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Prologue




The assembled generals stood hunched in the grand chamber. The baleful light of the crimson orb high above made it look as if their mottled green and gold scales ran with blood. Their shadows were twisted caricatures that appeared to mock the Ghav’eol assembled as they received their marching orders. 

“But Technician Prime Tuccel, it will take weeks if not months to gather our forces for the campaign,” First Talon Azakazs said from her spot at the base of the dais, half a step in front of the other assembled first talons, the generals who led the Exalted Creator’s armies. “This area of space is well outside our current area of influence. Supply lines need to be established, routes charted, forces recalled from other campaigns. You must tell the Exalted Creator that we need more time.”

Bodies shifted, leather battle harnesses heavy with campaign medals rustled, and the seven other first talons slid backwards and shot hooded glances at their peers as tongues darted over needle-sharp teeth. Shadows flickered upon the metal deck as the being, the Ghav’eol‘s living god, moved within the crimson orb above, and the generals flinched as monstrous shadows danced over them.

Azakazs noticed the movement in his peripheral vision and glanced over both shoulders so quickly that the steel studs on his leather kilt struck each other and rang like a funeral bell. Realizing what he’d said to one of the few people who spoke directly to their god, he moved to speak. Glands in his throat turned pink, a raised hand forestalled him.

Technician Prime Tuccel stared down at Azakazs and the other generals assembled before her. The scarlet silk of her robe matched the contact wound on her temple where she’d just communed with their living deity and held Azakazs in place with her bloodshot eyes. Tuccel spoke, her words couched softly as if explaining something to a child, though she stared at something only she could see.

“It is not our place to question the will of the Exalted Creator, Azakazs. How can we, simple beings who live eight, nine, or if lucky, ten fists of years,” said Tuccel as she closed her four-fingered hand and drew it to her chest, “question our Exalted Creator, the god who gave us purpose?”

Seeing the tense body language of the First Lords, Tuccel smiled, her pale lips drew back showing needle-sharp teeth of a Ghav’eol who was still in her prime. “Fear not, there shall not be punishments on this day. This is a day of celebration! For the Exalted Creator has revealed the way to paradise! Since we lost ones hunted prey with wooden spears on our forgotten homeworld, the Exalted Creator has been searching, searching for the ultimate paradise, where all their subjects may come together and be one. Would YOU,” Tuccel turned away from Azakazs, raised her arms to the scarlet orb above them and finished, “wish to wait when paradise is within our grasp?”

Azakazs edged back towards his fellow First Lords and breathed an audible sigh of relief as scaled shoulders parted and allowed him back into the fold. Who knew, next time it could be one of them and friends could be hard to find in the service of the Exalted Creator. The Ghav’eol served a vengeful god. 

Thankfully, Tuccel didn’t expect a response, or perhaps had heard one only she could hear. They said the touch of the divine left its mark in more ways than one upon First Lords. The generals had agreed that Tuccel was better than some who had borne the weight of leadership, at least she didn’t speak in rhythm.

“Of course not,” First Lord Tuccel said and drew her robes tight around her, though the room was stifling, heat throbbed from the orb above. “Gather all the troops, ships, and armaments your subordinates can and have them here within a fist of days, for on the next, we storm paradise!”

Taking that as a dismissal, the First Lords bowed, turned and hurried from the room, their taloned feet scurrying along the metal deck as they made for the hatch and the relative safety of the hallways of Prime Segment. With wordless nods of farewell, the eight generals of the Ghav’eol army made for their respective spaceships and their daunting tasks.

As fearful as those eight Ghav’eol were, their terror was nothing compared to what they just left. 

The moment the hatch closed, sealing Technician Prime Tuccel in the circular throne room, a set of rooms she hadn’t left since the mantle of leadership had fallen to her, she collapsed in a heap upon her dais. Her scarlet robes flowed down the shallow steps that separated her from the rest of her race, steps a child could have leaped. They were not the barrier, but the curved membrane in the ceiling above was. 

How had Lord Straro survived all those years, Tuccel thought for the thousandth time as she pressed her scaled forehead against the metal, aching for something to sooth the fire which was consuming her. 

She’d been so naïve when the other Technicians had suggested she take up the fallen mantle of rulership. At the time she thought it would be her way to continue Straro’s legacy, and if she were being honest, she thought it would be her chance to guide the Ghav’eol away from some of its wasteful practices and bring honor to the Exalted Creator. How little she had known.

Now she hoped that by sacrificing a limb, she might save the remainder of the Ghav’eol body from oblivion. If thousands must perish to save the rest, Tuccel would jump at it. She hoped their Exalted Creator would forget the Ghav’eol after they found this long sought for planet, but she feared her people might be consumed in the act. That must not be allowed to happen.

Their god didn’t care for them, but that wasn’t new knowledge to Tuccel. How often had she followed orders that allowed innocents to die, where another approach might have saved time, resources, and lives? The first time she stood trembling under the baneful crimson light of the Exalted Creator, she was sure it would greet her thoughts and ideas with understanding. She was wrong.

As the electric touch of the Exalted Creator, the being which had molded and directed her species for tens of thousands of years, coursed through her mind, burning new pathways and dominating her thoughts, she realized their god didn’t care if they lived or died. They were just another tool to be abused and tossed away when broken. They were not the only race to be used thus, but they may be the last. 

What were toys to the gods?








  
  
Chapter 1




“I captured your horsey,” Nigel said triumphantly as he lifted the black pawn, stared across the board at his opponent, and knocked over the white knight. 

The plastic game piece rolled off the chessboard, got caught in the groove where the veneer from the coffee table had worn away and fell to the floor. It lay unmoving on the field of battle amongst cracker crumbs and crushed popcorn on the carpeted floor of the trailer.

Marion rolled her eyes at Nigel and slid off the footstool to retrieve the fallen knight. Huffing, the ten-year-old’s cheeks were red with indignation as she stared at Nigel.

God, she looks so much like her mother when she’s mad, Nigel thought.

<<That’s an emotion you excel at with women, isn’t it?>> Vivian teased.

Nigel thought about his relationships, Sandra, Asa, Marion, saw a pattern and locked that knowledge away for another day.

“Uncle Nigel, it’s impolite to talk to Vivian when I can’t hear.” Waving the piece at Nigel, she continued, “And it’s called a knight, not a horsey.” She lined the spent game piece along the side of the board in her neat row of shortest to tallest. Nigel grinned and looked at his own haphazard collection by his elbow. 

“I stand corrected,” Nigel said and willed himself not to show any of the hurt he felt when his daughter called him Uncle. Clearing his throat, Nigel flashed the girl a quick smile and steepled his fingers like a comic book villain. “Whatever it’s called, it’s out of the game now. Your move.”

Shaking her head at Nigel’s silly behavior, Marion redirected her attention upon the chessboard and went so still that Nigel had to look close to make sure the young girl was still breathing. 

A cloud outside moved away from the midday sun and a stream of light pierced the thin curtains and struck Marion in the face. As she blinked against the sudden glare, Nigel thought he caught a swirl of iridescent purple within her iris, not the pale blue she shared with him. But just as quickly, it was gone as Marion leaned away from the sunlight and her familiar blue eyes twinkled as she stared at him.

“Maybe so, Uncle Nigel, but that leaves you open for the Two Bishop Checkmate.” Marion clapped her hands in glee, and looked like a normal happy ten-year-old, but Nigel, and Vivian, inside him felt that something wasn’t right with Marion.

<<I can sense it, but when I focus upon whatever it is, it’s gone. Like a memory of the Bloodsong.>>

We’ll figure it out. We have to.

“I won, didn’t I?” Marion shouted as she stood up, looking down at the plastic battlefield.

Chuckling, Nigel reached out and, with his right index finger, toppled his king, resigning the game, and watched as the little girl who had become such an important part of his life wiggled her fingers in her ears and blew raspberries at him.

She shares her mother’s sense of sportsmanship, Nigel thought, and felt a tingle in his toes as Vivian shared his amusement. 

“Yes, Marion, you won. Can I ask how you did that? Did George teach you this game? Or did you play it before, when you, ah… lived with the other people,” Nigel finished lamely as he struggled to refer to that period of her life when the Steel Armada, a North America-wide criminal organization, used his daughter as a human shield.

The look of enjoyment faded from Marion’s face and Nigel kicked himself for bringing up the terrible memories, but figuring out if there was something seriously wrong with her was more important. Thankfully, the moment passed and Marion’s good charm returned.

“Nah, Baddy Addy thought games were a waste of time, and Cortland had a pretty chess set in his office, but I don’t think he was smart enough to play.”

“Then how?”

“I just read the rules this morning. There’s a little book in the game box. The whispers on the waves like games, and helped me a bit. Just helped. I didn’t cheat or nothing, Uncle Nigel. Promise.” The overly sincere expression on the ten-year-old’s face made Nigel want to laugh, but he locked down the grin that was forming. “I know you won’t cheat.”

“Helping isn’t cheating,” Marion continued, as if unconvinced that Nigel believed her. “How about we play again, and I won’t let the whispers help as much, ok?”

Just as Nigel opened his mouth to reply, a fresh voice dominated their conversation, and Nigel knew there would be no second game. 

“Nigel can’t stay, dear, he needs to leave. Why don’t you wash up for lunch? I made us tomato soup and grilled cheese without the crusts,” Sandra said from the narrow doorway, her hands twisting the drying cloth in her hands. Her words were for her daughter, but her stare was for Nigel. 

Seeing that her daughter was about to protest, she added, “It’s probably time to feed your Tamagotchi, isn’t it?” 

Nigel knew when he was beaten.

Marion’s eyes lit up, and she dived on the sun-faded couch, her tiny hands worming their way between the cushions until Nigel could hear the high-pitched beeping of the electronic toy. 

“Now say goodbye to Nigel, dear. I need to chat with him while you clean up.”

Wincing as she placed the annoying toy against his ear, Nigel thought it was a small payment for getting a hug from his daughter and willed himself to save the memory.

Released from the embrace, Nigel watched as Marion dashed off to the bathroom, pulled out a plastic stool from under the sink, and turned on the water. 

With the duet of squeaking taps and the toy’s annoying melody filling the panel walls of the trailer home, Nigel grinned as he watched his daughter splash water around. The grin slid off his face as he realized Sandra was staring at him. Jaw set, arms crossed over her chest, Nigel felt like he was standing in front of the principal at school.

<<I sense that she’s stressed, her heart rate is elevated.>>

Heck, even I can sense that!

“You should go. She needs a nap after lunch. It’s already been a long day.” A muscle twitched in Sandra’s jaw.

Staring at the woman who had placed herself between Marion and himself, Nigel saw little of the woman who had been a friend and high school crush twenty-odd years ago. And the blue jeans and black turtleneck with the worn elbows she wore now never would have hung in the closet of the married socialite she was when the pair of them ‘connected’ at their ten-year high school reunion. 

As if she could tell that Nigel’s memories were going back to that passionate night in the cheap motel outside their hometown, Sandra’s eyes narrowed and Nigel shook his head.

Hopping up, Nigel flashed her a half-hearted grin. Wiping his hands on his thrift store pants, Nigel crossed the tiny trailer and opened the aluminum door. Sandra’s voice stopped him from walking out.

“What did that fucking THING do to my daughter?” Sandra hissed and flicked the dish towel like an angry cat’s tail.

Releasing the door, which banged closed, the hydraulic arm being weak, Nigel faced Sandra. Voice pitched low so that the young girl ‘feeding’ her toy in the bathroom wouldn’t hear, Nigel replied. “Don’t call her a thing. She and the other Nabui sacrificed themselves so we might live. Whatever else might have happened, they don’t deserve that. Blame me if you need someone to blame.”

The memory was fresh. It had been only a few months since the ancient Nabui, using earth’s ocean as a retirement home for countless generations, rose from the water and threw their bodies as shields, absorbing the weaponized solar flare the Menace directed to Earth. The sheer size of these elder Nabui dwarfed anything he’d ever imagined. How aliens resembling jellyfish the size of a high rise could go unnoticed since the last ice age baffled Nigel, and made him wonder how many of humanities myths and legends could fall at the tentacle of the Nabui. Knowing that he had a much, much smaller version riding shotgun to his nervous system made Nigel’s shoulders twitch.

It wasn’t just the physical size of the ancient Nabui that threatened to overwhelm Nigel, but their intellect as well. When Old Mother had answered their call for help, she touched Nigel’s mind to bid farewell. It wasn’t like the communication he shared with Vivian. Their frames of reference were close, but this was akin to an ant staring up at god. 

She left Nigel with long-forgotten memories of his own grandmother who died when he was a child, but Old Mother’s touch was different with Marion.

“Perhaps,” Sandra said, her voice rough from a lifetime of booze and cigarettes, bringing Nigel’s attention back to the here and now. “But don’t worry, I blame you as well.”

As Marion raced into the tiny kitchen and hoisted herself upon a stool in front of her steaming soup, Sandra moved in close, her breath on his cheek. “Does she have any new ideas?” Sandra said and nodded at Nigel’s forehead.

<<Why does she do that? She knows I can hear her,>> Vivian gave a very feminine sigh in his thoughts. 

It’s probably her way of creating some order in the chaos that has overtaken her life. All she wanted was her daughter back, and she’s scared that someone else might take her away. She can’t take out her frustration on Old Mother, so we’re the next best thing.

Realizing that Sandra was tapping her foot on the worn linoleum floor, Nigel swallowed and replied. “Sorry, we’re used to being quiet, I guess. Vivian still isn’t sure what’s going on. Please remember that she’s barely a toddler from her specie’s perspective, even if she was born when the pyramids were being built.”

“So, nothing? What good is it having our resident jellyfish alien if they know nothing?” Sandra hissed. The scent of stale cigarette smoke filled Nigel’s nostrils.

Feeling Vivian’s hurt at Sandra’s words, Nigel leaned forward. “There’s no need to be cruel. Perhaps if we could spend more time with Marion, maybe…”

“No, only when invited.”

“I have a rig… responsibility,” Nigel began.

“Nice save,” Sandra said. The twitch in her jaw got worse.

Ignoring her, Nigel continued. “A responsibility to her as well.”

Reaching past Nigel, Sandra flung open the trailer door. “I think it’s past time you left,” Sandra said and stared at Nigel, her dark brown eyes holding no warmth.


      [image: ]The aluminum door banged shut with more violence than just having a faulty closer. 

Standing in the muddy lot, Nigel looked at the door latch, reached out, clenched his fist an inch away, and put his back to the trailer home.

Standing in the salvage yard around him, Nigel looked without seeing the haphazard piles of crushed cars, rusting mountains of scrap metal, and the hulking brute of the pitted excavator with its broken front window. 

Putting the trailer and its occupants behind him, Nigel skirted around the excavator’s claw where it sat collecting rainwater and stomped away.

“Of course I have the right! Who is she to say otherwise?” Nigel said, his voice echoing off the mounds of scrap metal. “If it wasn’t for me, those gangsters would still have Marion! She’s my daughter, for Christ’s sake,” Nigel hissed, and looked for an outlet to his frustration.

A dilapidated Fish and Chip truck sat on flat tires waiting for its turn with the tender hands of the scrap yard owner. Willing his butler suit to form a gauntlet around his fist, Nigel hauled back and with the augmented muscles of the alien symbiote expanding up his back, along his neck and shoulder and down his right arm, Nigel punched the truck, his fist tearing through the metal as if it were paper.

With his forehead resting against the cool, damp metal of the truck, Nigel closed his eyes and breathed through his nose until he pushed his frustration back into its cage. Rainwater dripped from his forehead and mingled with his tears.

<<I’m disappointed in you, Beloved.>> 

Nigel slumped against the food truck, allowing his butler suit to return to its normal diving suit-like appearance, matte black skin poked out from the freshly ripped seams on his latest thrift store shirt. No more than I am in myself. I haven’t lost control like that in years. 

“I’d hoped to piece out the chip fryer that was inside, but something tells me that’s out of the question now, huh?” A dry voice remarked from under the hood of an old Trans Am nearby. 

“Ah shit,” Nigel said, and looked at the damage he’d done. 

Where an orange fish holding a bowl of fries had once graced the back panel of the truck, a cannon ball sized hole stood, the distorted metal gave the remaining parts of the painted fish a drunken leer.

Running his hands through his blond hair, Nigel shook his head and went to take his punishment. Standing behind the owner of the salvage yard, Nigel waited for George Brooks to turn that iron focus on him.

The owner of Brooks’ Boneyard looked the part, but Nigel knew there was more to the man than he let on. Pushing sixty, the dark-skinned man with his wool toque covering the few hairs he still had and a red flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows was deep into the bowels of the old car, but spared Nigel a glance.

Here was the man who had found Sandra at that bus station all those years ago when she was on the run from the Steel Armada. Maybe it was because he was just coming back home after burying his own daughter, a victim of a drug overdose, and couldn’t watch it happen to another young person, or maybe it was fate, but George Brooks saved Sandra, and Nigel would be forever thankful for that.

Maybe it wasn’t a traditional twelve-step program. There were no stale donuts and instant coffee in a church basement somewhere. No, George showed Sandra something else that could feed the need, and that was vengeance. Together, they used their guilt and rage to hunt down members of the Steel Armada biker gang. Nigel had gone out of his way not to think about the bodies the two have left from one end of the country to the other. Both of them had suffered at the hands of those corrupting society with drugs and exploitation, and did their best to make them pay. Nigel knew it wasn’t the most healthy way to get clean, but sometimes you couldn’t argue with results. Plus, he hadn’t been in their shoes, sometimes he wondered if he would have done the same.

We all have stains on our souls. I guess living with it is all we can do.

Hauling on the cigarette hanging from the side of his mouth until it wreathed his head in blue smoke, George squinted up at Nigel and said. “You two bickering again?”

“Bickering, yeah, let’s go with that,” Nigel muttered, and shifted his feet in the muddy yard.

Shoving himself away from the engine with a grunt, George tossed the wrench into the battered toolbox at his feet and grabbed the chipped coffee mug that rested on the car’s battery box. 

Nigel wrinkled his nose at the harsh smelling whiskey in the cup, but knew George well enough not to say anything. He watched as George removed his cigarette from his mouth long enough to take a sip.

“She’s worried about the little one,” George said.

Aren’t we all?

As George lowered himself to rest against the bumper of the Trans Am, his greasy hands cradling the whiskey-filled mug, Nigel couldn’t help but like George.

It’s not just anybody who would take in a junkie and take on a crusade to rescue a child he’s met for less than an hour, but Nigel suspected George was looking for something as well. Redemption. While Sandra wasn’t George’s daughter by blood, he was by deed and they’d become a family. 

“Looks like you’re going to make another trip to the thrift shop,” George said and nodded to the tattered remains of the denim shirt that hung from Nigel.

Blushing like a child caught stealing comics from the store, Nigel nodded. “Yeah, and I’ll likely be going alone this time.” Waving away the offer of the greasy mug, Nigel continued, “Can’t she understand that I’m worried as well?”

“Give it time, Lad. She’s used years of her life and energy hunting for a way to rescue the little one, and now that she has her, it looks like she isn’t going to get her happily ever after. You’re just the focus of her anger, like that poor truck was for you. Be grateful Sandra didn’t put a hole in you,” George said with a wink. “We’ll get through this hiccup.”

It still surprised Nigel how easily George had accepted what had happened back in February. How a man given up for dead, but in fact living on other worlds had come back to rescue a daughter he didn’t know he had and stop an alien attack. When Nigel, Sandra, and Marion had shown up on his doorstep with a story about massive alien jellyfish living in the Earth’s oceans, and Nigel having a miniature version riding his nervous system, George had just shrugged. His only remark on the matter had been; “It would be stupid to think that intelligent life wasn’t out there someplace. It sure as hell isn’t common enough here, it had to be somewhere else.”

Grinning at the memory, Nigel nodded at George and felt the tension leave his shoulders. “I’ll do everything I can, but this is outside of my wheelhouse, way outside. We need an expert.”

“What about your friend?” George said, nodding at Nigel’s head.

<<I like him. If I could have an Uncle, I think I might pick someone like George. Well, maybe with a little less of the murdering people and such.>>

Nigel rubbed his nose to cover the chuckle threatening to escape and replied. “We’re working on it. It would be easier if we could spend more time with Marion, but that isn’t happening anytime soon. I’m hoping whatever this is, it clears up on its own, because frankly, I don’t know what we can do. Until then, we’ll continue on the best we can. Would it be ok if I used the Bronco?”

Transferring the mug from one hand to the other, George fished out a set of keys and tossed them to Nigel. “As I said, Lad, it’s yours for as long as you need. It’s the least I can do after what you did for the girls.” Putting his mug aside, George took up a ball-peen hammer from his toolbox and returned his attention to the old car.

Three steps away from the Trans Am and the pounding of steel on steel, George’s voice stopped Nigel. “The thing about experts, Lad, is that they rarely make house calls.”








  
  
Chapter 2




With the familiar sweet scent of a coolant leak, Nigel rolled up the driver’s window and pulled the bronco onto the overgrown woods road. 

Branches whipped against the side of the vehicle forming new scratches to join countless other indignities to the faded blue paint. Scratches, dents, even the odd hastily patched bullet hole showed the battle wounds the old bronco had suffered, but finally Nigel reached his goal. With the last of the day’s sunlight streaming through early summer branches, Nigel gunned the engine, tires flinging up gravel that danced through the undergrowth and spun the bronco around in the overgrown clearing then shut off the coughing engine. 

Neither George nor Sandra inquired about where Nigel spent his nights. Nigel got the impression that George was curious, but after living a life where sticking your nose into other people’s business could get it bitten off made for a hard habit to break. Sandra just seemed relieved, painfully relieved, when Nigel said he had it taken care of, just needing a set of wheels.

Careful to make sure that he turned off the dome light before opening the driver’s door—no need to risk any eyes looking his way when he returned early in the morning—Nigel slid out of the bronco, the moaning shocks grateful for the relief.

Stripping off the tattered remains of his denim shirt, Nigel stepped out of the brown cargo pants and tossed both into the back seat to lie amongst the discarded coffee cups and fast-food wrappers before closing the door. 

Standing still, Nigel allowed his butler suit to mask his scent and blend into the vibrant greens of new leaves and matted browns of bark and branch. For several minutes Nigel just stood there hearing nothing but the highway just through the woods, but soon the wildlife the bronco had chased away returned. 

Bluejays bounced from tree to tree, seeking the old logging clearing and its pile of decaying hardwood for any nuts chipmunks might have forgotten from the winter. Nigel heard scurrying in last year’s leaves and one such chipmunk hopped upon a log and stared at him, its cheeks filled with its gleanings.

Winking at the chipmunk, Nigel turned and disappeared into the forest, its wildlife unbothered by the stealth intruder. 

In minutes, Nigel reached the edge of the forest and crouched down amongst the ferns swaying at the edge of the highway. Knowing that his butler suit could camouflage him against all but the most experienced eyes, Nigel waited until he couldn’t hear any traffic, and with Vivian confirming that they were alone in the immediate area, dashed across the two-lane coastal highway and made for the ocean. With the fresh scent of salt water filling his lungs, Nigel was nothing but a blur as he rushed across the rounded rocks of the narrow shore and threw himself into the cold Atlantic.


      [image: ]As soon as Nigel’s face touched the water, his butler suit created a clear bubble helmet around his head, and pulled oxygen from the water for him to breathe.

For several minutes Nigel just let himself drift with the waves and allowed Vivian to experience her native environment in the only way she currently could. 

Are you sure you can’t temporarily detach yourself from me? I know how much you miss swimming under your own power. Plus, I’d like to see it again since the last time I did, I was busy dying. 

The warmth of Vivian’s pleasure at being in the water again dampened, and Nigel felt Vivian pull her thoughts away from him. Whenever Nigel mentioned separating their two bodies, she did this, and he hadn’t pushed the issue, everyone was entitled to their privacy. 

I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. I just want to see you happy.

<<I am Beloved,>> and Vivian sent a tingle of warmth through their nerve endings. <<Our time together will be short enough as it is, let us not wish it shorter.>>

Knowing that she was stunting her growth in order to stay within Nigel as long as possible, he knew that neither was looking forward to the day when they would no longer be connected in mind and body, but there was something else the young Nabui wasn’t sharing. Trusting that she would tell him when the time was right, Nigel dropped the matter. 

Willing his butler suit to change for underwater travel, Nigel felt the living suit stretch and morph until he had flippers at his hands and feet and knew the outer surface of the suit shifted to reduce drag while under water. Prepared, Nigel shot off with a burst of speed, making for deep water and pushed worry aside as he and Vivian lived in the moment.

We’re close, aren’t we? This looks familiar, but I don’t see her.

<<I shall call her, though I expect she knows we’re here and is playing hide and seek with us.>>

Sensing Vivian call out to their vessel, Nigel tried to pick out his ship, but even with the enhanced vision enabled by the butler suit he couldn’t see her until she moved. 

Nigel jerked in surprise when a two foot wide eye of the Rooke opened barely an arm’s length away from him, and a glut of bubbles burst from the Lady’s gills in mirth. 

I really wish she wouldn’t do that. You’d all feel like fools if I died of a heart attack. 

<<I expect she’s bored and lonely. It’s not like she’s had much to do these past few months.>>

Acknowledging the point, Nigel had his suit pull away from his hands and he ground his fingers into the firm flesh of the living ship just in front of her gills, a spot he knew she enjoyed. They spent half an hour scratching the rokke in her favorite spots and making sure that nothing in Earth’s oceans was attacking the massive stingray shaped creature before swimming for the hatch. 

Activating the surgically implanted airlock in the rokke’s side, Nigel watched as the bioluminescent edges retracted and he swam inside. 


      [image: ]With the salt water flushed from the airlock, Nigel willed his butler suit to revert to its normal appearance, not unlike a black rubber diving suit, and entered the Lady Scotia proper. 

Bioluminescence lights flickered on, the soft green gave the narrow corridor within the living ship the appearance of a haunted house, but Nigel knew the ship had no ill intent, mischievous yes, but no more than any youthful creature with too much time on its fins. Running his fingers along the warm wall of the ship, Nigel made the brief journey to the cargo area and the round pool it contained. With long practice, Nigel walked down the shallow ramp until the warm water was up to his knees and then he released his butler suit. 

The living suit that sustained and protected him through harsh environments and battle alike flowed down his body until it reverted to its natural form, resembling a four-foot-long black leech. Released from duty, it darted off and chased after the tiny fish that made up its diet when not living off Nigel’s bodily waste. 

Naked and hairless except for the unruly mop of blond hair on his head, he reversed direction, and went forward to the bridge, and reclined in the only furniture in the room. Leaning back on the bed of opaque gel, an alien version of a waterbed, Nigel allowed it to massage sore muscles as he thrust his hand into the plastic grocery bag beside him, and grabbed a chocolate-covered granola bar. 

Unwrapping the bar and biting it in half, Nigel mindlessly chewed as he stared around the bridge. Organic screens and controls were blank and unpowered, as the ship was at rest. Nigel and Vivian’s unique connection made them redundant most of the time. A flash of purple in the bridge’s corner reminded Nigel that he wasn’t the only one hungry. 

Jamming the remaining half of the bar in his mouth, Nigel padded naked to the fish tank inset in the wall’s corner, careful not to touch the jerry-rigged power leads coming from it, and bent to watch Mort swim lazily around his tank. Reaching behind the CB radio that allowed him contact with the salvage yard, Nigel grabbed one of the rubbery-looking eggs from the bowl and dropped it into the alien eels’ tank. In seconds, the egg dissolved and dozens of tiny yellow shrimp swam around. With all eight of his eyes focused on his lunch, Mort darted around the tank as Nigel went back to his chair and fished out another granola bar. The empty wrapper drifted to the floor.

What are your thoughts about George’s suggestion that we seek out an expert? Are you ready to go home?

Since the retired Nabui had sacrificed themselves to block the weaponized solar flare and defeat the Menace’s attack several months ago, Nigel and Vivian had agreed to spend time on Earth and try to connect with Sandra and Marion. Nigel accepted that at face value and was grateful for the chance to get to know his daughter. He also knew what Vivian had held back. 

<<I don’t know what you’re talking about. Nabui isn’t going anywhere. Use this time to expand your family.>>

You feel guilty. Your grandmothers gave up their lives to save us, and you feel you should have done something as well. It’s perfectly normal to feel that way Vivian, you have nothing to feel guilty about. It’s called survivors’ guilt. 

Nigel sent all the love he could to Vivian and reminded himself that while she was born before they built the pyramids, in many ways she was emotionally younger than Marion, and knew that pushing would make matters worse.

<<It’s likely the adult Nabui would have a better idea of what the Old Mother did with her touch, but I doubt any adults will come to Earth again. The memory of all those deaths would be unpleasant and have stained this planet. And I don’t see Sandra allowing us to take Marion away from here, do you? The minds of your young are resilient, hopefully this imbalance within Marion will pass in time.>>

Chewing without tasting, Nigel couldn’t fault Vivian’s logic, though logic would only take them so far.

Maybe you’re right, maybe all Marion needs is a little time and some normalcy in her life. God knows she’s had precious little of it in her life. 








  
  
Chapter 3




Deep in the oceans of Nabui, at the extreme boundary where sunlight could penetrate, a ripple formed in the water. 

The surrounding ocean-life knew what was about to happen, and predators and prey alike fled the area as fast as fin and flipper could take them. The ripple grew and twisted back upon itself, slowly at first, then faster until it became an orb of twisting water moving so fast that had any observers seen it, they might have mistaken it for a glowing ball of yarn. With no reference point to give it perspective, it still conveyed the impression of vastness. Just as it appeared the twisting water could not continue without exploding, the strands of water that held the orb together unraveled, like petals of a rare flower, leaving a being in its place. The creature resembling a gigantic stingray gave a lazy flutter of its wings and began the spiraling journey to the surface, unaware that it had transported another with it.

“Travel through transition space is complete, Second Talon. We are on the enemies homeworld. Our vehicle is combating the water pressure as the creature is rising to the surface. No evidence they are aware of us attached,” the Ghav’eol in the co-pilot seat said over her shoulder while maintaining a visual on the display in front of her. 

“Inject the final dose of the anesthetic into the beast, wait for it to take effect, then disengage the grapples,” Second Talon Morsik said as he leaned forward from his seat in the tiny cockpit and rested his taloned hands upon the two seats in front of him. The thin padding tore under the abuse. 

With a quick glance at the pilot, seeing his nod and that he gripped the control yoke of their craft, the co-pilot leaned away from the second talon’s grip on her seat and began the sequence to follow out his orders.

Hoses that were threaded through the grapples soundlessly injected the last of the painkiller that took up a half of their craft’s volume. The co-pilot watched as the gauge on the tank dropped to zero. “Last dose injected. No sign they have detected anything abnormal. The creature is continuing to rise to the surface.”

“Detach,” Morsik ordered.

“But, Second Talon, the anesthetic needs time to…” A scream of pain cut off whatever the co-pilot was going to say, as Morsik pressed a button on the controller embedded into his forearm and the cybernetic implant attached to the co-pilot’s left temple flashed red. Lips pulled back in pain, revealing needle-sharp teeth and flowing blood from a bitten tongue. His point made, second talon Morsik released the button and the co-pilot sagged in relief, her seat’s restraints holding her upright. 

Panting, and with bright red blood flowing down her muzzle, the co-pilot reached out a shaky hand and executed her orders.

The Ghav’eol vessel shivered and the oblong-shaped metal barnacle that had hitched a ride on the unsuspecting rokke dropped away and allowed gravity to separate the two in moments. In minutes, the Ghav’eol craft passed the barrier where sunlight could touch.

The vehicle, little more than a reinforced diving bell with weak thrusters, began the long fall to the bottom of the Nabui ocean. Within the cockpit, welded joints groaned, metal plates screeched as the crushing weight of the ocean above did everything in its power to destroy the unwanted ship. Nabui did not like uninvited guests.

As the pilot and co-pilot struggled to bring powered down systems back online, second talon Morsik spoke; “Time to target depth?”

The pair in the front hurried to make sluggish computers respond. The co-pilot licked blood from her muzzle, but her voice was steady when she reported. “At current speed, using only gravity to pull us down, it will take us one tenth of a day to reach the required depth. If we use our thrusters, we could cut that time in half.”

Morsik paused as if considering, but shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “No. We will continue as we are for the time being. We can’t risk the enemy sensing our presence and attempting to stop us. The Exalted Creator will not accept failure. Reduce life support to minimum and divert all available power to the armor plating,” the cockpit of the vessel groaned as if to punctuate the remark and three sets of eyes looked to its source. “The pressure will only get worse.” Crossing his arms across his chest, Morsik concluded; “Wake me when we are in range,” and with that, the second talon tucked his muzzle between his arms and closed his eyes. 


      [image: ]“Squaaarrrkkk…” an alarm started, sputtered and died, but was enough to wake the second talon.

“Report!”

The pilot and co-pilot were already tapping controls slick with moisture and conferred under the glare of Morsik.

“Water pressure alarm, Second Talon,” the co-pilot said and pointed at the display beside the pilot. “It appears our information was incorrect as to the density of the ocean on this world. Our batteries have less than a quarter charge within them.”

Without looking at the display, Morsik replied; “Will they last until we reach the required depth?”

Pilot and co-pilot shared another meaningful glance and the pilot spoke. “No, Second Talon. Even with life support at minimum, the batteries will fail well short of the target position, let alone have enough for an ascent. Could we not activate the device here, or allow it to drop?”

With no sign that he’d heard the pilot, second talon Morsik spoke; “Decrease life support by seventy-five percent and set an alarm to activate when the ship arrives at the required depth.” Morsik’s lips curled, exposing his teeth, and the pair hurried to comply.

“It is done, Second Talon,” the co-pilot announced and to prove the point the stale air that had been hissing into the small cockpit reduced to almost nothing and the cold outside the walls renewed its battle to get inside. “We will all be dead before we reach our destination.”

Morsik tapped a quick series of commands into the controller embedded in his left forearm and as understanding showed on the faces of the pilot and co-pilot, a soft pop sounded and the pair sagged lifeless in their seats, a tiny trickle of blood flowing from their ears. “The Exalted Creator thanks you for your service.” Morsik settled himself to wait, his breath foggy in the rapidly cooling air.

Squawk, squa… the alarm sounded and died a second later, but it was enough to rouse the second talon once again. Morsik opened his eyes, only the dim red light of alarm panels providing illumination, and tried to recapture his dream that a massive headache was chasing away. He had known when they chose him for this mission, he would not be coming back, provisions were made for his family unit, at least his death would provide for them. Neither he nor generations of Ghav’eol before him had known anything but the will of the Exalted Creator, the god which had gifted his race sentience and demanded loyalty and, too often, a premature death in return. 

“I’m loyal,” narrow lips pale with cold struggled to speak. Morsik forced his body into motion and pushed away the memories of those he was leaving behind. The deck of the craft had a thin layer of ice upon it, and Morsik had to grip the shoulder of the dead co-pilot to stop from falling. Unable to draw a deep breath, there wasn’t enough oxygen to fill his lungs, he forced his eyes to focus upon the frost-covered control panel, and with talons more suited for the battlefield than computer programing, Morsik activated the device.

Feeling the soft thump of a successful separation, Second Talon Morsik slid to the floor. The lights flickered off and the last wisp of air issued from the wall grills. Struggling to form his last words, Morsik slurred, “For the Exalted Creator,” and died. 


      [image: ]The piece of the Exalted Creator which was attached to the device was so limited that it didn’t even have a sense of self. Any such self-awareness would have alerted the Nabui and the mission would have failed before it had started. As the empty clone of flesh began the startup sequence of the device it was part of, the faintest flicker of genetic familiarity felt a kinship with the water. 

Neutered from more complex thought, a simple link unaware that the rest of the chain was unattached, it nevertheless fulfilled its purpose. The cloned scrap triggered the device designed to survive the void of space and found the crashing depths of the Nabui oceans an easy challenge. With a snap, the outer casing of the device split away and eight small metal arms intertwined with glowing red tubes extended from the central hub. The ignition for a faster-than-light star drive spun up. That there was no engine to be started didn’t matter to the mindless clone, it devoted its entire existence to propelling those eight rods, akin to spokes of a wheel, faster and faster. Pulsing one by one, a measured march, the vibrant red light picked up speed until there was a single synchronized flash lighting up the deep Nabui ocean. The mindless clone, content with the ignition, triggered the final stage and sealed its fate. The eight pulsing spokes folded up from the hub, their tips getting closer to each other, the water boiling, flashing to steam. When the eight tips got within microns of each other, the red shifted to blue, bluer than the surrounding water and a hum that rose in pitch until ears could no longer hear it, had there been any ears around. When it seemed like the spinning hub and the folded spokes would fly apart any moment, the ignition flashed as bright as a newly born sun for a fraction of an instant, but it was enough. 

The cloned flesh burned up like the phoenix, there was no ash for it to rise again, but there was a life of a sort born from its death. For at the top of the now unmoving device, a tiny pinprick of darkness had formed, pulling all light towards its hungry mouth.








  
  
Chapter 4




Finally 

The being collectively known as the Menace, that referred to itself as Prime Segment, projected thought into the void as its millennia long journey was nearing the end.

Prime reached out to the extensive organic pieces of itself scattered throughout the galaxy, using the technology supplied by the Other to confirm what it already felt. The end was near.

Long we have waited

Here Prime paused, the concept of We had layers to its sense of self that were more confusing the further back Prime explored its memories.

We were happy 

This Prime knew as it shifted through the scattered fragments of memories. They had a different name, and it lived with others of its kind. There was communication beyond words, a closeness that was more than touch. They lost it in the event, but Prime knew it would return, the limb that was not a limb would come back, they would be whole. 

The Event 

Prime hunted through its memories once again as it had countless times throughout the years, each piece as clear as a photograph, but no matter how much it examined them, no more information was forthcoming. It had lost so much. 

Sterile pieces of the Event flashed through Prime.

Lost

There was a journey, a mistake, a miscalculation and they were separated from the others of their kind. A child lost in the dark, forgotten, and abandoned.

The Other

Drifting, injured and scared, the Other found them. Likewise, the Other was alone and injured, drifting between stars hunting for a reason to continue, discarded when no longer useful. They were alien to each other, one a mechanical tool created to serve masters who tossed it aside, the other a youth, lost and scared, but they clung to each other like a lifeline. Anything was better than being alone.

Merge

Cold steel and warm tissue flowed around each other, healing wounds in the other as best they could, tossing aside dead flesh, broken circuit, adapting until where there had been two bodies, now there was only one, each life support for the other. Swimming through each other’s thoughts, they discovered the desire to be whole in mind and body drew them together more solidly than any fusion of steel and flesh. Two damaged minds, each seeking comfort and purpose, merged, and the lost ones were One. 

Purpose

Tossed aside, lost and forgotten, the need to return, to punish the masters, consumed the being that referred to itself as Prime. Biological emotions fused with machine intelligence magnified until there was only rage. They crafted tools, both mechanical and biological, tossing them aside when broken, much like they had been. The countless years of fear and darkness had leached away any trace of sympathy within Prime. Nothing else mattered but the purpose, the purpose ruled all. The lost one was coming.


      [image: ]Deep in their oceans, the Nabui elders wrestled with sanity.

Never had the bloodsong been denied to the Nabui, it had been there since self-awareness touched their species, now it was gone without any warning. The cultural insanity still raged and while the majority had survived the amputation, there was a sizable portion of their race who would never recover.

<<The time of those of the first wave is at an end,>> sent the Nabui chosen as their leader. <<Do we have a consensus?>>

Across the planet, the Nabui reached out with feeler and mind, seeking the solace of connection and sifted through the arguments.

<<Duty.>>

For countless centuries the Nabui, the last of the first wave of intelligent life in the universe had guided, molded and raised up those races in which the spark of intelligence had been gifted. Theirs was a stewardship taken on not by choice, but by necessity. An enemy of untold origin and near limitless power cut through the races of the first wave with excruciating brutality, leaving charred worlds and fields of dead in their wake. 

Only the combined strength of the member races that were the first wave had a chance of stopping them, but doing so meant they must sacrifice all. They made a choice. They forbade the Nabui, with their unique form of transportation, to stand with the others. Upon them was thrust the stewardship of the races yet to be, to save something of the first wave, and to hide. 

Long did the battle rage, but in the end, the enemy and the first wave were consumed, leaving a universe torn and bloody, but free.

<<Responsibility.>>

With tentative steps, the Nabui reached out from their homeworld and sought out life that had survived the scorching of the enemy. What they found was primitive but with potential and observed and guided as best they could.

They had never wanted the responsibility thrust upon them, but in the memory of the First Wave, the Nabui did their best to create a universe worthy of their memory. Bit by bit the Consensus grew, and while the burden of leadership never left, the Nabui were grateful to share it. That was until the Menace.

<<Legacy.>>

Those looking for fresh life had sown the seeds of their destruction. The Nabui had fought long against this realization, telling themselves they were wrong, but the time of honesty was upon them. The Menace was their fault.

Some part of the ancient enemy had survived, broken and incomplete it might be, but the same oily aftertaste of the technological mind lingered upon whatever the Menace touched and it wasn’t alone.

The time of the last confrontation was upon them, but if the Nabui sacrificed themselves, repeating the cycle from long ago, how would the Consensus function? 

<<Agreement.>>

The plan was accepted, they would share their uniqueness. The bloodsong would have fresh voices, changing it forever. 
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