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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was writing Crocodile Cult, I realized it could have been a hundred pages longer if I had followed the thread of the Mindshredders’ origins. But that story belonged elsewhere. This book, The Eclipse of Thalasyx, is that longer version, told the way it needed to be.

      The idea would not leave me alone. What happens in a world where privacy does not exist, where every thought and feeling is laid bare? At first, it sounded like a fascinating experiment. In practice, it was a nightmare. The rules of such a world bent the writing in directions I did not anticipate, forcing me to wrestle with challenges that pushed the story and me in unexpected ways.

      I enjoy my privacy. I like being a little introverted. Many of us do. Exploring a culture where that was impossible stayed with me. It haunted me. And it demanded this book.

      What you hold is the result: sharp, focused, and removing the parts you might likely skip. I hope you enjoy.

      More than that, I hope it lingers, challenging, unsettling, and making you think in the days and weeks ahead.

      - Paul Michael Peters
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      The Celestial Spider seized mid-pilgrimage, ensnared in the vast strands of the Cosmic Web. The Clavis Torqueo Monks of Gearturn jolted awake as three unbelted rule-breakers slid helplessly across the floor. Abbé disliked interruptions—even celestial ones. He and Faria, senior deacons, steadied the men and made way, offering any assistance to Captain Sheldrake.

      “She just stopped—won’t crawl another step on this web,” Sheldrake said, staring too long through the glass. “Been with her for years. She’s never refused.”

      From this distance, the three could see something metallic, blinking red.

      “We get debris caught in the webbing regularly. Not sure why this would spook her. She’s a good spider—a grand girl. Been with her for years. Must be something. Something spooked her.” Captain Sheldrake shook his head. “Don’t understand it.”

      “Have you any mobility units?” Faria asked.

      “Yes, yes. Required to have one for each passenger,” the captain explained. “More than your group of twelve.”

      “You have a plan, Faria?” Abbé asked.

      “Abbé, you and I will suit up and walk the web to the object. If possible, we will extract it for safe passage.”

      “Yes, yes. Let’s suit you two up.” Sheldrake hurried them out of his watch.

      The three went to the evacuation room and found two mobility units. The captain checked each with care to ensure safety and fortitude for a web walk. It took the better part of an hour, but soon, both monks were ready and at the door.

      “Now, she’s a bit ticklish under the legs, so mind where you step,” the captain instructed. “Once she sees you get close, she’s likely to help you down.”

      In the pressure room, the atmosphere exchange made it safe for the two to exit through the outer door. Stepping onto the white Celestial Spider’s cephalothorax felt uncertain, like walking on dry sand. The crystal granules of spider skin were unexpected, deceptive from their distant appearance. As the monks approached the patella, a shimmy ran through the entire body, and the ship attached to the abdomen quaked.

      “I guess she is ticklish,” Abbé said, regaining balance.

      When she realized that the two bodies in space suits were attempting to walk the web, she lowered her left front leg, forming a ramp for the two to traverse. With relative ease, aided by her assistance, they bounded onto the Cosmic Web with a twang.

      “I’ve never been this close before. You?” Abbé asked.

      “The Cosmic Web?” Faria replied. “Only through the portholes, passing by.”

      “Look at it—it must be six men wide.” The communication in the helmet clicked. “Easy to walk.”

      “Looks safe enough.” Faria inched forward.

      Close behind, Abbé talked to distract himself from the looming heights and darkness. “Gearturn is innovating so fast these days, I bet they’ll start to build machines that travel the Cosmic Web one day.”

      “Replace the Celestial Spider fleet? Never.” Static followed Faria’s voice.

      “They could make mech—faster, last lon⁠—”

      “There are clusters of Spiders at each—” Abbé’s voice got lost in the crackle. “What would they all do?”

      “I’m not sure,” the shorter monk replied. “But I’m sure that technology might—independent travel.”

      Static became more frequent in the communications as Faria said, “The Celestial Spiders build the Cosmic Web. What would⁠—”

      “What’s that? I only caught part of that.” Abbé called back.

      “I said, the Cosmic Web is spun by Spiders,” but the recurring static drowned him out.

      Distant and soft at first, it began to grow louder. It seemed to coincide with each blink of the beacon’s red light. As they drew closer, the static worsened—constant now.

      Faria took Abbé by the arm after spotting the object. He led them back halfway, until the static grew less disruptive. In broken sentences, Abbé understood the plan that Faria communicated: “Orb. Flashes... static disruption is causing the problem. Must be electromagnetic waves⁠—”

      Faria pointed to Abbé’s chest. “—and I can lift it. Bring back… inspect it there.”

      Abbé nodded, the fixed helmet making his whole torso dip up and down.

      Returning to the device, the two men stood over it to inspect the impact. It had struck just the right spot. Abbé moved to the far side. Faria turned so he wouldn’t have to walk backwards. Both bent at the knee and lifted the object. With little to no gravity, it was only a matter of guiding its direction, while the cleats on their mobility suits allowed for an awkward walk.

      With each step closer, Abbé and Faria watched the spider’s legs retract—pulling back and shaking from what seemed like fear, not ticklishness. Faria looked back and shrugged. With nothing but static in their ears, the two were left with hand signals and exaggerated gestures.

      They set down the device, pulsing with red light. Faria waved his arms high and wide, getting the attention of Captain Sheldrake.

      He spotted them and started to coax his spider companion with kind words. “Come on, girl. Help me here, darling.” He pulled levers and knobs, sweet-talking her toward calm.

      In another attempt, Abbé and Faria lifted the device and stepped forward, sending the spider retracting again.

      “I hate to do it to you,” Sheldrake said, “but I must.” He hit the big red button, sending an injection of a calming agent into her system to help her relax. As the potion worked, the desired effect followed—her legs relaxed, unfolding into a ramp, and her belly came to rest easily on the webbing.

      Up the spider’s leg, over her tickle spot, and back into the atmosphere chamber—the effort had worked according to plan. Just the removal of some space debris.

      Inside the ship, placed at the center for all the Clavis Torqueo Monks to observe, Faria and Abbé removed their helmets. They could feel the shimmy of the Celestial Spider’s eight legs starting up again—full speed—heading for their home on Gearturn.

      “What a prize,” one monk said in admiration.

      “What a story to tell when we arrive,” another agreed.

      “What is it?” asked a third—a more reserved monk.

      “Well, a beacon.”

      “Yes,” the monk said, “but what kind? What does it do?”

      Abbé opened his mouth to speak, but the cabin exploded with red light. His breath froze in his chest. For an instant, he thought time itself had stopped—every monk around him locked mid-gesture, mid-thought.

      Then came the darts. He saw them streak from the beacon, each a glint of steel. A whispering snap followed, and pain lanced his neck in a surgical strike. It was sharp and cold, then instantly consumed by heat that surged through his body. Faria staggered beside him, lips parting soundlessly as both men convulsed in unison.

      The burn rose fast—liquid fire racing through Abbé’s veins, hammering with each beat of his heart. His chest clenched. His skull felt caught in a vise, the pressure so absolute it was as if the air itself had turned to iron. He tried to cry out, but his tongue lay heavy, useless. Faria’s terror flashed across the training-link between them, but neither could form words.

      Then it tightened: a strange, suffocating pressure wrapped around the skull, snug and unforgiving, as if an invisible swimmer’s cap had snapped into place.

      Abbé’s pulse quickened. A bizarre sensation took hold—impossibly vivid, as though it were happening within him. A swirling motion spiraled inward, like a seahorse uncoiling. The movement was deliberate, almost graceful, burrowing into the center of his mind. And there, impossibly, something opened: a delicate unfurling, precise and calculated, like the opening of a parasol on a still, summer day.

      A vision flared. A purple planet emerged in his mind, as vivid as any waking sight. Its surface shimmered with glinting red lights, scattered like constellations of cities from the vantage of orbit. Between the lights, golden streams wove and rippled like living rivers, flowing with elegance and unnatural order.

      “Thalasyx,” the voice intoned—resonant with a reverence that bordered on zealotry. “Homeworld to the Brotherhood of Mindshredders.”
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