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The Flow of Power Chronicles:

Beyond the Sapphire Gate

Beyond the Dark Gate

Beyond Astura

Beyond High Reach

R.V. Johnson has had the worlds of the Beyond series hovering in his thoughts for many seasons. Beyond Terra slipped in while writing Beyond the Sapphire Gate, and Beyond the Dark Gate.

For author updates and a free copy of Beyond the Sapphire Gate, stop by authorrvjohnson.com.
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Chapter 1Isopod
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The mountain plateau had a name once, long ago when the air was breathable, before one had to supplement one’s blood with oxygil capsules. Crawling up it like a bug, Trenton Bonner was one of the few who knew it used to be just a mountain instead of the hybrid tower thing that it was now. PallTech had researched the mountain’s past and somehow learned the original name given it of High Reach. Before gaining his legs, Trenton couldn’t have cared less. Now he had no choice. He couldn’t get it out of his mind if he wanted; the speed memory programs in the isolation cubes had done the job too well.

At the base of the High Reach, he’d scaled steep granite that rose vertically for a thousand steps to a monumental plateau. From there, the synthesized plasicrete, considered harder than crystal granite and indestructible, wrapped around the natural rock to form a giant tower. It began again on the next plateau higher, rising above Mid Realm and on up to High Realm way above the pollution.

As he climbed, Trenton appreciated how dragging his useless lower body around for so long had strengthened his arms and chest, which helped him now. When PallTech had contacted him offering an experimental chance to walk without the need for costly robotic legs, he’d agreed with minimal convincing. A living protein gel chip implanted in his spine and receiving instructions from his brain seemed a risk worth taking. 

As an added benefit—which the med techs hadn’t foreseen—the cellular injections had increased his entire body’s bone density and muscle mass. He was happy to have the enhancements, and when the hidden corporation had informed him of the conditions for their service beforehand, he hadn’t balked. Who would turn down new legs in exchange for climbing a mountain to heist equipment needed to save lives? Some of those lives were his friends, not to mention his own.

Low Realm was running out of time, and possibly Mid Realm and High Realm too, though they might never admit it. Things, dark things, had swooped and crawled out of the pollution. 

Dara. Trenton would not let himself dwell on her sudden death. He could not. She’d meant too much to him in the short time they’d worked together. 

Again, Trenton activated the ion laser cutter mechanically grafted to the longest finger on his right hand and then melted an oblong handhold in the plasicrete wide enough for his boot. Waiting a moment for it to cool, he slipped his hand inside, protected mostly by his grip-enhanced rockprene gloves.

This high up, the frigid air cooled everything quickly, making him glad to have a climate-controlled suit. Even though its imprinted circuitry made him believe he’d stand out like some overgrown electronic creature, the odds of anyone spotting him were low. The only moving crafts at this level were zip cycles and the occasional cargo hovercraft. So far, he’d been able to hang motionless and camouflaged, the suit as close to the blue-green color of plasicrete as PallTech could make it.

Trenton burned another hole, waiting less time for it to cool. His palm grew warm through the glove, though not uncomfortably so. Trenton gained a small amount of satisfaction from the knowledge that faster cooling would speed his upward progress, though not as much as he’d like. 

Pulling his feet into the melt holes his hands had recently vacated, Trenton gathered his bearings. The glint of something moving above caught his eye. According to intelligence reports, it was too early into the climb to encounter the bio-guardians. But when were the blasted reports ever right? If he hoped to keep enough heat to get to the dome alive and without frostbite, he had to keep moving.

The red Incoming Transmission button lit up on his wrist as he stretched for the next higher burn hole. He nearly lost his grip on the Mountain. Hugging the wall, he thumbed the button to activate the translink. “What is it, Pall?”

“You are overdue for a checkpoint, and your heart rate spiked, but it is back to normal now,” Katy said, the tone of her voice only slightly scolded. Her voice was still crisp and clear. This high up, it surprised him how well the transmission came through. Trenton was glad Katy had monitored the translink on a second shift.

“I ran into a slight snag. The bio-guardians are lower than reported.”

Trenton could almost hear the blip of Katy’s heart rate spiking on her instrument screens. 

“Are you going to have enough oxygil capsules to go around them?” Katy asked. “We calculated those precisely with the rest of your carry weight.”

“I was hoping you could tell me. The guardians are only two stories higher, and I still cannot see the dome.”

“Stand by.”

Trenton burned another hold, pulling his lean, muscular body higher as the cold crept inside. The climate suit was failing, the climb taking longer than PallTech had calculated. Standing by had become something he could no longer afford.

Trenton made it a full story before the transmission light flashed again. “What do we know?”

“From your current... You moved again, recalculating. From your present position, there are eighty-four stories left to climb, requiring forty-two capsules. You have forty-four remaining.”

“Forty-three, I used two during a bout of lightheadedness.”

“I’m not sure that matters. Your suit can no longer maintain your required body temperature with any efficiency. You have a higher probability of dying from hypothermia and frostbite.”

“Thanks for the encouragement. I really needed it. Is there something else you wish to chat about, or should I keep moving?”

“Why are you hanging around? You should get going. Contact will occur next, should you reach the dome. There is one last thing.”

“What is it?

“May luck climb with you. Katy out.”

After working methodically for six bells, Trenton rested, looking at the horizon. The sun had dropped considerably. Once it did, the temperature would plummet, and there wasn’t enough energy stored in the suit’s heat cells to warm him through another frigid night. 

After already climbing for three days and two nights, Trenton despaired he would never make it to the top. He’d die clinging to the Mountain until his fingers broke off and his frozen, ice slab of a body fell... 

Trenton continued upward and met his first bio-guardian crawling down toward him. PallTech had little knowledge about them, only that the human-created isopods fed on pollutants growing on the plasicrete. Whether the isopods attacks on humans were unknown, though he suspected it. The king’s administration would have bred them for other abilities, such as raising an alarm, an aggressive obstacle, or both. 

Trenton was about to find out. The isopod had not deviated from its chosen path, tramping close enough for him to get a good look at it. With its multitude of legs, it moved slowly, but it kept a firm grip on the plasicrete with more than half of them. Smacking it off the Mountain would not work, even if he had a weapon; its hold was stronger than his was. The isopod’s translucent carapace sparkled with irregular flashes of blue electricity. 

Never altering its pace, the isopod reached him. Trenton activated the cutter on his free hand, intending to scare it away, but the creature charged into it, finally halting as it burst into flames of brilliant blue. 

Leaning away from the oblong ball of flames as far as he dared, Trenton kept his fragile grip on the Mountain. 

The isopod burned quickly, generating an intense heat as the crackling flames shrank fast. Silent except for a random pop and a few crackles, the isopod relinquished its grip and fell past him. 

Trenton hung in place for a while, listening to his thumping heartbeats and going over in his mind what he’d just found out about the bio-guardians. The isopods’ bio cells were flammable and their vision was poor; the thing had not seen him right until its impact with the cutter. 

Had its demise caused an alarm? If security hovers suddenly converged on his position, he’d have the answer. For now, he may as well keep moving; the heat from the pod was already fading. 

There was a benefit to the bio isopods, perhaps a lifesaving one. They packed a heat source. 

For the next two bells, Trenton’s world became a deadly game: burn hand- and footholds, climb as fast as possible, fry an isopod, and then absorb all the heat he could before it suddenly dropped, taking him along. He had so many narrow escapes he lost count. 

Finally, Trenton looked up to see the bottom of the dome, a mere three stories away, though it might as well have been a hundred. His grip had dwindled to tingling fingers and shaky arms. Even his enhanced legs were cramping, and now that he’d stopped moving, the cold fell upon him as thick as a hover pallet slab of ice, bringing on the shivers.

The translink lit again. Reaching for it, he hesitated. Bright in the darkening night, he swept the flashing beam back and forth. No isopods around when he needed them. He must’ve destroyed all those nearby. What should he do? He struggled harder to think; his mind was growing lethargic from the cold. Trenton had two options—somehow keep moving or die. But he was tired, weary past the point of caring. Trenton stared at the red light, wondering what to do about it. The flashes were getting annoying. Then he recalled he could press it.

“Trent!”

“Yes, who is this?”

“Katy, of course, but don’t worry about that now. Your blood oxygen level has dropped to nearly sixty-eight percent; the oxygen air saturation is close to ten percent. I need you to listen carefully and do exactly what I ask. Put your free hand on your right thigh.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it!”

“Oh, sorry, I have done it.”

“Lift the flap on your pocket, reach inside, and grab an oxygil capsule. Can you do that?”

“I think so, but I’m tired.”

“Do it now, Trenton. Don’t make me angry.”

“Okay, got it.”

“Pinch it between your thumb and forefinger. Put it up your nose this time. Hurry!”

“Okay.”

“We have no time for the scheduled dosage to be released into your bloodstream. You may feel lightheaded at first. Let’s hope you don’t black out.”

“I feel sick.”

“Don’t vomit! That may eject the capsule.”

“Okay, you don’t have to get mad.”

“Is your mind still fuzzy?”

“That was a kind of odd thing to say.”

“Was it? Do me a favor and put another capsule in your other nostril.”

“If you say so,” Trenton said, pinching the capsule and putting it where she wanted. Surprisingly, his hands no longer tingled. Some of his weariness had also dropped away like a falling isopod.

“That’s better. Your level is at seventy-seven percent and climbing. Why haven’t you been taking them?”

“Haven’t I? I guess I’ve been busy trying to keep from freezing to death.”

“Is blacking out and falling a better death? I think you’re almost to the second obstacle.”

“Second?”

“Yeah. The first was the Mountain itself.”

“Oh, right. The dome is visible. I’m going to cut through while I still have the strength. I will initiate contact once inside.”

“Okay. Watch for hovercraft.”

“I will. Katy?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for keeping me breathing for a little longer.”

“You’re welcome, but you owe me, and I intend to collect. PallTech out.”

Trenton wondered how much she meant it.
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Chapter 2 Curtain of Darkness
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Twelve handholds brought him within reach of the dome. The dome’s radial curve overlapped the bottom of the first plateau nearly a story, as if the Mountain’s tower had pierced a fallen, translucent moon to its core. 
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