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One


	“In your restless dreams, you hear my voice.”


	 


	
T





	he cosmos was noisy. A static, a whine, a shrill shriek, all between each and every star. It echoed within Six’s head, like it always did from his waking moments and well into his dreams. Never ending. It didn’t used to be like this. Buried deep in his memories—memories belonging to oracles long before him, woven into the fabric of his being when he was forced into existence—were snapshots of the cosmos in silence. Blessed silence filling Six from the inside out. What he wished he could dream of again. The cradle of silence that had once held him.


	But those days had come and gone with the birth of his existence.


	It was tiring.


	The space strider he sat in was a small two-seater, locking Six off from the abyss of space he’d much prefer. The inner workings blinked like they were stars too, lights and readings he didn’t bother deciphering. The core systems in the center console between his legs was underneath a glass dome and reacted to simple touches, creating ghostly lights as it tracked hand movements to perform the actions he needed. To either side of it was the fleshy membrane for Six to slot in his hands if he were controlling the craft. He knew nothing about how it worked, but it was the most advanced system the Empire had to offer. All in the pursuit of power. 


	Power only Six could find as an oracle.


	Its whisper floated through his restless dreams. The touch of it encompassed him in the shared memories underneath his own until he awoke to find himself cut off still. All oracles felt it that way, at least until their years were up. Most oracles didn’t live past ten years in the Emperor’s service. Forced from the dark as something close to human, but not quite, and then reclaimed a decade later. In that time, they didn’t age; they simply existed in stasis. Six would die, in a way. While his body would linger like rot, seemingly alive, he would not. The mind would let go. The blessed dark would take over once again. A mercy. 


	He’d seen the grotesque attempts to keep the bodies of older oracles alive. The skin withered and blackened, suspended in tubes. They always stared, eyes empty, at the dark like something stared back. Needles scored their skin. IVs left inside veins to rot. All in the pursuit of learning what they really were. But answers were never found.


	Eventually, a new oracle would be ripped from their silent dream. Again, and again it happened and it would continue until an oracle found the hidden power the Emperor sought. As for why? Why would the Illustrious Emperor of the Cosmos need power when he’d already conquered the known universe and had it and its people beneath his thumb? Six didn’t know. He didn’t care. All he wanted was an end.


	And Six was close. So, so close. He felt the thrum of ancient power in his bones. The way its presence vibrated through him as an echo.


	He touched the strider’s core system and loaded the orbital radio scanner controls with a motion of his fingers. It bubbled out of the dark within and met his fingertips with a soft golden glow. Slowly, he searched through the omnipresent radio waves for the voice in his dreams. This was the only way he could find it awake. 


	Six had heard it that way in the heart of the Empire and had followed it until the trail became too hard to grasp. Unfortunately, the Emperor’s people had come with him. The floating station of pristine white with blinking lights glittered in the dark not too far away. It was pure noise. Bright, stunning, and grating. Chatter at all times. Drowning out everything. Six couldn’t think in there.


	Out here, trapped in a strider with only metal and glass between him and the dark, however? He could find the voice. Fragments of it singing the promise of the golden trail leading him home. He just had to catch it long enough to connect. Across each turn of the radio tuner, he heard a word. A phrase. A soft sigh teasing him. He had to string them together until—
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