extended moment of distorted time, the projectiles slowly and gracefully sailed across the short distance between the Fey and two of the skeletal knights. The fine, black dust hung in the air like dark flurries. There was an effortless precision to Vincent Valentine’s shooting that made my own combat prowess seem crude. The two missiles hit true and the knights were consumed in a slowly opening blossom of silver flame.

Time resumed.

The remaining nine skeletons would not be dissuaded from their focus by the Fey. They drew their swords and attacked Lord Robart in unison. The Crystallins swords had dulled with time and corrosion and were more like clubs than blades. The knights had apparently lost most of their strength, just as Jervington the Undead Butler had. Still, my liege was in trouble.

“Get these sons o’ bitches off me!” Lord Robart commanded

I managed to extricate myself from the truck and lumbered at best speed to my liege’s aid. It was regrettable that my best speed was something akin to a fast walk. I grabbed one of the knights from behind and threw him against the wreckage of the Highrider. As usual, the minions of the walking dead felt neither pain nor shock. It began to slowly rise to its feet, but I stepped on its torso, crushing its chest flat with the sound of twigs snapping and strained metal crimping. 

[Warning: Energy generation reduced. Current output 99%]

I dreaded the kind of Stillpoint that drained energy. We had survived the Deadwoods by a matter of a round or two. 

I fought onward, blasting two more husk-knights with my nail guns. Even in the whipping wind, the silver fire consumed them in two segments of time. Robart regained his footing and hacked the head off one of his attackers. The five that remained all beat him with their club-swords. Lord Robart, bruised and bleeding from a dozen wounds, collapsed again under his foes’ might. In the fiction pulps, this was where the hero would cry out, jump up, and fling his attackers a dozen feet in all directions. However, that is not what happened. My liege kept trying to stand back up but kept getting beaten back down.  Dulgar came to Robart’s aid and launched a monofilament throwing star at one Undead knight, lopping a leg from the hip. The knight did not scream, of course, but instead continued to make ineffectual sword swings from his face-down position in the swirling dust. 

I pulled another Crystallin knight off my liege and cast it against the Highrider. The Undead warrior hit the truck so hard that the crash foam deployed again. Vincent aimed his guns but then his hands became shaky. He fired two shots and missed. He actually missed. He blinked in disbelief for a moment and then fell to his knees, apparently unable to support his weight. 

“Frank!” Vincent croaked. He tried to stand back up, but could only support himself in a kneeling position. I did not know what was happening to him. 

With Robart subdued and Vincent Valentine stricken with some unknown affliction, the five remaining skeleton knights turned on Dulgar as the next target. They obviously had some remnant of self-preservation since they did not attack me directly.

My friend scribbled a formula that brought into being a transparent cube of force that imprisoned on of the Crystallin cadavers. The other four lumbered forth, brandishing rusty swords. Their eye sockets gleamed with hate and the thin, dry skin that stretched over their skills twisted into leering grins. 

I blocked their advance, placing my considerable bulk between them and Dulgar.

[Activate Shield. Engage Sword.]

Unlike my foes, my sword was sharp, polished to the point that it resembled a mirror, and made from high-tensile steel. I swung the blade in an arc aimed for the midsection of one of the soldiers. My sword bit through the inferior armor, desiccated skin, and dry bones as a kitchen knife cuts through freshly baked bread. The head and upper body of my foe toppled from its hips and the two halves of the creature then lay twitching in the grey, swirling dust. I stepped on its skull and it yielded a satisfying crunch. Vincent, nearly in full collapse on the ground, managed to fire a single shot from his revolver. The bullet struck a glancing blow at one of the Undead knights. But where silver and Undead were concerned, a glancing blow was all that was needed. The assailant was consumed in a wreath of silver flame and flickering ash that swirled upward into the gloomy sky. Able trundled out from the wreckage of the Highrider and dumped a canteen of water on Lord Robart’s face. My liege sputtered and cursed, but shakily rose to his feet, brandishing Symmetrika’s Hope. 

“Hey!” Lord Robart shouted. “I’m not finished with you bastards yet!”

The ossified intelligence of the Crystallin Knights could not adapt quickly to changing situations. And yet the power of Symmetrika’s Hope was enough to gain their attention. The armored skeletons turned in unison to finish off the staggering interloper.

“Symmetrika’s Hope,” Lord Robart shouted over the wailing maelstrom, “I call upon your power!”

The angel blade flared into a momentary brilliance that shone as if it channeled light from a blue supergiant star. The glare overwhelmed my sensors and I saw nothing but blue-white for a moment. Then my sensors reset. When I could see again, I noticed that Robart and Dulgar were both red with sunburn and their exposed body hair and beards were singed. Vincent Valentine was apparently immune. The Undead knights having been reduced to hollow metallic shells, collapsed into heaps.

It wasn’t just the skeletons that Lord Robart’s sword destroyed. The swirling maelstrom stopped and fine ash flittered down from the sky like charcoal colored flurries. The wailing spirits that had previously circled in the air in time with the endless cyclone now hung suspended, motionless. All was silent.

“Oh my god,” Vincent Valentine whispered, getting to his feet. “What did that sword do?!”

“It did nae like this place,” Robart affirmed.

I asked the Gunslinger why he had collapsed.

“Fornication and bloodshed,” the Fey cursed. “This place drains energy even faster than the Deadwoods. At least it does for me. I don’t know about everyone else.”

“Aye,” my liege agreed. “Bein’ here a few rounds an’ it feels like I haven’t slept for a couple o’ days.”

Dulgar nodded in agreement.

It was obvious that our mission could not be a protracted one.

The moment of peace was more fleeting than the Hour of the Wolf. Dulgar had just finished bandaging Lord Robart’s wounds when the dusty spiral of wind began spewing fine grit in our faces. The weight of evil, briefly lifted, once again weighed heavily upon me like a chain and anchor. It amazed me that my humanoid companions could barely feel what I detected so easily. The dead remained dead, but the howling spirits that hung in the air resumed their endless, circular flight. 

“Figured it’d take more than one sword,” my liege said in resignation as the disembodied spirits howled in flight.

Vincent Valentine sagged to his knees. His hands shook and he looked pale.

“Fornication,” the Gunslinger wheezed. “I hate this place.”

The dust, I realized, must be laden with iron – an element that served as a potent allergen to all Fey. Of course, this place had once been a mine. And it was an energy sinkhole in addition to being contaminated with iron. 

With Lord Robart sporting a dozen bruises and Vincent Valentine all but crippled, we left the wreckage of the Highrider behind and headed for the mine entrance. In retrospect, we really should have retained the services of a professional healer. In the fiction pulps, there were always healers willing to tag along with adventurers on long, dangerous missions. In reality, the closest thing to a dedicated healer had been Sunflower. 

With any luck (and not that I had much experience with luck), the Highrider would have regenerated by the time we completed this final task. I was not entirely certain that a machine powered by a Theoretical Engine could regenerate in an energy-draining environment. Of course, it also assumed that we would survive the encounter with whatever it was that awaited us beneath the ground. 

[Warning: Energy generation reduced. Current output 97%]

And then there was still the energy draining nature of this accursed place.

“I hate this accursed place,” Dulgar announced, apparently subconsciously picking up on my surface thoughts.

“Don’t worry, lad,” Lord Robart said with a wink, “I’m sure this place hates you too.”

“I know it hates me,” Vincent Valentine grumbled. He reloaded his revolvers with trembling hands. 

The cyclone of tormented spirits reached full crescendo and the Spiral Curtain resumed its strange, perpetual sweep across the dusty plain. The grit made a constant, rasping noise against my exoskeleton. Now that my exterior was chrome-plated and not ordinary steel, my exterior was already dulling under the abrasion.

Through the haze of dust, I spied another collection of empty plate-mail suits of armor. They had probably contained the second contingent of Crystallin Knights. The flare from Lord Robart’s angel blade had swept the Undead warriors away like a broom. Undead made by Illuthiel or Scaxathrom clergy would have been far more resistant to disintegration. It was nice to see chance siding with us for a change.

We followed the meandering path that kept us safe from the land mines. The sullen spirits overhead seemed to whisper their sad, desperate thoughts into our minds. I could not hear individual sentences. It was more akin to being in a crowded room where everyone was unhappy and trying to communicate in hushed tones at the same time. I was sure that the whirling spirits had once been humanoid and somehow had become anchored here. It seemed that setting them free would be some form of justice for them. Perhaps the Architect could aid us if our mission here succeeded. 

We trudged to the mine entrance. The signs of military conversion were obvious. The cargo lifters were barricaded with barbed wire. Abandoned troop transport vehicles lay dormant, tires flat and paint scoured off by the endless, gritty gale. With the swirling spirits directly overhead, it occurred to me that the military base personnel were still here. They were no longer alive in any capacity one might consider life, and yet they were here – above us, vaguely aware of our presence. They could not interact with us, and yet I could sense the jealousy and rage they bore towards us. I suspected that a Changeling would be overwhelmed. Fortunately, I am a Construct and therefore immune from being ensorcelled by the emotions of others.

“Frank,” Lord Robart chided, “Are you going to cut through this barbed wire, or are you going to look at the sky all day?”

I engaged my circular saw and began cutting through the thick, jagged loops of barbed wire that impeded our path. Perhaps metals had gotten scarce in the declining years of the previous civilization, for my saw blades easily cut through the twisted bands of low-quality steel. In fact, there was a lot about this base that spoke of cost-cutting and engineering shortcuts. Where was the lighting for the compound, for instance? Should not the perimeters have been guarded by defensible shot-towers? That was not the case here. When the military had taken over the mine, it had done so on the cheap.

“So tired,” Vincent Valentine complained. He was leaning on Dulgar for support.

My energy reserves were at 96%. It was far from critically low, but we could not remain here indefinitely. My guess was that the Gunslinger’s energy was a lot less than mine.

I finished slicing through the rather unimpressive barricade. A door-shaped rectangle of chopped-up wire fell to the iron-heavy ground, kicking up a plume of rusty dust. Beyond the rather feeble barrier, the platform lifters stood silent and still. I stepped into the inner region of the compound and found my senses distorted. The cargo lifter seemed to stretch away from me as if my vision had suddenly been rendered by a wide-angle lens. 

[Informational: change in universal constant. Pi = 4.24763xx, fixed.]

This was, to date, the largest deviation in the universal constant that I had yet encountered. My diagnostics reported a tale of woe as my joints stretched and adjusted to the much higher definition of pi. 

“Oh my god!” Lord Robert bellowed, pressing his hands to his face. “My eyes! Everything hurts!”

Indeed, my three friends all writhed in the dust, in agony. Blood began to trickle from every bodily opening. This altered space was tearing them apart. 

“Make it stop!” Dulgar begged.

Make it stop, I heard within my mind, Dulgar again.

In that stark moment, when my friends stood upon the razor’s edge between life and death, I saw more clearly into my friend’s mind than I ever had before. Contained therein was over a decade of Mathematical study. And I possessed a math coprocessor. 

You are a Protector, Dulgar reminded me feebly. My friends were no longer screaming; they were well on their way to dying.

I am a Protector, I reminded myself. I would protect my friends.

[Engage math coprocessor]

I instructed it to tap into the energy of my Theoretical Engine and reconfigure my shield generator to project a spherical effect. I pushed the limits of the projector to ten feet.

[Shields reconfigured. Shield rotation temporarily disabled. Shield strength reduced 75%]

I drew from Dulgar’s mind the formula for a recursive function that would repeatedly make small subtractions from a specified universal constant. Of course, the one I was interested in was pi. By hand, it would have taken Dulgar days to do what my math coprocessor could do in a round. SUGGESTION: For pure irony value, maybe this recursive formula was somehow tied to his calculations involving the recursive fractal weapon that went wrong.
[Engage. Compiling. Processing. Processing. Linking Dynamic Libraries. Processing. Executing. Warning: Critical Energy Depletion. Warning: Effect Limit = Shield Limit. Initiating Recursive Sequence.]

“You are under my protection,” I said to my friends.

[Informational: change in universal constant. Pi = 3.72354xx, decreasing.]

By pouring a significant chunk of my already-limited resources into pushing back the distorted space, I ultimately stabilized pi at 3.31287xx. I had also consumed 10% of my available energy in a single round.

Another 8% was spent healing my friends’ wounds and internal trauma. I would have to be careful now. At 76%, I was still fully combat ready. One more point lower, and I would become incrementally less effective should a fight arise. And surely we were going to have a fight – possibly more. 

Before I had been endowed with a soul, I could not heal others through self-sacrifice. Then, later, I was able to heal my friend Dulgar. Now, I could extend that capacity to others. What was I becoming? We had a pocket of safety within this horrible, distorted, dead place. The luminescent, whirling spirits screeched overhead, sensing somehow my defiance of the False Architect’s power. And now that entity had an idea of the power I could muster. I would stand up to this entity. I would not let it destroy my friends 

Dulgar regained consciousness first, but Lord Robart and Vincent Valentine revived shortly thereafter. They shook the dust off their clothes. Robert took a pull from his hip flask – a rarity these days – and passed it to Dulgar, who politely refused.

“Ye know, lads,” Lord Robart addressed Dulgar and me, “I think I need a vacation. I have just about had my fill of professional adventuring. I’m really a thief and a gambler, ye know.”

"Understood,” I said. 

I was glad that Lord Robart had accompanied Dulgar and me for the past three years. I know he had voiced before that he felt a debt to me for sparing him from an assassin’s bullet. But by my account, that debt had been paid a long time ago. 

"So,” my liege asked, “how long can ye keep this shield up?”

“Two hours,” I estimated. “Possibly more.” 

“Possibly less too?” Vincent Valentine asked.

I nodded.

“If it fails,” the Gunslinger predicted, “it’ll be game over. We’re gonna buy it on this rock.”

The tension at the edge of the shield was palatable. The view from within was akin to looking through a divinator’s crystal ball from the inside. Sunflower would have found this shield construction fascinating. The witch had always been looking for ways to improve magical wards. I wondered briefly if this is how goldfish viewed the world.

“This will make for an interesting combat environment, should the need arise,” my friend Dulgar observed. “It’ll have to be hand-to-hand. There’s no way we’ll ever aim past that shield boundary.”

The mine shaft entrance had three orifices. To the hole on my left, there was a big pile of rusted rubble that had once been iron ore from decades (or possibly centuries ago). It had turned into a single conical lump twenty feet high and forty feet in diameter. The entrance in the middle had been the employee elevator. However, the machinery was in pieces, halfway through a repair that had never been completed. I spied hand tools sprawled in the dust, rusted into uselessness. Likewise, gears and cables lay about, disused and forgotten. Even if it had been functional, I doubted it could carry my weight now. My frame was a lot more massive than it was when I was first constructed.

The cargo lifter stood to my right. While bearing obvious signs of deterioration, it held at least the possibility of still being functional. A pair of digging machines was parked next to the industrial-sized elevator. My sensors detected the faintest trace of activity from their Theoretical Engines – at least enough to have kept the devices from falling apart from disuse. The compact, six-wheeled machines each seated two workers, The front end sported arrays of diamond-tipped drill bits that were Mathematically enhanced for additional hardness. My guess was that these contraptions could dig through rock like a trowel through soft mud.

“No one is using these,” I pointed out.

“Aye,” Lord Robart agreed. “It’s been a while since I’ve stolen anything big. I don’t want to get out of practice.”

With a few rounds of jury-rigging, my liege disassembled the ignition array and bypassed the need for an interlock key. Unlike the Highrider, these machines employed a fuel cell stack. That made perfect sense, of course, as a mine would have poor ventilation in the best of circumstances and a fuel cell vehicle emitted water vapor and not carbon dioxide when operational. 

“It’s got enough power to move, but not enough to dig,” Dulgar said upon analyzing the dim, flickering control panels. 

Dulgar and I boarded one digging machine while Lord Robart and Vincent Valentine boarded the other. I asked my liege if he actually knew how to drive. POSSIBLE PROBLEM: I think everyone has seen Lord Robart drive before by this point, though he’s never been good at it.
“Well,” he admitted, “ye just point the car with this wheel and put your foot on the rectangle on the right?” 

“By the gods,” Dulgar muttered.

With a hesitant, jerky motion, my liege did manage to move his digger onto the cargo platform. It was obviously a shade more difficult that merely “pointing the car”. I asked Dulgar to step out and access the lifter controls.

“It’s at 14% power,” Dulgar confirmed. “This whole place is a big power sink. There’s actually nothing wrong with the Theoretical Engine for this device. It’s just being drained as quickly as it regenerates. But it hasn’t gone to zero and it’s been like this a long time.”

That was some good news. It indicated that my combat effectiveness might become significantly compromised but I might not lose power altogether. 

“It goes down half a mile,” Dulgar continued. “Whoever used to own this mine had been at it for many decades. What level do you want?”

“The lowest,” I answered. In the fiction pulps, the most terrifying monsters and most powerfully malevolent entities invariably preferred the deepest regions of darkness they could find.

“There’s a shock,” Vincent Valentine complained. “Fornication with a legless whore! It’s never ‘oh, let’s fight the bad guy in this pleasant woodland glade!’ It’s always ‘how about this dark, stinking pit?’”

“Lad,” Lord Robart advised, “that’s just how the world works. At least it’s how it’s been working ever since Frank and Dulgar darkened my door. Believe it or not, I’m actually a businessman!”

“Bull’s excrement!” Vincent rebutted. “You’re as much a real businessman as I am a real constable. We’re both in it for the kicks.”

“We’re doing this today, right?” Dulgar Gemfinder prompted.

“Yes, lad,” my liege confirmed. “We’ll be at it now.”

Dulgar keyed the appropriate sequence of commands into the cargo lifter’s control panel. With a low, metallic groan and clattering of gears engaging, the lifter hesitantly and reluctantly lowered us into the mineshaft. 

The gloom of the specter-filled sky became an ever-shrinking square of gray as we descended into the ground. The lifter’s lights sputtered and flickered, then settled into a dull red glow that was luminous but failed to actually illuminate anything. I engaged my sodium vapor lights, filling the cargo area with peach-colored radiance. The industrial elevator was quite large. Two additional diggers could have easily fit into the allotted space. Perhaps there were even larger machines at the bottom of the mine. 

[Warning: Energy generation reduced. Current output 75%. Combat efficiency reduction: 5%]

I suggested to my friends that the draw their weapons. I had no idea what would greet us when we finally descended the half mile. Dulgar scribbled all but the last line of a formula and his tablet shimmered with gathered power. Vincent Valentine reloaded his revolvers. He seemed to be controlling his hand tremors by force of will. Even in the peachy glow of my floodlights, the Gunslinger looked pale from iron poisoning. Lord Robart brandished his angel blade, Symmetrika’s Hope. It was not made from metal, but instead seemed to be made from some glassy substance that was not glass at all. And the blade shone from within like a blue star. 

I realized that I never did get a straight answer as to how a pick pocket and card sharp like Lord Robart came into possession of a weapon that seemed to actually be an Angel’s sword. My sole encounter with the Angel Symmetrika indicated that the heavenly warrior had subsequently replaced his trademark blade.”

The cargo lifter slowly descended deeper into the planet’s crust. It was a testament to the amazing technology of the prior civilization. We passed level after level of empty tunnels. The mining company had been digging all manner of metals and minerals from the various strata of rock. This deep into the planet, iron was all there was left to mine.

“The air is so stale,” Dulgar complained.

“Thrice-damned dust,” Vincent Valentine added. “I hate iron even more than I hate those thrice-fornicated Tongue Speakers.”

"It when those bigots show up is when ye miss the Undead,” my liege said. “At least they’re honest about bein’ evil.”

As we continued to descend, I noticed a disturbing phenomenon. Thick, lightless shadows began gathering in the corners of the cargo lifter. My floodlamps seemed unable to penetrate the darkness. Indeed, the output from my sodium vapor lights seemed unimpeded, and yet the lift was getting darker by the round. 

I will not let you invade my domain, the False Architect whispered from seemingly everywhere at once. I have lured you here to die in darkness. You shall never see the sun again. You shall become like the remnant dead machines – forgotten.

I wondered yet again why crazed villains always felt the need to taunt and gloat. I preferred to just get the job done.

See how you feel when you are all swallowed by darkness. 

I used to think that it was impossible to darkness to swallow anything. But I had learned quite a bit about the universe in the few short years since I had been activated.

And the darkness was encroaching. My floodlamps, likewise, were dimming.

“Lad,” Robart asked, “how much longer until we get to the bottom of this mine?”

“Seven rounds,” I estimated.

“Can you turn that sword up a notch?” Vincent Valentine asked of my liege.

“I’m saving the power in case it goes all to black,” Lord Robart asked.

The elevator groaned and whined as it descended the last several levels. My lamps illuminated ten feet and then the glow sharply attenuated. The darkness was surely pressing down upon us all. It was growing in power, becoming tangible, becoming real. There were things in the darkness that I could not see. But I could feel them seeing me.

“You’re imagining things, Frank,” Dulgar said, apparently sensing my surface thoughts.

“Constructs do not have imagination,” I corrected.

“Sure,” Dulgar said. “You keep saying that, but I don’t really believe it.”

The darkness thickened further. It pressed against my shield boundary. It was like black ink. I ramped my floodlamps to maximum output and engaged my bioluminescent lights. The glow simply stopped where pi transitioned from “reasonably normal” to “lethal”. My friends crowded closer to me and seemed apprehensive. They did not voice their concerns, however. 

The cargo lifter creaked to a halt at the bottom of the ancient mineshaft. Rusty dust fell from the limitless darkness above like iron snowflakes. We were half a mile below the surface and I had never felt more in danger than I did now. But it was not for my own safety that I worried. My three friends could be destroyed much easier than I could. In retrospect, I should never have let them accompany me. I was using a large percentage of my finite resources simply keeping the shield in place that kept them alive. And the command to rescue the Architect was never Lord Robart’s or Vincent Valentine’s mission. It was mine and Dulgar’s. 

“Ye want me to open the door?” Lord Robart asked. “Might as well see what nasty beasties are awaitin’ us.”

[Warning: Energy generation reduced. Current output 70%. Combat efficiency reduction: 10%.]

“Yes,” I said. We needed to finish this before the shield collapsed. 

I changed the parameters of the shield to maintain the value of pi and not deflect incoming damage. If the shield fell, my friends would be dead in a matter of rounds anyway.

The door to the corridor opened with a wrenching metallic screech. Though my flood lamps failed to illuminate beyond the shield periphery, that did not stop the pinpoints of light from hate-filled little eyes in the darkness from penetrating the supernatural gloom. They creatures the eyes belonged to skittered towards us, making a sound like talons scrabbling against stone. 

When they crossed the threshold of light, they revealed themselves to be creatures I had never seen before. They had four tiny yellow eyes in their narrow, tubular heads. The eyes had neither pupils nor irises, but instead glowed like a forge, unblinking. Their necks appeared impossibly thin to hold up their hairless heads. They had no mouths. And yet their spindly fragile-looking arms and legs terminated in ruthlessly-sharp claws that looked like they could cut steel plate like paper. The creatures stood only four feet tall and has hard, black carapace that was lustrous and not at all like animal skin. 

The monsters before us were not Constructs. They were not Undead. But they were clearly not living (by the conventional sense) since they obviously did not eat or breathe. I did not know how to classify these fiends. My combat subroutine evaluated their threat level as “high-moderate”.

“What in the blazes are these things?!” Lord Robart asked pensively.

“Just things needing a bullet,” the Gunslinger dismissed.

With that, the Fey unloaded two rounds at the first of the dozen or so inky-black predators. The creature was thrown back beyond the shield. It was a direct hit, but the creature obviously did not have blood, ichor, or any other sort of body fluid. Fragments of hard black resin dotted the floor. It was the only indicator that the Gunslinger’s bullets had damaged the strange creature.

“Just kill’em the best ye can,” Robart ordered as he swung Symmetrika’s Hope at two of the ebony creatures. 

The monsters were quite agile and moved in a supernaturally rapid, mechanical fashion. They reminded me of spiders somehow. Robart’s sword arc was far too slow to connect with the ghastly creatures. Instead, they leapt upon my liege and began clawing at his armor, apparently digging for his heart.

[Engage math coprocessor. Assist combat timing.]

While I could not slow time in the same way as the Gunslinger could, the effect was that the melee sequence seemed at least somewhat more leisurely. I took a calculated risk by aiming for the two monsters pinned to Robart’s chest. The combat nails flew across the short distance and impaled the lacquered abominations like insects in a collection.

Of course, the kinetic energy knocked Lord Robert to his back. The creatures stopped digging at my liege’s chest. Apparently they could be killed even if they were not truly alive. My liege’s armor, however, was not so lucky. His armor began dissolving from whatever acid the monsters apparently excreted from their talons. Chunks metal plating clattered to the ground as Robart swung at the next pair of creatures.

Several of the creature lunged silently at Dulgar and Vincent. Dulgar howled as one of the monster’s claws dug through his chain mail into his shoulder. He jammed his stylus into the back of his attacker’s skull. The pen-like instrument flared bright blue and sunk three inches into the resin-like substance. The amber glow faded from the creature’s eyes and my friend hurled the dead husk into the pitch darkness beyond. Dulgar’s wound bubbled and smoked. While I could not feel pain directly as a Construct, the spiritual bond Dulgar and I shared allowed me to have an impression of what he felt. 

It hurt – a lot.

Time slowed as the Gunslinger drew down on his next two attackers. The creatures’ furnace-yellow eyes gleamed with pure malevolence and focused purpose. They were incapable of fear, devoid of anything resembling pity, and would never retreat. I sensed their surface thoughts for a moment and they were incomprehensible and alien. In knew in that moment that what I had initially suspected was actually true – they were neither organic not Construct. There were something else, something terrible.

Each of the Gunslinger’s bullets hit true. The ebony horrors’ torsos exploded into fragments of resin. 

The last three launched themselves at me. I had no possibility of parrying their assault. Their acid-dripping talons cut into my chest plate like a knife through a block of cheese. I activated the circular saw blade and began cutting the creatures off my body. They appeared incapable of sensing pain. They just kept clawing and digging until I sliced their heads from their bodies.

An uncomfortable silence followed after I kicked the three corpses into the darkness. 

“Can we agree that these things sucked?” Vincent Valentine wanted to know. He was currently the only one of us not injured, although he was still fighting the effects of iron poisoning.

[Structural Integrity: 88%. ETR 2h 12r. Energy Generation: 69%. Combat effectiveness reduced 15%. Begin maintenance subroutine? [Y|N] ]

I clicked “no”. I could not afford to use my dwindling energy reserves for non-critical repairs. I would begin having difficulties maintaining the shield once my energy level dropped below 25%.

I looked at my friends’ wounds. Dulgar’s shoulder wound had stopped bubbling, but the laceration went all the way to muscle tissue and was bleeding freely. Fortunately it missed a major blood vessel. He would need medical attention soon, but he was not in immediate danger of bleeding to death. Lord Robart’s chest wound was less serious. He looked as if he lost a fight with an angry house cat. However, he was utterly unprotected against any additional melee combat.

“I’ll try to shield you first, Robart,” Dulgar assured. 

“Aye,” my liege agreed. 

I sent my probe ahead, down the winding tunnel where the original mining operation had apparently encountered a natural cavern. Beyond the protection of my shield, the value of pi was still dangerously high. It distorted the lenses on my probe and had the effect of nearly turning the stalactites inside-out. At full intensity, my probe’s lamps could pierce the artificial darkness to only eight feet. Even within that limit, the probe’s sodium vapor lights produced only a wan, dim glow. And that light was fading quickly. 

Here and there, I spied more of the enigmatic resin-like monsters. As dark as the tunnel was, and even with the attenuating effect it had on my probe, these creatures’ eyes never failed to glow even in the supernatural darkness. And there were other creatures – rat-like resin monsters, and a think that resembled a segmented snake the length of the Highrider. All the while, the probes lamps continued to dim. Soon, they would be extinguished altogether. 

The man-made part of the tunnel was simply a narrow walkway made from interlocking steel grids. They were pock-marked by the travel of the caustic resin-monsters. It gave me the opinion that their presence was fairly recent. Had they been here for decades, the footway would have been dissolved by now. What power did the False Architect have that gave him the ability call monsters into being at his whim? It was disconcerting.

The walkway curved away and my probe encountered a rather large portal built into the cavern floor. A wide set of industrial stairs led to a reinforced polyalloy door with block lettering that read “Limitless Sky Mining – Drill Control Room”. My guess was that the various mining drones had been directed from this fortified office when the corporation had still existed. A dimly illuminated control panel flickered sullenly in the darkness, mutely demanding an access code for entry. My math coprocessor would make short work of that barrier.

I surmised that the False Architect and his prisoner (the real Architect) had taken up residence within the fortification. I still had a rather bleak hypothesis as to the nature of the relationship between the two entities. 

The darkness shall swallow you whole, the False Architect mocked. I am the architect of entropy, decay, and death. When a candle is extinguished, darkness returns. When a star is extinguished, darkness returns. I greet the fallen when illumination fails. 

 I have been swallowed by darkness before, I told the False Architect through our mental link. I remain intact. I have not come to destroy you; I have come to free the Architect. Live in darkness as you see fit.

You still don’t know what you will find, do you? The False Architect gloated.

I had my suspicions, I knew. I also noticed that the real Architect had been silent. I had thought that, this close to his location, he would not have to wait until the Hour of the Wolf to communicate with me.

I recalled my probe and informed my friends what I had seen.

“Goddamnit,” Vincent Valentine swore. “Fornication. Damnation. And thrice-buggary with a one-legged, toothless prostitute. I’m sick of this place.”

“Tell us what you really think,” Lord Robart requested. 

The darkness was beginning to seep into the area protected by my shield. It was almost like a faint mist was surrounding us, but colored black instead of grey. My sensors detected no particulates. 

“Let’s get this done while we can still see,” Robart commanded.

We carefully stepped into the corridor beyond and onto the steel gridwork. Stealth was not an option for me. My heavy footfalls clattered loudly with every step. Three more of the hateful resin-claws skittered into view, their vertically-mounted eyes glowing like torches. 

“Protect Lord Robart,” I instructed Dulgar. 

My friend quickly scribbled a cube-shaped shield around my liege. Lord Robart lunged at the first of the ebony creatures, neatly chopping the monster in half in a diagonal slash. As before, the creature did not bleed. It looked like a broken statue more than anything else. Vincent Valentine shot the second creature, fracturing it into rubble. The third leapt at me and dug its corrosive talons into my helmet. I sawed the monster’s head off with my circular saw. Dulgar scribbled a formula that had the effect of setting up harmonic vibrations within the creature. The monster staggered backward, its lantern-eyes flickering, then exploded into black chunks the size of dice.

“Nice,” Lord Robart said appreciatively.

It was then that the segmented snake-like creature slithered into the range of melee. Before we could react, the snake detonated with a daring boom. I would say there was a blinding flash, but that was not precisely the case. It was more like a “flash” of blackness that knocked me off my feet left me sprawled across the steel gridwork. 

My audio pickups reset and I heard my friends groaning in pain. But I could not see anything. My internal status display was visible in my heads-up display, but I know that was an illusionary glow that existed only in my own software. It reported that my floodlamps were operating at 100% output as were my bioluminescent lights. My diagnostic subroutine indicated that my visual sensors were actually working. There was simply nothing to see.

The darkness had swallowed the light. We had to get back on our feet before the resin rats came to finish us off.

I extended my protective influence now as I had an hour ago. I could sense my friends’ wounds. They were mostly compression injuries – cracked ribs, concussion, and the like. I converted my own energy into healing their wounds. It took less effort this time and I wondered if this was a skill that would eventually be effortless. 

[Warning: Energy generation reduced. Current output 62%. Combat efficiency reduction: 20%.]

I heard my friends shuffle to their feet. 

“My liege?” Dulgar asked. 

“Yes, lad,” Lord Robart prompted.

“Remember when you said you were saving the charge on your sword for an emergency?” Dulgar prompted.

“Aye,” the nobleman confirmed.

“Do you think this counts as an emergency?” Dulgar wanted to know.

“You bet your arse it does,” Robart affirmed.

I heard the sound of Symmetrika’s Hope being slid from its scabbard. 

“Symmetrika’s Hope, I call upon your power!” Lord Robart shouted defiantly. 

The archangel’s blade lit up like a bright star in the night. The inky darkness receded like grease from dish soap. The shining blue light was welcome indeed. 

“Rats,” Dulgar said. 

He was not expressing disappointment, but rather alerting us to the final wave of resin monsters. They had been sent to eat us after being crippled by the exploding snake.

My friends’ reaction times were slower than usual. I feared they might have healing fatigue – the tiredness that humanoids get after being subjected to intense supernatural healing effects. And I had healed them twice in the past two hours. Likewise, my own energy depletion was hindering my combat effectiveness. My combat subroutine’s targeting was sluggish and hesitant. I launched two nails and missed both times.

Robart crushed one of the resin rats under his boot heel. It made a satisfying crunch and sent black fragments across the floor. Dulgar invoked his harmonic resonance formula and vibrated several rodents into powder. Two of them jumped on Vincent Valentine and bit him on his forearms. He shook them off and blasted them with his Gunslinger guns. The firearm report echoed up and down the tunnel.

I aimed again, fired, and missed. I just wasn’t fast enough to target and shoot. A rat jumped on Dulgar’s leg and bit hard into his leg. Dulgar screamed and then yanked the rodent off his leg and threw it into the darkness. Vincent shot it mid-air, sending pieces into the impenetrable shroud that lay beyond the illumination given by Robart’s sword. 

Lord Robart’s sword dimmed incrementally as the darkness began to press in towards us. I feared that the angel blade would not last more than a few additional rounds. I did not know what we would do thereafter.

I shot at two more rats. Miraculously, I actually hit one. The nail, the size of a railroad spike, pulverized the artificial creature into black grit. Dulgar vibrated another rat into tiny fragments using one of his newer formulas. A rat jumped into the air and bit hard into Lord Robart’s shoulder. I used my circular saw to behead the tiny monster. Vincent shot a final rat just as it was about to jump at his face. 

The echo of that last shot reverberated for several seconds. Then we stood in silence in the fading glow of Symmetrika’s Hope.

[Informational: Shield contraction detected. Radius = 29’. Energy generation reduced. Current output = 60%]

Though my friends had incurred new wounds, I dared not use my power to heal them a third time. I could not risk collapsing the shield that normalized the universal constants. Robart’s sword dimmed again. 

“Lads,” Lord Robart said, “I think we need ta get this done.”

I agreed. 

We walked as briskly as we dared. It was a disconcerting sensation to see a curved wall of impenetrable blackness in front of us. As we walked, the features of our environment had the appearance of “sliding” into existence as we moved forward. It was as if the universe was contained in a 29’ sphere. And it was a sphere that was likely to continue contracting as my energy became depleted. We had truly walked into a trap. 

"If we all get killed in this hell-hole,” Vincent Valentine declared, “I want to be on the record that hanging out with you all has been a friggin’ blast.”

“Agreed,” Lord Robart affirmed. “Still hopin’ we get outta here in one piece.”

“There’s always hope,” Dulgar said.

“Hope and excrement have something in common,” the Gunslinger observed. “Both float.”

I did not understand the metaphor. What I did understand, however, is that Robart’s sword was very rapidly losing its light. Whereas it once shone like a brilliant blue star, it had been subsequently been reduced to a sapphire ember that cast only a wan, ghostly glow. Symmetrika’s Hope was fading and the darkness was so thick, so triumphant. It was going to swallow us whole.

My shield had contracted another two feet by the time we reached the drill control room. The last flickering glow of Robart’s mighty sword flickered out. The darkness closed in like a black wave. Our tiny bubble of light winked out of existence. The blackness was so thick, so substantial that it seemed improbably that any glow could prevail.

“Damnation,” Lord Robart whispered. I heard real fear in his voice.

“Anyone else have anything that lights up?” Dulgar asked. “I have my tablet lit up to full brightness and I still can’t see a thing.”

“Lemme try something,” Vincent Valentine said. 

The Fey recited several phrases in a language I did not understand. A faint yellow light pierced the darkness to a distance of perhaps ten feet. The light was coming from the Gunslinger’s sun stone – the holy symbol of the Fey. 

"Get that thrice-fornicated control panel going before the light fails again,” Vincent commanded. There was desperation in his voice bordering on panic. Indeed, I sensed that all three of my friends were at the end of their psychological tethers. Even as he spoke, the sun stone had begun to dim.

I engaged the dimly-lit control panel that would unlock the door to the drill room. I engaged my mathematical coprocessor and attacked the security screen with a high intensity challenge handshake authentication protocol. My status window displayed a schematic of the target’s defenses. As usual, it was laid out in a set of interlocking gears and cogs. I remember the first time I had ever executed this procedure and how my attack software moved the gears with agonizing slowness. Now, somehow, I had become powerful enough that the defense diagram spun like a cross section of an internal combustion engine.

[Access Code Granted: 90125]

Dulgar keyed in the code. As I had never been able to get a dexterity upgrade for my hands, I dared not risk fumbling the keystrokes.

“Welcome back, Doctor Kozinski,” the access panel announced. The reduced power gave the voice a low, warbling effect.

The door to the drill control room grudgingly slid open with a series of sharp, mechanical clicks. Looking into that wide open door was like looking into a singularity. It distorted the space around it, curving inward and utterly swallowed the sun stone’s feeble attempts to illuminate what lay beyond. 

I did not get an opportunity for additional analysis. The open portal before us vomited forth a wave of cold and blackness. It was thicker than air but not quite a fluid. I did not know what it was. It snuffed out the sunstone like a candle held to a hurricane. When it passed, my friends were chilled to the bone – I sensed this somehow. Their minds were whirling with terror. Our last light had failed.

[Informational: Shield contraction detected. Radius = 23’. Energy generation reduced. Current output = 39%]

“We’re going to freeze to death,” Lord Robart predicted. “We’re going to die in the dark.”

“Yes, you will,” the voice of the False Architect gloated from within the drill control room. We were close enough to him that he did not need to use telepathy anymore. That thought brought me no comfort.

“The one you seek is nearly used up,” the False Architect explained. “But I knew that you had a powerful soul – possibly an Immortal’s soul. And this is the Generator. Surely you know what you have found?”

Intellectually I suppose I had known that. And yet I did not put the pieces together until now. The drill control room was the Crystallin Generator that harvested soul energy for recharging magical artifacts used in that religion. My guess is that the Crystallins were not getting much use out of this particular installation now that it had been taken over by a brutally powerful malevolent entity.

In the fiction pulps, the villain of the piece would have offered to have the hero sacrifice his life for the freedom of his friends.

“Your feeble playthings will die first,” the False Architect continued.

So much for that idea, I opined.

“And then you will take your place in the Generator,” our enemy continued. “Your life force will give me the power to extend the darkness across all of West Point. The Hunter God will fall, the Elementalist Gods will be swept away. The humanoids will worship me and give to me their life energy – willingly. And with that energy, the whole of the world will be mine. The Isle of Gales and their God of Light will be the last to fall, but it will fall. I will do what even Scaxathrom could not.”

I could not say that the False Architect lacked in ambition. However, I was not going to willingly give him what he wanted.

I uttered Predefined Response #4.

“You tell’em, Frank,” Vincent Valentine whispered in the darkness.

Be what you truly are, the real Architect’s voice said in my mind. It was a lifeline to me. You know what you must be.

I will, I affirmed.

In the triumphant darkness and bitter cold, with shields failing and energy reserves nearly used up, I remembered the words of power that had been given to me. It was time for me to stop pretending that I was a mere machine. I had not been simply that for a long time.

I declared aloud: “When lesser lights have failed, the light of faith shall illuminate our path,” 

In the darkness, so far beneath the surface of the world, and standing in a sinkhole of evil and death and misery, I felt my connection with the universal god of good. It was a thread of hope, a scintilla of power. It was a wordless acknowledgement that I was being exactly what I was supposed to be. I was destined to be a Protector, and that is what I knew, going forward, what I would always be.

And I could see. 

There was no light. The tunnel and the opening to the drill room were both pitch black and utterly devoid of illumination, and yet I could see. I could not explain it. I had sight without light.

That is the way of the Protector, the Architect whispered in my mind.

The gift from the universal god of good must have extended to my friends, for I felt the weight of terror lift from their spirits. There was hope now that we could succeed. 

"We've come ta kick your arse!” Lord Robart declared, waving Symmetrika’s Hope triumphantly. And though the sword did not glow, it still pulsed with power. The darkness had merely been a mask. 

Now the False Architect did not gloat. Indeed, the doors to the drill room began to shut. I issued an override command. There was no way that am evil supernatural entity could beat a Construct in computational prowess. The doors obediently slid open again.

“Nice try,” Lord Robart observed. 

We carefully strode into the drill control room. I still was wary of this newfound lightless sight. It was not precisely vision. I had an awareness of my surroundings and I could know where all nearby objects were in relationship to each other. And yet this was not based on sensory information detected by my optics. I knew what I was “seeing” was being conferred to my mind another way. This new sense did not perfectly mimic ordinary sight either. The objects I could detect seemed more angular and the textures less detailed. I was also not seeing in color, but rather a kind of shadowless monochromatic representation of what was in front of me. However, this new kind of sight was a blessing compared to the abysmal blackness we had just experienced.

I did not know what to expect from a complex called “drill control room”. I suppose I had in mind a large room full of ancient computer banks and various contraptions for controlling the automated mining drones that had drilled half a mile into the planet. Perhaps I was even expecting to see a few desiccated corpses in company uniforms slumped over their workstations – I had certainly had my share of that kind of encounter.

But that was not what I found. 

The room had been gutted of all machinery and the walls zoomed away from us under the effects of spatial distortion. The value of pi was actually higher than my sensors could register. Should my shield fail now, my friends would die a quick yet agonizing death. The drill control room, from the exterior, was a concrete bunker thirty feet long and fifteen feet wide. The interior, however, was at least three times that amount in each direction. 

The walls, rendered by my lightless sight, appeared to be covered with interlocking gear mechanisms rendered in pure geometry. As this was a Crystallin stronghold, it gave me keen insight about the nature of their religion. Theirs was a faith that merged mathematics and the occult into a hybridized form. It explained why they needed “generators” for their more powerful magical workings. When I peered at the busy, complex mathematical machinery, I realized that part of the construction extended beyond the visible three dimensions. It was actually drawing energy from a least a fourth spatial dimension, and possibly a fifth. 

The Architect was suspended from the ceiling by clear cables formed from geometry. It was then that I realized how the Generator worked. The cables drew life force from the Architect for powering the Generator. The Generator, in turn, drew power from the universe – much like a Theoretical Engine did. But a Generator was thousands of times more powerful than anything that energized even the most potent of Constructs. The Architect was bound in heavy chains and gagged, in addition to being suspended. 

“We need to destroy this machinery,” I advised my friends.

“Ye won’t have ta ask twice,” Lord Robart promised.

A shadow spun down the cables that bound the Architect and gathered on the floor like oil. It coalesced into a vaguely humanoid figure that appeared to be made from the same hard, black resin as the claw monsters and the exploding snake. The humanoid blob resolved into higher resolution, becoming a perfect image of the Architect, rendered in resin.

“I shall feed your friends to the Generator first,” the False Architect promised. “You will see them age decades in a matter of rounds. They shall crumble to dust within a turn. And then you shall take the Architect’s place in the Generator!”

“Unlikely,” I answered, and then let loose two combat nails.

The missiles hit true, as the False Architect had clearly not anticipated my attack. Vincent Valentine readied his firearms, but I instructed him to start wrecking the Generator’s mechanisms. He shot at the access port in the ceiling that connected one of the suspension cables to the Architect. The False Architect balled his fist and punched me in the chest with such force that it went completely through my body. If I had been made of flesh, I would have been dead before hitting the floor. As it was, my enemy’s arm was now stuck in my body. I engaged my circular saw and started cutting into the False Architect’s throat. Like me, it was impervious to death-blows. But, like me, he could be damaged.

“Excrement!” Vincent cursed at the grisly spectacle. 

Lord Robart pointed his sword at the mesh point of two particularly large geometric gears.

“Symmetrika’s Hope: I call upon your power!” Lord Robart commanded. And with that, he buried the sword into the wall, up to the hilt, jamming the two huge gears.

Dulgar launched a monofilament throwing star at the cable that bound the real Architect’s foot. The cable did not sever completely, but it appeared another pass would do just that. The real Architect opened his eyes a fraction of an inch as the continuous drain on his life energy abated somewhat.

“Damn you all,” the False Architect cursed. “I will find a way to make you feel pain.”

With that, my foe ripped his trapped hand from my chest – making the considerable hole even bigger – and bent my wrist back upon itself. My diagnostic subroutine compiled a tale of woe, starting with the circular saw that was now offline and culminating with the massive structural damage to my midsection. Since my sword was bound to my forearm and did not launch from my hand, I called upon this weapon and swung it like a bayonet. 

Like the False Architect, I also had super-human strength. I swung my sword with maximum force and knocked my foe to the ground. I noticed a fist-sized chunk of resin had been cleaved from his midsection. Before my foe could regain his footing, I launched a nail at its face with my undamaged arm. I knew that a head shot would not disable this monstrosity but it seemed fitting somehow.

Lord Robart held his buried sword in place, keeping it from being spit out of the mechanism. The gearwork groaned and the wall in which it was embedded began to vibrate ominously. The Gunslinger shot two more rounds at one of the cables that suspended the Architect. The clear, geometric wire snapped and fell to the floor. Now the real Architect opened his eyes. He looked dazed and blinked several times. At that same moment, Dulgar commanded his throwing star to make a second swipe at the damaged cable that bound the captive Architect’s foot.

It was a good thing that Constructs cannot be easily distracted, as the False Architect leapt from the floor and punched my visor so hard that the metal caved in completely. Fortunately, the lightless sight I had been granted apparently bypassed the sensors that the False Architect had just destroyed. I returned the favor with a nail aimed at my enemy’s throat and a sword blow to the midsection. 

The jammed gears were now causing the ceiling and floor to rumble and shake. 

“I’m holdin’ the sword in place as long as I can,” my liege promised. “But it’s tryin’ ta get kicked out.”

Dulgar’s star returned for a third pass. The geometric cable sheared all the way through this time. The Architect appeared to be quickly gaining full consciousness. He started wriggling against his mundane restraints. 

“I tire of toying with you,” the False Architect hissed. His previously sculptural face was a ruin. Nails protruded from his eye sockets and I had shot off his nose. A lateral fissure was spreading across his torso where my sword had struck twice at maximum force.

The False Architect grabbed my sword arm and ripped it from my body. I stared with mute amazement as the resin monster casually threw my severed arm – sword and all – across the room. I was still getting telemetry from the arm, but there was not much I could do with it.

“I’ll keep just enough of you alive to put in the Generator,” my foe promised.

I believed him. And that is why I shot him in the face again, twice. The top half of the Architect’s head exploded into fragments the size of sugar cubes. Regrettably, my foe’s mouth was still intact.

“You cannot kill the being that shall be your god,” the False Architect promised.

It was at that moment that the far wall burst outward in a shower of gears and cogs. My liege was thrown to the far edge of my shield effect. He rolled away from the boundary just as it contracted by another two feet. He was bleeding from dozens of shallow wounds. He grabbed his sword and staggered to his feet.

The False Architect kicked my legs out from under me. With an arm missing, I was off balance and could not even break my fall properly. He pounced on me and raised his arm to deliver a blow intended to crush my torso. I summoned the kite shield from my remaining arm and deflected the blow. My enemy howled as fissures started forming in his wrist and forearm. He grabbed my kite shield and ripped it from my arm. It clattered across the floor and came to a rest near the door.

My foe raised his fist to strike me again but Lord Robart kicked him out of the way, yelling, “Get ye to the Conflagration!”

With the last of angel sword’s power, Lord Robart unleashed a bolt of holy power that blasted the False Architect’s arm from his body. It seemed that we were once again evenly matched. 

My shield contracted by another foot. Time was not on our side. 

The real Architect managed to get one hand free from the chains that bound him. He tugged at his gag and spat. 

“I call upon Law,” he wheezed.

At that moment, a war was waged beyond the shield periphery. Distances and shapes fluctuated as the real Architect pitted his will against the distorting influence of the damaged Generator. Cracks spread out along the floor and the remaining three walls shrieked as gears fell out of synchronization.

“Then it shall be simply death for you,” the False Architect swore. 

He grabbed my remaining arm and spun me towards the wall. I hit a panel of gears with crushing force. Constructs are universally susceptible to geometric weaponry, and I was no exception. The gears bit into my back and rear. If I did not immediately free myself, I would be chewed to bits in a matter of three rounds.

I launched my grappling hook at the False Architect. The anchor sunk deeply into my foe’s chest, and I pulled in the slack with full torque. I was pulled off the wall at the same moment that the False Architect was pulled at me. We met with considerable force, with my remaining fist impacting squarely at my foe’s midsection. More fissures spread out across the False Architect’s chest. The impact did not do much for my own structural integrity either. At 41%, I was not exactly in mint condition at this point.

“I’ll join you in the Conflagration,” the False Architect promised.

“Unlikely,” I refuted. I launched two more nails from my left arm. At point-blank range, it was impossible to miss. Chunks of resin sprayed onto the floor like black hail.

My shield shrunk again. It had contracted to a 12’ radius. 

“Destroy the Generator!” I commanded.

Vincent Valentine reloaded his revolvers and shot at a huge sprocket in the ceiling that was now missing a few teeth. The circular pane of geometry shattered and fell to the floor like razors. Indeed, the Gunslinger barely avoided getting decapitated as a pizza-sized shard of two-dimensional metasurface sunk a foot and a half into the floor.

Lord Robart started hacking at the cable that bound the real Architect’s foot. As the Architect’s life-force was powering the Generator, it made sense to pinch off the mechanism’s energy supply. But with Symmetrika’s Hope fully drained, the sword was now just a sword. It looked like the cable was not going to sever easily.

The False Architect tried to disengage from me. But the anchor was sunk too deeply in his chest and he could not get enough leverage with just one arm. My foe was not out of tricks yet. 

“From the heart of the Abyss, I spit at thee,” the False Architect growled. 

With that, my foe vomited a stream of corrosive fluid onto my remaining arm. My diagnostic subroutine warned that my structural integrity had fallen to 30%. If I could not defeat the False Architect soon, my operating system would trigger a mandatory shutdown for maintenance. That would terminate the shield, and that would kill my friends. 

I should have known that the False Architect had such an attack. All of his creations used acid.

“Leave him alone!” Dulgar shouted. 

He launched a monofilament star at the False Architect’s neck. The half-head slid off my foe’s shoulders and clattered to the floor.

“I don’t want to die,” the disembodied mouth whispered. It was a pitiful spectacle. The False Architect’s battered body collapsed to the floor a moment later. 

“None of us do,” I assured.

There was no answer.

And we were still not out of danger. The acid was still eating my arm and thus diminishing my structural integrity, which now registered at 27%. I had no means of forestalling an emergency shutdown. The protective shield was now a bubble nine feet in diameter. 

“Free the Architect,” Lord Robart commanded. “Get him out of this goddamned Generator.”

I could sense the Architect pitting his will against the Generator’s distortion effect. Pi was beginning to fall, but it was still in the lethal range. The Architect was, of course, nearly as energy-depleted as Lord Robart’s sword. And yet he forced himself to overcome the torture of the two remaining Generator tethers to focus his will to our aid. He was old. He was in pain. And though he looked human, I knew in that moment that he had even less in common with the human form that I did. 

The shield bubble had contracted to seven feet. I inched over to where the Architect was suspended so that Lord Robart could keep hacking at the cable. Vincent Valentine shot at the cable in the ceiling and the Architect dropped to the ground next to me. The acid ate five percentage of structural integrity. My arm was a corroded stump. I lost telemetry on that appendage. It was truly well and good that I could not feel pain.

“Give me a weapon,” the Architect asked. Lord Robart handed him a dagger and the Architect started digging at the final tether.

The Generator was falling apart and yet it was stubbornly refusing to fail. The gear mechanisms were shattering and hurling shrapnel all over the room. It had become a shooting gallery. Several small pieces hit my friends and inflicted relatively trivial wounds, but they would not be distracted from their task. The room shrank and expanded convulsively as the Architect’s will battled that of the Generator’s, and that only made more razor-thin fragments break off the walls and fly like bullets.

The shield contracted to five feet. The final tether was beginning to fray under Lord Robart’s and the Architect’s assault. Dulgar erected a shield to protect us from the shrapnel that was hurling back and forth like a battlefield. The grinding noise of the Generator destroying itself was threatening to overload my acoustic sensors. 

“Break, damn it!” Lord Robart shouted in frustration.

The shield now had a four-foot radius. 

[Warning: Emergency maintenance engaged]

As my lightless sight gave way to the darkness of the mandated shutdown, Lord Robart made a final desperate swing at the frayed cable. The last tether snapped. 

And my perception of the outside world stopped.

[Informational: Energy generation increasing. Current output: 44%. Maintenance mode engaged. ETR 3d 5h 2r]

I queried how long it would take to become minimally functional. That figure was a much lower six hours and two rounds. The time slowly passed and there was nothing I could do to hasten its passage. It was a good thing that Constructs were immune to boredom.

You have done well, the Architect’s voice whispered in my mind. You have set in motion a future that shall not so easily be pushed aside. 

I knew there were still several iterations of Histra Duprie in various forms of existence, but I would take what measure of accomplishment I could. There was the victory of the now. There was the much more solid hope of a future in which Elonna did not die in a slave city, sick with chemical poisoning, and beaten to death by a Construct. POSSIBLE PROBLEM: I thought by now her fate was assured to not suffer in such a way? And though she would now never know who I am, she would at least have her life to live in peace and freedom.

I exited shutdown mode and my awareness of the outside world resumed. The drill control room was in ruin. But I could see this chamber’s decrepit condition in normal vision now, thanks to Dulgar’s glass tablet. It shone with a steady, white light. The supernatural blackness was banished.

“You did a good thing,” the Architect said. “Once we get topside, there’s a few outstanding matters between you and I.”

Lord Robart and the Architect helped me to my feet. While I was incapacitated, Dulgar had re-attached my severed right arm. My left arm was still a ruin but I could see it gradually regenerating. Lord Robart’s many wounds had stopped bleeding and I suspected that the Architect had healed my liege’s injuries. 

“So,” Lord Robart asked the Architect, “who in damnation was that thing that looked just like you?”

“Me,” he replied.

“Please clarify,” I prompted.

The Architect gathered his thoughts as we walked through the cavern that led to the cargo lifter. One of my sodium vapor lamps re-energized and lit the way ahead in brilliant, peach-colored light. We passed by the rubble left behind by the claw monsters and the exploding snake.

“What I am depends on your religion,” the Architect said mysteriously. “I am not what I appear to be.”

“Go on,” Lord Robart prompted.

“In some faiths, I am called a ‘shadow bearer’, others call beings like me “corrupters,” the Architect explained. “Your religion would call me a ‘demon’”.

Lord Robart, Vincent, and Dulgar drew back from the Immortal as if he had just bared poisonous fangs at them.

“As least, that’s what I used to be,” the Architect explained. “That’s not what I am now.”

My friends visibly relaxed, but they still eyed the ancient being with suspicion. We boarded the lift and I keyed the control mechanism to being us to the surface. The cargo lifter creaked into reluctant operation and began lifting us out of the mine shaft.

“I’ve been spending the past few hundred years making amends for crimes I committed on another world,” the Architect continued. “I used my powers to inspire dictators to commit war crimes. I helped engineers design biological weapons that unleashed horrifying diseases upon the innocent. I inspired the rich to hoard their wealth. I tempted the religions of light and peace to turn upon the outcast and the different. I helped twist holy scriptures into weapons. 

“And no one knew who I was. I was a corrupter. I gained power every time someone sold their morals for easy profit or for personal gain. I eventually caused the extinction of the sentient species of my homeworld. I am a war criminal.”

Dulgar whistled in amazement.

“What changed?” I asked.

“When you’re immortal and you’ve killed everyone on your world, it leaves you time to think,” the Architect explained. “Gloating over my conquest faded with time. It gave way to loneliness. That gave way to self-pity. Eventually, I came to wish I had not done what I had done. This process took several hundred years, but it happened. From there, I began to experience true remorse.

“So one day I begged the Universe for a second chance,” the Architect concluded. “And one day, the Universe answered.

“A demon that found God?” Lord Robart observed in amazement.

“’God’ is a word that means a lot of things to a lot of people,” the Architect qualified for Robart. “But there is a universal force of goodness and light. There is something out there that wants life to exist in the many forms it which it exists. It has had a lot of different names across many, many worlds. Your name for it is ‘The True One’, your friend Vincent calls it “The Maker’

“And this is the being that gave me my second chance,” the Architect explained. “In this world, I used the full extent of my power to build homes for the poor, to heal the sick, and to fight for social justice. I have become the enemy of the bigot, the greedy, and the violent. I’ve been at this for centuries. I would have done it for several more centuries. But then I was captured by the Crystallins.”

“Aye,” Lord Robart noted. “Not the most hospitable bunch.”

“They got more than they bargained for,” the Architect advised. “They thought they were getting limitless energy. What they actually did was extract the accumulated evil from my soul. It congealed into its own form and its own identity. And yet it remembered everything I ever did. For all intents and purposes, it was me. And it had no problem using the Generator to increase its own power.

“It killed all of the knights and priestesses that had been stationed here. You might have seen their spirits floating about when you arrived.”

I nodded.

“With the being you called ‘False Architect’ gone, you really killed part of me,” the Architect said regretfully. “Part of me is dead forever. I am diminished.”

“I am sorry,” I said truthfully. “I did not want this to happen to you.”

“You weren’t given a lot of options,” the Architect said. “That aspect of myself was lethal, violent, and was getting more powerful by the day. Now he’s dead. That part of me is dead. And that is why I can no longer be the Architect.”

We at last reached the surface. The sky was crimson with sunset. The Spiral Curtain was gone and the dead remained dead. 

“I don’t understand,” Lord Robart admitted.

“Our dark sides are not to be feared,” the Architect said. “People have this funny notion that Angels have only goodness and that the most moral people don’t have evil in them. It’s simply not true. We need our dark sides to truly appreciate the difference between good and evil. We need it to make tough decisions. We need it to understand suffering and pain. Your dark side, when controlled, is a powerful tool.

“My dark side is dead,” the Architect said regretfully. “Going forward, I will gradually lose the ability to make decisions. I will lose the ability to inspire others. I will lose most of my will. I will still have love and charity and mercy. But I won’t have very much ability to make concrete works spring forth from those concepts. I will not be miserable, nor will I suffer. But even now, I feel my ambition and focus diminishing.”

“What will become of you?” Dulgar asked. My friend was feeling the sadness that the Architect could no longer feel. 

“I will be called back to the spirit world,” the Architect said. “I was given this physical form so that I could pay my moral debts. Though I am diminished, the universal creative intelligence – god or what have you – will find something for me to do. I will still be able to help humanity in small ways, with supervision and guidance from other Angels. But I will never again be the Architect. However, I will also never again be a corruptor.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” I offered.

“It is time for me to go home,” the Architect said. “I brought this upon myself when I chose the path of the corruptor. However, there is the matter of the power vacuum I would leave behind.”

“Explain,” I prompted.

“There is a reason I called to you, Frank,” the Architect admitted. “Across time and distance, I sought a soul that could take my place. And that person is you. I have seen into your soul. It has both dark and light. You draw from both halves and choose the path of justice without hesitation – even when the cost to you is staggering. You have defended the innocent. You have spared the repentant criminal. You have dealt death blows to those who rejoice in the suffering of others. You do all this without desire for fame or wealth.”

“That’s the truth,” Robart agreed.

“And so,” the Architect pronounced, “before my true self fades forever, I declare you as my successor. Choose your name as an Immortal. Choose carefully because that name will forever define what you are.”

I did not have to think about it. I knew who I was. I knew what I had become. I knew what I would always be.

“I am the Protector,” I affirmed.

And I had become the Protector. I felt the weight of responsibility settle upon me like a mantle. As the power of the role of Immortal transferred from the Architect to me, the wounded Angel glowed with the brilliant crimson light that matched the setting sun. He shone. And for that delicate moment, I saw him in his true form. He was a redeemed spirit. He had been forgiven. The brilliance overwhelmed my optics and forced a reset.

When my vision returned, my friends were rubbing their eyes and blinking away the afterimages of the exchange. The Architect was gone. I knew he would never return.

“By the gods, Frank,” Dulgar Gemfinder exclaimed. “What happened to you?”

To be sure, the transfer of power had repaired the considerable damage to my body. My left arm was fully regenerated and the huge hole in my chest was sealed. But that was not all. While my exterior had been chrome-plated these past few months, my exterior had been transformed once again – this time by the Architect’s power. My armor shone in ever-shifting patters of color. I was not sure I was even made of metal anymore. 

“It’s like you’re full of stars,” Vincent Valentine observed.

I heard the trundling sound of some massive machine approaching. I looked into the last light of the setting sun and saw the silhouette of a tank-like battleship approaching. The ship activated its running lights as it came into view.

It was the Akalla’s Hope. 

“I heard you all might need a ride,” Captain Kirby hollered down from the main deck. 

“Ain’t that the truth!” Lord Robart agreed. 

Epilogue

502 years later.

“That’s a pretty good story,” the Church scribe said. “And you never got your hand upgrade?”

“No,” I confirmed. “Something always came up.”

“I’d love to hear the story of how a built-in blender took precedence over gaining the ability to hold a pen.”

“If we survive the next battle, maybe I’ll tell you,” I offered. 

We were at war again. The Winter Queen and Shaddoc had somehow joined forces and had raised an army of hybridized mechanical Undead sailors. We had been in a desperate search for the past year for an artifact called the Talisman of Miracles. It was only recently that we discovered that the Talisman was a person and not an object. And he had agreed to help us. Apparently his power was to grant miracles, and we desperately needed a few.

“So what became of your friends,” the scribe asked.

“Lord Robart returned to Brighton’s Reach and spent the rest of his political career advancing positive social reforms,” I said. “He died a rich man who enriched the lives of hundreds of thousands of citizens. He founded a new progressive political philosophy that balanced business endeavor with social justice – he dubbed it ‘socialism’. Sunflower went on to become a prolific writer of popular fiction and was chief editor for Macho Machine for a few years. Vincent Valentine died with honor – in a shootout against religious terrorists. Hector Grizzletooth retired from the Church and opened a successful chain of pubs all over West Point. Able became fully sentient thirty years after we defeated the False Architect. He became a highly rated chef in Rivna. ”

“And Dulgar Gemfinder?” My biographer queried.

“Nothing happened to him,” I replied. “He didn’t die. He runs a factory that makes household maintenance drones. He also teaches part-time in Ex-Libris. Somehow my immortality was conferred to him as well. We are still spiritually linked, after all. His ship is arriving next week, so you can meet him yourself. We can’t be near each other for long periods of time anymore. The bond between us tends to erode our individuality. Neither one of us wants to lose our identities. But we always see each other on holidays and we write each other. We will always be close friends. Some things distance cannot change.”

“I look forward to that,” the scribe affirmed. “What about Elonna?”

“She living a productive and happy life,” I said. “She married into Lord Robart’s family. She and her husband had three children. She became a very accomplished artist. Some of her paintings are hanging in the Touchstone Museum of Contemporary Art. Thanks to the change in the timeline, she never knew a day of horror or bondage.  Her husband was never interested in politics, but the family business prospered. He did continue family tradition of treating their employees with generosity and kindness.” 

“You’ve relived all the years since the day you travelled backward in time,” the Church scribe observed. “What became of Histra Duprie?”

“Nothing much in this reality,” I confirmed. “He never came to power. He’s living in Brighton’s Reach as a real estate appraiser. I met him once and he seemed like a nice enough person. I suppose this book will be a real eye opener to him when it gets published. The evil fragmentary copies of the original Duprie try to manifest every three or four decades. There are times when I wish that repelling that angry dictator could be someone else’s job. But it will always be mine – and sometimes Dulgar’s.”

 “Do you mind answering a couple current events questions for Macho Machines magazine?” The Church scribe asked.

“Go ahead,” I confirmed.

“What do you think about the Construct Marriage referendum on West Point?” The Church recorder asked. “The Tongue Speaker church is rabidly opposing it, calling it an ‘attack on the dignity of marriage’.”

“The Tongue Speakers have been on the wrong side of history every single time,” I replied. “They opposed inter-religious marriage, interracial marriage, and intermarriage between sentient species. Society was made better by expanding freedom and dignity to the many. The same will be true if sentient, free willed Constructs are allowed to marry.”

“Last question,” the Scribe prompted. “What are you going to call your biography?”

“I was thinking of calling it ‘I, Construct’,” I said.

“Catchy,” the Scribe agreed.
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