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Prologue
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Rachel stood in the cave of the Moirai, better known as the three fates of Greek mythology, and looked over the shoulder of her sister-in-law, Dinah, as she worked the Loom of Fate, while her husband, Zech, used a distaff and spindle to turn bags of washed wool into thread for the loom.

The chamber was tucked away in a deep, dark cave that was metaphorically in Greece, on Earth, so very far from the world she considered home. The cave was damp, smelling of wool, linen and smoke from the fire in the corner, which seemed to stay ablaze no matter what they did, just like fresh wool turned up, seemingly out of nowhere, refilling the bags. Over all of it was the rotting smell of Zech, who through no fault of his own was currently undead.

The tapestry they were weaving was as ancient as history itself and, in a manner of speaking, actually was history. Where once the Moirai had worked the loom, as a result of winning a recent war that had secretly been about the destiny of humanity, Rachel, Dinah and Zech had been forced to take on supernatural roles.

Zech had merged with Death and currently looked like a walking corpse. Unfortunately, he also smelled like a rotting corpse. He was getting better, since Rachel had adjusted his fate slightly, but it was a slow process. Every now and then, Zech stepped out to make sure people died at the appropriate times, leaving him with zero flexibility to his time. On the other hand, he was getting faster and learning to use Death’s power more fully, though he hadn’t yet mastered being in multiple places at the same time. He wore his old, red wizard’s robe and the matched, pointed hat. The robe was still stained with swamp muck from his battle with Death.

Dinah, on the other hand, had merged with all of the Valkyries and then War, leading to a great deal of confusion about her own identity. Again, Rachel had made a small adjustment to the woman’s fate and she was slowly rising out of her confused state. She still called herself War’s End, thinking of herself as the embodiment of peace, but Rachel could see small, daily changes in her. Dinah would rise from the ashes of her damaged mind, like a phoenix, and would be stronger than ever for it. She wore a white formal dress with glittering sequins, the attire her role required of her, for she was metaphorically present at all peace talks.

Through Zech’s actions, Rachel had merged with the three fates, allowing her gift of foresight to encompass the entire future history of humanity. In order to prevent the destruction of the galaxy, the three of them had been saddled with the work of the Moirai, a solemn responsibility. After unknowingly battling with the Moirai for decades of her life as they tried to kill her simply for acting against their chosen pattern, she had a fierce desire to protect the right of humanity to choose for themselves. She was still dressed in the bedclothes she’d nearly died in, before Zech and Dinah had come to take her away, so the Moirai could be defeated. She would have to ask Zech to pick up a change of clothes then next time he stepped out.

Rachel opened the Book of Fate and consulted it for patterns, using her foresight to select from the available options.

Comparing the loom to the patterns in the book, she flipped back and forth, looking for something that would fit. She was extremely bothered to discover the only patterns available to her all led to conflict centered around her own son, who was still out in the galaxy.

With a heavy heart and tears for the suffering it would cause him, she reluctantly selected a pattern she’d been avoiding using and Dinah began weaving it.

Rachel commented, sounding exhausted, “I’m tired of war.”

“I know what you mean.” Dinah commented from beside the loom, “I remember every war humanity has ever fought; part of me was there, after all.”

Zech finished filling a spindle and added, “Don’t worry about Levi. I have faith in him.” Rachel showed him the pattern, causing him to blanch, “Oh, that’s awful!”

“The others were worse.” Rachel sat on a rock with a flat top, which had been polished into a chair by the oldest of the three fates habitually sitting on it for thousands of years.

She wept freely, but there was nothing she could do without making things far worse.
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Part 1

The Broken Present
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Chapter 1

Furious
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Levi Jacobs turned a corner, walking as stealthily as possible. Fortunately, his mother had been teaching him to move silently. She was an excellent teacher and master of that skill.

He was also using the cloaking spell and camouflage effects built into the custom armor his father commissioned for him two years before, making him very nearly invisible. Between the training and armor, he was confident no one would ever find him. His mission had been a success and he was looking forward to getting out of enemy territory. He was especially looking forward to getting back to Ghost Dancer, where he would feel safe.

Following the reverse of the path he’d taken through the enemy space station, he was on his way to the mop closet, where he and Inorath, who was hiding on his back, would be able to teleport out.

He turned to enter the final hall, finding the way blocked by a woman in blood-stained leather armor, still dripping and fresh from the battlefield. The wings of a bat jutted from her back and her cheeks were stained red, as though she’d been crying blood. Her arms were bare, aside from jewelry in the form of golden snakes wrapped around her biceps. Around her neck was a live python and woven into her dark hair were small snakes, which mostly appeared to be the harmless garden variety, each seeming content and relaxed, flicking their tongues out, to taste the air.

The woman carried a whip and fiddled with it in agitation as she sniffed the air, with her eyes closed.

Levi stopped, intent on staying motionless to avoid detection, because he was most invisible while motionless.

“Traitor!” The woman suddenly screamed!

Before Levi could react, she’d snapped at him with the whip, wrapped it around his invisible waist, knocked him off his feet and pulled him closer, forcing him to fall, face down! He knew the fury’s sense of smell was sharp, but hadn’t realized she could locate him by scent alone!

In another instant, while he was still struggling with the surprise, she leaped on him, driving her knee into his back, while also grabbing and pulling his arm, nearly twisting it out of the socket!

Levi screamed, paralyzed with fear and pain as a snake that was different from the rest, with brightly-colored scales, slipped from her hair and down her arm, where it bit through one of the weak points in suit, the zipper that joined the glove and forearm of his armor, and into his flesh!

Inorath, the creature of darkness born from mankind’s fear of the dark, flowed out of the cloaking field and wrapped itself around the fury, suddenly taking on the form of a black, ink-skinned octopus with blood-red eyes!

As the two struggled and rolled, fighting to kill each other, the fury laughed! Disabled by the venom of the snake, Levi was paralyzed! In the struggle, the fury roared with laughter and dropped a small diamond!

The gem flared with painful light beyond the intensity of a magnesium flare and Inorath screeched in pain, falling away from her to lie on the floor, badly injured by the intense light!

Standing over him, the fury chuckled, “A little something Death made, just for you, traitor!”

As Inorath transformed into something akin to a helpless puddle of darkness on the floor, she stepped on it and Levi felt a rush of magical power in the air as she grunted, doing something akin to spell-casting!

Darkness flowed into the room from under the door to the mop closet like ankle-deep mist, which quickly covered the walls and ceiling, approaching the fury from all sides! Inorath had countless identical bodies, all avatars that were of one mind. With his local body possibly dying and Levi in danger, he’d summoned the rest to attack, en-masse!

Unfortunately, as the tide of darkness surrounded her, the gem flared once again! Back, inky, droplets of darkness with indistinct edges fell from the ceiling and rolled down the walls like hot wax, where they congealed as one, seemingly drawn to the avatar she’d pinned to the floor under her heel.

Sniffing the air again, she declared, “How foolish, traitor! You were once a god, the oldest of us, millions of years old! Why throw away your life for a mere boy?”

The creature of darkness strained to respond, producing a weak whisper, “I...promised...his...father!”

The fury reached for and pocketed the gem, then gathered her whip, hanging it on her belt. Taking her heel off Inorath, she produced another burst of magic to contain the living darkness in a small bubble of energy, similar to a wizard’s shielding spell.

Holding the globe of darkness in one hand, she grabbed the invisible Levi by his collar and dragged him away.

* * *

[image: ]


Levi lay on a table with his arms and leg splayed out wide, stripped to his underwear and very securely strapped down. There was even a strap for his neck, but he was able to turn his head a little and look around.

The room resembled a classic dungeon, with manacles set into faux-stone plastic walls to hold prisoners, which were occupied by two soldiers in the green and gray military uniform of the Northwestern Galactic Empire. Clearly, the furies had taken prisoners in the recent battle. Their faces were bruised and they gave the room a blank stare. One was missing an arm and the other had no feet, their wounds cauterized. Briefly meeting their vacant stares, Levi was shocked by the revelation their spirits had already been crushed.

The opposite wall turned out to be a rack of tools, carefully cleaned and labeled in Greek, ranging from simple hammers to power tools. Levi couldn’t help but imagine the tools weren’t ever used for repairing or building anything, especially since some of them bore persistent blood stains cleaning had been ineffective against. The containment bubble holding Inorath had been placed on a shelf high above the tools, where it could see everything and couldn’t look away.

He’d been left alone for a few minutes, because the fury strapped him in and then left to tell others about her new prisoners.

He couldn’t move much at all, due to the venom and the straps, so he closed his eyes in deep concentration to try some magic. Nothing happened. Something in the venom must have been interfering with his magical talents.

Within five minutes, the original fury stepped back into the room, followed by two others with similar features, marking them as sisters, though they also dressed alike.

The first introduced herself, “I’m Megaera,” she gestured to the second, “this is Alecto,” she gestured to the last, “and Tisiphone. What’s your name, boy?”

“Screw you!” Levi shouted, “I’m not telling you anything!”

Sharing a look, the sisters laughed and Megaera smiled, “An interesting suggestion...”

Tisiphone selected a screwdriver, while Alecto collected a handful of six-inch long screws from a steel bowl among the tools!

As the sisters prepared, Megaera added, “Though, I think we’ll screw you, instead of the other way around...”

From the shelf, Inorath shouted, “Leave him alone!”

Alecto chuckled, “You’ll just have to wait your turn, traitor.”

As they spread out around the table, ready to begin, Levi didn’t like the sick looks of glee the fury sisters gave him.

* * *
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Three days had passed and Levi had long since been broken, telling the sisters everything they wanted to know, but it hadn’t stopped the torture. Nothing did, but each answer got them to reduce the pain for a few minutes, to take it easy for just a bit, so he’d given them every fact he could think of, to get just a little longer without the worst kinds of torture.

Inorath shouted and pleaded with them the first day, but that only spurred them to greater cruelty. They’d smashed several of his fingers, broken bones, cracked some of his ribs, cut off half his toes and he still had screws jammed into various joints, making any small attempt at movement sheer agony, not that he had any hope for freedom.

He’d given up on the idea of rescue, since just the day before, the furies had informed him his father was killed infiltrating the base, brought down by the combined strength of the four horsemen of the apocalypse during a pitched battle in one of the landing bays. He remembered the station shaking and several massive explosions in the background, just before they told him his father was dead. He believed them. No mortal could take the horsemen alone and his father had been a fool to try.

Levi had no more answers to give and just wanted an end. For three hours straight, he begged and pleaded for death! When they inevitably refused, he closed his eyes and waited, trying to ruin their fun by not reacting.

After several hours of the silent treatment, Alecto declared, “Well, this isn’t fun anymore. Shall we end it?”

After a brief discussion, it was decided. With a sharp blow to his head, it was over!

* * *
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Levi woke in the night, screaming! He was covered in sweat and still felt the ache of the injuries from the combination dream and memory.

Inorath flowed out from under the bed and transformed into a humanoid shape, looming over him to ask, “What’s wrong?”

Levi looked on the creature of darkness and felt a small sense of comfort. It had been a strange turn of events, meeting the monster from under the bed and out of the closet, only to become friends, bonded as wizard and familiar. Where once Inorath had tormented him for sustenance, Levi now freely gave it energy. In exchange, it gave him friendship and kept him safe.

Levi started to cry, “The furies.”

Inorath nodded and reminded him, “It never happened. You’ve got to remember that. It was just a possible future, one we prevented, together.”

Levi was gifted, or possibly cursed, with foresight, in addition to his magical talents, a gift he’d been born with, due to unique circumstances. His father and mother had been infected with different strains of the Mind Fire virus, which Inorath had sprinkled on various worlds in many permutations, as part of a grand-scale, generational science experiment designed to give humans magical powers like its own people, the legends. It had hoped to gain greater energy from empowered humans, which had been a partial success. It didn’t work for everyone, but the legends and Levi’s people had been forming bonds like Levi and Inorath. It was a peaceful resolution to the brief war that sparked between humanity and the legends, who’d been born from human beliefs.

Levi nodded and mentally repeated the mantra he’d been applying to the dreams: it wasn’t real and it’s just an alternate future that never happened. He repeated it several times. Logically, he knew it was true, but the vision of torment always came back to him, quite often via his dreams. The old visions of danger often did and that one had been the most intense. It was the downside to the foresight he’d inherited from his mother.

Some days, he wondered if he’d be forever haunted by the ghosts of prevented futures. Then there were the days he passed one of the furies in the streets of the city of Heart Forge. He hated them, but they didn’t even know him and if he had anything to say about it, they never would. He wished the council would banish them, but knew they’d done nothing to warrant it since they settled on the planet. So, he’d stooped to paying a group of mercenaries to watch them, convinced they were trouble, but they’d taken to working as watchmen for the city, with a particular talent for interrogation and being jailers.

He glanced at the clock on his nightstand. Noting his alarm was due to go off in fifteen minutes, Levi got out of bed and took a shower. It wouldn’t do to be sweaty when Lyra showed up. He didn’t know how, but she always seemed to know when he was awake, regardless of the distance.

* * *
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Lying in bed was a young woman with white hair. She woke suddenly, surprised by the images of pain and torment she’d been dreaming about, unsure of where they’d come from, because they didn’t match the torments from her own life and were relatively tame, by comparison. The dream quickly faded and was forgotten.

She stepped over to the window and opened the curtains, looking down from her high-rise apartment at the bustling city illuminated by the light of dawn, half of it shadowed by skyscrapers. It was always busy like an ant hill, even in the depths of the night and the nighttime view was quite something to behold.

After dressing in a pair of blue jeans and a white, button shirt, she strapped on her gun belt, with a blaster pistol on one hip and a short sword on the other. Going armed was simply a practical matter, since Heart Forge was surrounded by untamed, wild lands, as was her destination for the morning. Over it all, she slipped on a long, red, heavy woolen coat.

She took the elevator to the ground floor. From there, she walked the same path she took most every day, her breath clouding in the air, because it was a cold, spring morning. She arrived at the Heart Forge teleporter hub, which was little more than a large warehouse for shipping and receiving, along with a small office for arranging personal teleportation, with long, but fast-moving lines, all to a background of loud popping sounds produced by sudden air movements, a side-effect of teleportation.

She selected her destination and tapped the security fob from her key-chain on the desk clerk’s computer, because she was heading for private property, paid for her ticket and then waited in line. When her turn came, she handed her ticket to the goblin operator, which he scanned, then she tapped her security fob on top of the teleporter console and he gestured for her to stand on the teleporter’s metal and plastic departure pad. After a brief moment, she vanished. - Pop!
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Chapter 2

King of Nothing
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Joel quietly ate his dinner on a bench in the window-less cafeteria and spoke with no one. He wore a white shirt with a number printed on it and thin, gray trousers. His black hair and beard were long and barely cared-for. He was about thirty years old and a bit on the lean side, with no apparent muscle.

He didn’t care for his meal, consisting of an inedible blob of mashed potatoes, a puddle of greasy gravy that was rapidly cooling and starting to look like nothing but a pool of fat, some over-cooked peas and carrots that had been steamed so long they were mushy, and a disgusting-looking stew. He knew from past experience with kitchen duty, all of it was prepared from frozen by amateur cooks, the prisoners themselves.

He remembered being pampered as a prince, but...no, he wasn’t a prince anymore. He was the discarded and disowned, unwanted heir, now stripped of title, rank and even surname. He’d been Joel Nisim, youngest child of the emperor. He hadn’t been anywhere close to inheriting the throne, but he’d been someone important, at least until most of the family was killed, aside from his sister and himself.

Now he was simply Joel, prisoner number 61952.

He looked at the loathed gravy, remembering the fine meals he’d once eaten. Filet Mignon had been a favorite. He prodded the stew meat, unsure what it even was. The stew smelled vaguely of beef, but he could tell it was of low quality, unfit to be consumed by dogs, let alone a prince.

He stared at the steel tray he ate his food from and toyed with his meal more than actually eating. When he’d eaten all he could stand to, his palette offended by every bite, he sent the tray off for cleaning and reuse.

Pausing at the door for a quick contraband scan, he left the cafeteria and quietly walked back to his cell, where he sat on his bed and stared at the wall, speaking to no one.

All day, every day, he thought about nothing but what he’d lost and how much he wanted it back. He’d been living in prison since the age of thirteen for leading an uprising against his sister, the rightful heir. In truth, he’d simply listened to the wrong people. Seeing the kind of person his sister was, the military mostly backed him instead of her. When she won the resulting civil war, due to the interference of the Great Wizard of Heart Forge and his people, Joel was captured and his sister sentenced him to life in prison. She’d been ‘merciful’, due to his age. His sister was too kind-hearted, which had been the reason the military hadn’t backed her. In retrospect, he would have preferred execution to his current existence of sub-standard treatment.

Joel stared at nothing, neither content, nor discontent, simply being, because no one needed an ex-royal, stripped of rank, title and even surname.

He was roughly grabbed by a fellow prisoner, rolled off the bed and onto the floor, where his face was forcefully pressed into the hard concrete! Something sharp was pressed to his jugular vein, a shiv made from a sharpened toothbrush handle!

The large, muscular man responsible had a clean-shaved head and pale skin. His yellow trousers marked him as new to the prison. The tattoo on the back of his head indicated membership in a gang that hated the royal family.

The large man whispered in Joel’s ear, menacingly, “They say you’re the big man around here. I took one look and knew this place would be easy to make my own. I’ll tell you how this is gonna to go, skinny-bones: you’re gonna piss yourself, back down and give me everything I ask for, otherwise, I’ll end you!”

Without bothering to respond, Joel closed his eyes and concentrated.

The man holding him to the floor burst into flames and screamed! He bounced off the walls of the cell in a panic and then as he struggled to put out the flames all over his body, he stumbled backwards out of the cell and fell over the railing! He screamed as he fell four floors, coming to a sudden stop at the bottom! Fire alarms sounded and the prison ward filled with a smell not unlike beef frying in pork fat.

As chaos erupted around the block, Joel returned to sitting on the edge of his bed, staring into space, because nothing important had happened. When the cell block was evacuated due to the fire, he obeyed the commands of the guards and left, returning to his cell once the mess was cleaned up.

Joel was a model prisoner. He never bothered anyone, he did as he was told and was never any trouble to the guards. His mere presence in the prison seemed to contribute to an air of calm and tranquility, since he did respond to his own peace and tranquility being taken away. Yes, there was a string of strange phenomena and deaths around him, but there was never any proof he was responsible.

Just before lights-out, when the cells were locked for the night, Joel’s cellmate returned, climbing on the top bunk. He was an old fellow, with glasses and short, brown hair that was beginning to gray. Every night for the past five years, the man scribbled in his journal after lights-out, while mumbling about the numbers and variables in some complex equation he was trying to solve without the aid of a computer.

Joel found the man’s strange habits calming. He’d fallen asleep to the rambling mathematics every night until they’d become normal.

Joel’s thoughts wandered to the Great Wizard as he tried to sleep. He hated the man, because the man had been the one to capture Joel and turn him over to his sister for judgment. He thought about Yasmin, his sister, now Empress. He hated her, too, but the feelings quickly passed.

He didn’t know what he was living for. He had no particular purpose, but suicide was just such a terrible bother. He wanted revenge on the Great Wizard, who’d been the cause of all his troubles, but...even that was little more than a passing thought. No, Joel was where he belonged, powerless to change his fate, because it was already decided and the Empress would never revisit judgment.

Ironically, he could kill with a thought and could even perform miracles, just like the magic of the Great Wizard, though he lacked fine control. He could escape, but where would he go? What would he do? No, that was just nothing but a bother, too.

All Joel craved was to have his title, rank and surname restored. His magic couldn’t do that, so it was useless to him. Only the Empress could give him what he wanted and despite how soft she was, she would never reverse her decree. Pardoning someone guilty of high-treason would make her look too weak to rule, inviting another civil war.

Joel started to nod off, just as his cellmate chuckled softly.

“What is it, Old Man Geller?” Joel asked, “I was almost asleep.” There was only a small hint of reproach in his voice, because he was also curious.

“I just solved it! Sorry I woke you.” Geller answered.

“What, your equation?”

Sounding excited, Geller hung his head over the edge of his bed, to look at Joel. He had short hair, thick five-O'clock shadow and wore a pair of glasses. His glasses fell off and Joel caught them.

Geller answered, “Yes! I even checked it three times!”

“Does it matter?” Joel sighed and held the glasses up to his cellmate, “You’re locked up and it won’t do you any good.”

Geller chuckled and took his glasses back, “Not necessarily! With the complete equation, I just have to get out of this cell and then...well, I could do just about anything!”

Joel was skeptical, “How?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

Joel laughed, hollowly, “Geller, you know I will. I don’t talk with anyone else.”

“Time travel!” Geller whispered, “If my calculations are right, then my future self will soon be delivering the device.”

Joel whispered back, “If your future self helped you escape, wouldn’t that create a paradox?”

The criminal scientist started a long-winded explanation Joel didn’t understand on which the terms ‘quantum’ and ‘inter-dimensional’ floated to the top of the intellectual froth several times, each.

After several minutes, he finished by saying, “-which means we won’t have to worry about the consequences of creating a paradox. History will simply re-align on the new set of events, based on our changes.”

Joel pointed out, “You’re using the words ‘we’ and ‘our’ quite a bit.”

Geller smiled broadly, his teeth glinting in the dim light, “I was planning to take you with me.”

“Why? What point is there to escaping?” Joel had no interest.

Geller answered, “We can fix history and make you Emperor!”

Joel looked away from Geller and stared at the plastic board above his head. It was an appealing thought. He’d once wanted to be Emperor, but gave up that dream in the juvenile detention center he grew up in, at the age of fourteen, after a particularly vicious beating by some of the other boys.

Was it really possible? Did he dare hope? Could he change everything to the way it should have been? No, it had to be a pipe dream. Still, if Old Man Geller’s time machine showed up, then he might believe, but until then, there was no point in getting his hopes up.

Joel asked, “When will your time machine appear?”

The old man’s head moved out of view and it sounded like he’d laid on his back, “Probably in the middle of the night, when the guards are least likely to be paying attention. The device should make a fairly loud popping sound and then we’ll have to move quickly.”

Joel laid back, but didn’t fall asleep, for once. His mind was busy with possibilities and just a hint of hope. Part of him was angry with his cellmate, however, because hope always led to greater depression. It was better to accept life the way it was, rather than hope, but for once, he wanted to believe.

The hours passed slowly and Joel’s hope faded, leaving him in the bitterness left behind by its death. He was angry and vowed within himself, if Geller’s time machine didn’t show up, he was a dead man.

Pop! - Joel had heard that exact sound a very long time ago and knew it was one of the Great Wizard’s teleporters in operation! He lifted his head and looked to see the source of the sound.

Standing on the floor of the cell was the flat, metallic shape of a teleporter pad with a column standing in the center of it. The pad itself was less than half an inch thick, but was a circle three feet wide. The top of the round column was cut at a forty-five degree angle with a touch panel set into it that was lit, displaying a big, green button, labeled, ‘Go’. Scratched into the metal beside the display were the letters, ‘JHG’.

In the background, alarms sounded and Joel heard guards struggling to get past security doors that weren’t designed to be opened quickly!

Old Man Geller dropped down from his bed and climbed onto the small teleporter pad, holding his journal in one hand, while he gestured for Joel to join him with the other. Joel climbed out of bed and onto the pad to stand opposite Geller, who faced the control screen.

The door to the prison ward finally opened, through which armed guards spilled out, to check each cell.

Geller slapped the on-screen button! - Pop! - The two men and the teleporter pad vanished, just before one of the guards showed up to check on them, too late to do anything about it!
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Chapter 3

Looking Back, Moving Forward
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Captain Dandy was impatient and sick of waiting. He was on the bridge of his ship, Taproot, watching as the once-vermin constructed his new flagship, Yggdrasil, part of his payment for coming to their aid against the strange creatures the once-vermin had imagined up to attack themselves with. He still didn’t understand that particular conflict, but didn’t need to. All he needed was his payment and then...well, that would come after he got his ship. He’d already been paid everything else he was due, but it paled in comparison to what the once-vermin were holding back from him.

Dandy suspended himself between the ceiling and floor using two pairs of green tentacles that jutted out from behind his yellow-petaled, flowering head, making him appear like a dandelion with eight stems. With another pair of tentacles, he manipulated the controls of the captain’s workstation, eyeing the progress of the orbital robotic factory as it put hull plates on the new ship and welded them in place.

It had been infuriating, watching them build the first ship, their counter-measure for the one they were building for him, which they named Colossus. According to the sensors, it was fully operational, complete with all the weapons he’d asked for. He’d even watched as they tested the highly-coveted star shield, giving the ship nearly limitless destructive power and an impenetrable shield, so long as it was in the photosphere of a star.

Dandy remembered the brief joint operation where he’d had such a shield. It had been glorious, like the dawn filling him with fresh energy after a long, dark night! He also remembered the software required to make his modular shield generators do that particular trick erasing itself after one use. It was almost like the once-vermin were taunting him, something they would come to regret. Oh yes, he had plans for them...

With the deaths of the few once-vermin Dandy had any respect for, he felt free for the first time in decades! Once he had Yggdrasil, his engineers would upgrade it, taking it far beyond what a once-vermin engineer could ever do and it would become the pinnacle of weapons technology. The galaxy would fear his name for millennia to come and no one would stand in his way!

Dandy was looking forward to pillaging the world he orbited. He had his mind firmly set on obtaining the magi-tech manufacturing systems required to create the enchanted ship upgrades his people coveted, one of the many things the once-vermin held back from him, forcing his people to pay ridiculous prices for the equipment. With that, he could design and manufacture any magi-tech device of his choosing. He also hoped to obtain the hidden blaster and shield software the great wizard of Heart Forge had been hiding from him, as well. He badly wanted a star shield of his own.

His chief engineer was already hard at work on computer viruses, designed to obtain the secrets he coveted; they would be a little retribution for the virus hidden in the star shield program. If the once-vermin were going to play silly games with computers, they could reap what they’d sown.

Yes, indeed, the fruit of the poisonous vine was almost ripe and ready to be picked. The streets of Heart Forge would run red with the blood of once-vermin for daring to wound Dandy’s pride!

* * *
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Pop! - Far below Dandy’s ship and many miles west, Lyra the Last arrived in Levi’s house, via the teleporter tucked in the corner of the front room.

The wood-lined house was quieter than in the past. As she looked across the front room to the dinner table and over the counter into the kitchen, she remembered Levi’s father, dressed in a set of gray coveralls, cooking breakfast before he headed off to his workshop for the day. She remembered Levi’s mother, as well, sitting on one of the stools at the counter, keeping her husband company while he cooked. Glancing at one of the couches, she remembered braiding the woman’s hair while they gossiped about Levi.

She couldn’t help but get choked up at the memories, knowing she’d never see either of them again. Rachel had been like a mother to her, always interested in the details of her life. Zech had mostly been a quiet man, but she knew he approved of her relationship with his son, having often smiled at seeing them together. He’d also always been kind and considerate.

Then there was Levi’s aunt, Dinah, who was also gone. Lyra hadn’t known her well, but Levi talked about her whenever his childhood came up, since she’d been like a mother to him until the age of ten, while his mother slept in a suspension tube, waiting for a solution to a troubling health issue.

In the same short stretch of just a few days, Levi had lost almost everyone he loved, including even Winzon, the dwarf he’d been apprenticed to, the world’s best history miner. Even six months later, some days he was simply inconsolable and she didn’t blame him.

Lyra was physically nineteen years old. Though, in point of fact, she was more than two-thousand years old, having been frozen in the ice of the arctic for the majority of that time. The only thing that allowed her to survive the ice was the regenerative ability gained through her troll heritage, though she looked almost entirely human. All that physically set her apart from humans was her snow-white hair, which extended to every hair on her body, being most apparent via her thick eyelashes and the way her arm hair reflected the light.

She was the last of troll kind, having accidentally caused the genocide of her own race by spreading word of their one true weakness: fire. She mostly didn’t regret her choice, however, because every troll woman she’d met was almost entirely evil and the men followed the orders of the women, on pain of death if they disobeyed. She considered herself fortunate to have been forever changed by telepathically touching the mind of a dwarf, which had forced her to re-evaluate herself by their standards.

She removed her red coat and hung it on a peg by the front door, beside a glittering, black wizard’s robe, the matching pointed hat, a gun belt with two pistols and a suit of modern, tactical full-body armor.

She removed her gun belt and hung it beside her coat, because while Levi’s home was surrounded by untamed, wild lands, it was also quite remote and almost impossible to reach without a shuttle or teleporter. She never feared for her safety in the remote valley, both due to the large waterfalls over the cliffs of the canyon entrance being impossible climbs and the faeries living in the forest, who always kept an eye out for intruders.

Levi’s familiar, Inorath, slid out of Levi’s bedroom like a mobile puddle of ink and moved under the kitchen table, where it invisibly blended into the shadow. In the background, through the open bedroom door, she could faintly hear a shower running.

“Good morning.” Lyra called out as she wiped a tear from her eye and then more softly asked, “How’s he doing?”

As she moved across the room to sit at the table, the puddle of darkness answered, “He’s getting worse. He has the dream nearly every night, sometimes even twice a night.”

She began, “I could-”

“What?” It used a testy tone, “Use troll song to wipe the memory from his mind or help take the sting of it away? You may be able to, but you shouldn’t. He has to face his demons his own way.”

“But he isn’t facing them!” Lyra pointed out, in frustration, “Every time he sees the furies, he runs away!”

“I’ve seen it countless times. Children have a traumatic experience, then they overcome it and move on. Teens and adults are similar: it just takes time.”

Lyra smiled, mischievously, “Are you taking about personal experience at scaring children?”

“You know I don’t do that anymore!” Inorath complained, “I’m just saying it’s very similar.”

“That’s true. When he’s ready, he’ll face them on his own terms.”

As they continued to chat, mostly making small talk, Levi stepped out of his bedroom, dressed in a blue T-shirt and black, denim pants. He had black hair and a bit of a scruffy beard. He’d recently turned twenty just the week before, but he still seemed to be getting taller. As it was, he was almost six feet tall, but still on the skinny side.

He smiled and rushed over to Lyra, greeting her with a quick kiss, before he headed into the kitchen to make breakfast.

“So, what’s on today’s to-do list?” She asked.

Levi cracked some eggs into a bowl and scrambled them with a fork as he answered, “First off, a bit of dragon hunting. The dwarf in charge of my Dad’s-” Levi took a moment to reign in his emotions, due to the relatively recent loss and then corrected, “-my cattle ranch reached out. He wanted my advice on how to deal with dragon attacks. He’s already lost thirty cows and a bull.”

“That sounds fun.” Lyra smiled, “I’ve never been dragon hunting before.”

“Yeah, that’s why I wanted to take care of it myself, just this once.” Levi chuckled, “If it happens again, then I’ll tell him to hire some mercenaries or adventurers to take care of it. There’s plenty of dwarves around that are eager to go on a dragon hunt. Half of them would do the job for free, just for the trophies and the hoard.”

“But it hasn’t even been six months! How could any dragon have a hoard worth taking?”

He laughed, “I know, but that doesn’t stop them from dreaming about it! Everyone knows dragons sleep on piles of treasure!”

Inorath hypothesized, “Yes, that may soon become an issue.”

“How so?” Levi asked.

“Fairy gold.”

“What do you mean?” Levi asked as he poured the eggs into the warm, buttered pan and started stirring them with a wooden spoon.

“Everyone believes dragons sleep on treasure, so it will likely become true, even if the treasure isn’t real. With my devices in orbi, allowing the legends to live without expending energy, even imaginary wealth will be stable, where in the past it would have melted away within a day or so of coming into human hands.”

Levi groaned, “Then we better bring that up in the next council meeting. We’ll have to pass a law about all captured dragon hoards being checked by a wizard or an anti-mage before anything can be spent.”

Lyra asked, “What about after the dragon-slaying?”

Levi scraped the eggs out of the pan and onto a plate, then began cooking some ground beef as he answered, “This afternoon, there’s a council meeting on Steel Palace that Inorath and I need to attend. This evening, I was planning to visit the artist working on the statues of the heroes we lost in the war with the legends. She’s done and wants approval of the full-scale model before she submits it for final placement. Gida will be there, since Winzon is part of the main sculpture. I think she’d love to see you, if you’ll come.”

The mention of Winzon brought the dwarf hero to mind. He’d been a fixture in the lives of everyone from Heart Forge and it was difficult to adjust to his absence. He’d been founder of the city, an influential leader and the unstoppable force who’d volunteered for more suicide missions than anyone could remember, only to come home safe every time except the last. He’d fallen in single combat with one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse, Famine. Having won the fight by force-feeding him the Cornucopia, Winzon had been fatally-wounded by the resulting explosion, which had been on-par with a hydrogen bomb, an outcome no one had predicted.

Winzon’s death had been a life-saving event to Lyra, Levi and Inorath, who’d been squaring off against Pestilence at the time, using a similar plan. Without the dwarf’s sacrifice, they wouldn’t have known to run away when they finally managed to inject Pestilence with the cure-all elixir.

The dwarf’s daughter, Gida, had been extremely distraught over his death, despite the dwarven approach to death leaning toward the celebration of a completed life, rather than mourning for their loss, but she’d spent so much time around humans, she’d picked up a bit of their emotional character.

“I’d like to see her.” Lyra nodded, “How’s she doing?”

“Much better, lately. She just needed time to grieve, as we all did.” He stared down at the cooking meat as his eyes filled with tears, which he quickly wiped away, because he couldn’t see what he was doing.

Lyra sniffed in sadness and wiped away a few tears of her own, “True enough.”

Levi finished cooking the meat and put it on another plate as he grated some cheese. The two of them silently shared a morning meal of scrambled eggs mixed with cheese and ground beef, each thinking of those they’d lost.
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Chapter 4

The Core
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Joel and Geller stepped off a small teleporter, identical to the one they’d used to escape the prison. Joel glanced at the control panel and noted the letters, ‘JHG’ were scratched into the metal, in the exact same location. Further observing the device, he noted a few other scratches in the same places. No, they hadn’t teleported to an identical device. It had teleported itself, as well as them.

“Would you look at that!” Geller exclaimed.

Joel turned around and examined the room. They were in a large, limestone cave, lit from overhead by a string of electric lights hanging from the icicle-like stalactites, attached to the ceiling. The magnificent cave was beautiful, but it wasn’t what Geller was talking about. He was looking at the variety of tools the room held to one side, including chemistry equipment, electronics tools and just about every instrument of science and technology imaginable. Joel’s gaze, on the other hand, was drawn to the other side, where an entire armory of weapons was stashed, even including a variety of land, sea and air vehicles. Toward the back, there was even a small star ship!

Joel eyed the black ship with interest, noting the sleek lines designed for aerial flight. It was only two-hundred feet long, but most of it was engines. In some ways, it resembled the royal cruiser he’d once traveled in, except it wasn’t so finely decorated and was much smaller. However, he could see the outline of two massively-oversized faster-than-light drive cores in the structure, indicating the ship would have extreme FTL range.

When he turned around, Geller was kneeling to him.

Confused, Joel asked, “Why are you kneeling?”

Still on his knees, the old man spoke, “I am James Hezekiah Geller, operative number Z-N-X-1-4-5-6-6-7. It’s my pleasure to live and die at your command. Though lacking in combat expertise, I am well-versed in matters of science and technology.”

Joel finally understood the man’s persistence about staying near him. Geller was part of the Imperial Intelligence Core, the organization that had subtly prodded the military into supporting Joel for Emperor. Ironically, his sister had rejected the Core and naively ordered them to disband. She was a fool to think they would have obeyed, even though she’d won the civil war. How many more operatives of the Core were left, scattered to the winds? How many loyal subjects did he have? How long had they been trying to reach him, to rise up against his sister? He should never have given up hope.

“You may rise.”

Joel thought back on the civil war. It had been sparked by the Great Wizard, over the Mind Fire virus that was scattered on various worlds of the galaxy in many forms. In truth, the wizard had been right and the Intelligence Core had been covering up the existence of the virus. From what little news trickled down to the prison, he’d heard the entire galaxy was aware of the cover-up and Joel himself also knew it was true, from personal experience.

After all, he’d been infected when the wizard and his crew captured him. He was held in quarantine for several months as they watched him for symptoms. When the fevers passed, they injected him with some kind of cure for the virus, to prevent him from spreading it, before dumping him in a juvenile detention facility. He still remembered the insulting way he’d been treated by the doctors, demonstrating to him with each step that Mind Fire was real, which had been the central point of contention during the civil war.

It had taken several more years for his magical talent to develop and it was mostly a subconscious thing. He barely knew how to control it and when he used it, it was invariably a violent outburst, rather than something more controlled.

Geller saluted and asked, “What are your orders, highness?”

“Tell me more about this time machine of yours.” Joel spoke with an authoritative tone, the old regal voice of command coming back to him. Geller smiled in the way scientists always do when asked to explain their theories. He opened his mouth, to speak, but Joel interrupted, “And do it without the technobabble.”

Geller deflated and sighed, beginning, “Back in the old days, before the false-Empress ordered the Core to disband, I was part of a top-secret unit dedicated to making time-travel possible, so we might correct the course of history, should a major miss-step be taken. Our studies focused on the wormholes used by current FTL drive technology, but no matter what we tried, we couldn’t form one stable enough for even a simple radio wave to traverse.

“Now, think ahead to after the conclusion of the civil war. The Core had been scattered to the wind and my unit was no more. Most of them were, in fact, killed in the Great Wizard’s assault on the last outpost of the Core.”

Joel felt angry, just being reminded of the way the war ended. The military and the Core abandoned him, leaving exactly like a thief in the night, only to gather mostly in one place, where they were cornered and then killed. It had been humiliating, being captured by the Great Wizard.

Geller continued, “Mostly out of curiosity, I stole a teleporter from an imperial military vessel. I studied it in my spare time for several years, unable to fathom how it actually functioned, but as I studied it in detail, I discovered the effect produced to be similar to an FTL drive, creating an artificial wormhole, but with much greater stability. Stability was always key to forming a wormhole that crosses time, and the lack of it had always been the one thing that stood in the way of success.
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