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Prologue
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Three attractive, dark-haired sisters of obvious Greek descent toiled in a deep cave around a wooden loom that stood about as tall as they did. The cave was lit by candles, torches and in one corner, a fire had been set in a natural stone hearth that included a natural chimney. The combination smell of woodsmoke, wool and the natural dampness of the cave was odd, but not unpleasant.

The youngest, appearing about sixteen years old, was working with a distaff and spindle, transforming sacks of washed wool into thread.

The middle sister could have been in her thirties and was actively engaged with the loom, doing the actual weaving.

The oldest had a few small wrinkles and a tiny hint of graying hair, marking her age as possibly late forties or early fifties and was holding a book decorated with gold leaf, the pages of which were covered with intricate weaving patterns. She looked over the shoulder of the middle sister to check her work, occasionally stopping to show her a particular pattern, which was subsequently incorporated into the cloth.

As the three worked, they sang in beautiful harmony, the youngest as soprano, the middle sister as a high alto and the oldest as a deep alto.

From time to time, the middle sister paused her work at the loom to collect new threads from the youngest, measuring each with a rod and the oldest produced a pair of shears to cut it. When the appropriate lengths of thread were obtained, they each returned to their own tasks.

The middle sister stopped singing and her face became a mask of misery as one of the threads on the loom took on a life of its own! The errant thread wove itself into the cloth, altering the pattern they’d chosen for the work! She cursed and pulled at it, seeking to force it back to its original course, to no avail.

The others looked over her shoulders in mounting horror, seeing the sudden, stark change in the cloth, appearing almost like a scar in skin. Each tried in turn to undo the thread’s work, but it was knotted too tightly.

The oldest shook her head, “The arrogance of that one! How dare-” she examined the thread closely and then consulted the book, “-she choose her own path, in flagrant defiance of the pattern we selected!”

The youngest asked, “Lachesis, what do we do about it?”

Lachesis, the middle sister, responded, “Clotho, don’t you remember what we did last time? Atropos will cut the errant thread and we’ll adjust the pattern around the absence.”

Atropos, the oldest sister, nodded, “Indeed.”

She produced her shears and reached out to the offending thread with a look of supreme self-satisfaction, prepared to cut it, while Lachesis continued to work the loom, ready to move adjacent threads in to minimize the effect of the removal. The nimble thread dodged and the older woman cursed! She tried several more times as the thread wove itself ever more tightly into the fabric, intertwining with several adjacent threads, making the ugly scar in the cloth grow larger!

Clotho paused her work while she watched, curious to see how the struggle would end.

* * *
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Much time had passed and the battle with the thread had only grown worse, deftly avoiding each attempt to cut it! Further, it had begun altering the paths of the closest threads, actively weaving a pattern of its own in active defiance of the chosen pattern! Their experiments with the mass-cutting of all adjacent threads had only caused the scar-pattern to expand as the thread wove an even larger section to protect the others, resulting in teaching the thread a new trick, rather than eliminating it! The more Atropos fought against it, the stronger it seemed to become, with its alien pattern growing to encompass an ever-greater number of threads!

“Would you look at this mess?” Atropos eventually complained as she consulted the book, “It’s taken control!”

The pattern of more than a third of the fabric had been subtly warped by the errant thread’s actions. Lachesis stopped the loom and observed. Clotho joined them in staring. The thread waved in the air, as though mocking them.

Atropos vowed, “Little thread, I will show you your place!”

She flipped through the book until she found just the right pattern. She showed it to Lachesis, who smiled and chuckled.

Clotho looked next and smiled with new understanding, “Ah, instead of removing a thread, we’re going to add one?”

“Indeed. The little thread can’t avoid the consequences.” Turning to the loom, she whispered to the thread, “You want to fight your fate? Very well, you’ll have all the power you wish, but at the cost of your sanity, Rachel Levine.” She spoke the name with hatred and then prophesied, “Oh, you shall bear a son and the act of bearing him shall cost you, dearly!”

They paused to unwind nearly half a spindle, looking for just the right length and quality of thread, choosing a piece that was stronger and heavier. Lachesis measured to the orders of Atropos, who cut it free. Clotho produced a spare spindle and wound the loose thread from the floor of the cave onto it for later use.

Lachesis took the new thread in hand, working it in and, as designed, it was immediately latched onto by the ambulant one.

Atropos grinned and laughed evilly, whispering to the pair of threads, “And so easily you accept your doom!”

Lachesis asked, “Now what?”

“We do everything we can to indirectly attack the new thread without ever touching it. We force our opponent to weave the new thread herself, until she tires. Ignore the distortions and continue. In a short while, we shall have...an opportunity to correct the pattern.”

* * *
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The offending thread was finally still, having become tangled with the new one it its attempts to handle the task of weaving both at once, unassisted, while also subtly adjusting many nearby threads. Seeing the engineered opportunity, Atropos reached out with her shears, to cut them both, but was shocked as close to a dozen adjacent threads worked in unison to weave the now-limp form of the tangled threads into the cloth! It was a simple, repeating pattern, but enough to dodge her shears!

“No!” She howled, releasing her repressed rage, “How can she have this level of skill? It shouldn’t be possible for a mere mortal to alter the weave so strongly!”

Lachesis examined the threads of the cloth with a magnifying glass, reporting, “Small movements, sister! She altered the threads around herself, giving them knowledge of the coming pattern! She saw through our trick!”

Atropos opened the book and rifled through it at high speed, until she settled on a very tightly-woven pattern, the tightest she could find. It wouldn’t stop the errant thread, but while it was bound and confined to a simple pattern, they could minimize the damage and take control of most of the cloth. In time, they would bind the ambulant thread so tightly, it would have no choice but to bend to their will.

She admitted temporary defeat, “We plan the whole around this thread, to constrain it. We give the galaxy a time of unplanned peace,” she grumbled in frustration, “and move everything inward from the outer edges as tightly as we can, for now.”

As Lachesis worked to follow the new pattern, Atropos stared at the hated thread’s end, hanging loose. She reached out and, much to her surprise, was able to pick it up.

As her sisters watched, in curiosity, she applied her shears, slicing a small portion off the end.

Atropos grinned with deep satisfaction, “I see now. You’re so focused on the near future, you ignore the end of your life. Enjoy meddling with fate, child. Your end is coming sooner than you think...”

Lachesis breathed a sigh of relief and Clotho nodded, also satisfied by the solution.

From that time forward, Atropos made a habit of trimming the end of the thread, ever so slightly, from time to time. It wasn’t long before the thread was active, once again, having become untangled through the movements of a few adjacent threads. For each change the offending thread made, Atropos cut a portion from the end as punishment, the length removed based on the size of the thread’s changes.

The thread they’d added to tangle the errant one had also begun to weave itself, having picked up the power of its mother, but it seemed content to go with the flow, saving Lachesis a small amount of labor as it cooperated, being no bother at all. It occasionally made a small movement of its own when the shears came near to cut other threads, but it seemingly knew its place, quickly returning to its proper position in the larger pattern after each deviation.

Atropos watched the unusual thread, commenting, “Levi, such a good thread. So unlike his mother.” She prophesied, “He shall have a great role to play in the larger pattern.”

Knowing matters were set to eventually resolve themselves due to their adjustments and the affixed punishment, Atropos got back to her regular work and the sisters returned to singing, though Atropos still watched for any chance to eliminate the thread early.

Knowing the time of peace would bring greater troubles, she knew they would soon have a visitor. It was inevitable. The visitor would present them with a way to put a final end to the errant thread.

Atropos stopped singing, “Prepare the cover for the loom, Clotho. Our visitor should not be allowed to see the patterns in the weave.”

Clotho opened a chest, producing a black, wool sheet. With the help of Lachesis, it was draped over the loom.
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Part 1

The Guest List


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Sustenance
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Which comes first, the imagination or the imagined? In a flight of fancy, does one create something new or instead shape something that already exists? The creature of darkness in the painted cave didn’t know the answer to the question, but was fascinated by the possibilities.

It stared out the mouth of the cave and waited, seeing, but unseen.

Three boys on the cusp of manhood with furrowed brows stood outside, staring in. Each carried a torch and a small jar containing paint made from ochre. They wore the furred skins of animals for clothes.

Behind them was a pile of logs, recently set ablaze for the sake of preparing torches.

One trembled in fear. The others vocalized softly at him and he took a deep breath, calming himself.

The creature of darkness didn’t understand the exchange, but suspected there was something there that could be understood. Later, if it gathered enough energy to sustain itself, it would go to the village to observe.

However, for the time being, it had been summoned by the fear and belief of the boys at the threshold of the cave. It drank in the emotion as the very nectar of life, reveling in it, growing in power moment by moment! Normally it was only one boy, but three at once was an unexpected feast!

If the darkness played the game well, more would come, as they had for countless years; entering the cave had become a rite of passage, a challenge to face and overcome on the path to manhood.

The boys braced themselves and crossed the threshold. Their fear intensified and the most fearful began to tremble again. Forming one small claw through force of will, the darkness invisibly scraped it across the fearful boy’s ankle, leaving a small line of blood! He screamed and began to cry!

The darkness drank in the fresh terror and grew in strength! The other two rushed to their comrade’s side, making soothing noises. The darkness listened to their voices, memorizing the sounds. From much deeper in the cave, it mockingly echoed them!

All three boys jumped at the unnatural and eerie sound of the dark voice! The thick hair of their arms and necks stood on end while the darkness feasted on their dread, growing in power once more!

They huddled together for a time and then continued deeper into the cave. Behind them, the darkness formed large, clawed feet and stepped heavily, mimicking the footsteps of a bear as it used its voice to add an extra dimension of realism, producing a matching roar!

Chasing the panicked boys ever deeper into the cave, its power steadily grew! This was no mere feast, for the darkness was gorging itself! As it grew more solid and gained the ability to smell, it got caught up in the moment, feeling long-dormant predatory instincts grow, moment by moment! It could smell the blood! It wanted to taste it once more and feel the flesh tear in its mouth!

When the fearful youth tripped and fell to the floor, screaming, the darkness stopped short, savoring his terror, drinking it in! Its body solidified and became visible. In the light of the dropped torch, the boy saw the face of his tormentor, with shiny, sharp fangs, three inches long, appearing as a mixture of a bear and large cat! Drool fell from the maw of the creature of darkness, dripping onto the boy’s legs!

As the youth froze in silent terror, the darkness grew more solid! It desperately wanted to eat him, but fought the urge! It would be a pleasurable act, but was ultimately futile: it gave no nourishment and risked future meals. It hadn’t killed for many, many years, because the less it killed, the more often they returned.

Regaining full control, the darkness lightly set a paw full of claws on the boy’s chest and scraped them slowly downward, leaving five vertical lines that would heal into a distinctive scar. The scent of urine filled the air and the boy passed out! The darkness continued deeper into the cave, more than satisfied. The boy-become-man would live to tell the tale and others, curious to learn the truth for themselves, would visit the cave.

Leaping up to the ceiling, among the stalactites, the darkness flowed among them as a mist, following the contours of the cave, all the while tracking the scent of fear. It emerged into the first of many larger chambers, where boys had been coming to leave their marks.

The quicker of the two sucked paint up into some kind of hollow bone tube and then placed his hand against the wall. With a strong breath, the paint blasted out, marking the wall! He withdrew his hand, leaving a negative hand print behind. The other boy, being the most artistic, was frantically marking the wall with a primitive image of three hunters bringing down a great cat with spears.

The darkness had seen such curious actions performed many times, without ever understanding the meaning. Many walls of the painted cave bore the marks, with the depth proportional to the bravery of the artist.

The darkness waited for a time, admiring the artist’s talent. Nonetheless, there was still work to be done and more sustenance to be gained. Transforming part of itself into a tentacle, it slowly snaked the new appendage down, moving it behind the first boy as he admired the outline of his hand on the wall.

Lowering its head on a long, flexible neck, it deliberately took a deep breath next to the boy’s ear. It was delighted by the sudden, fresh wave of fear, which only intensified as the tentacle arm wrapped around the boy’s neck!

The boy was silently lifted into the air and vainly struggled against his tormentor, unable to breathe! The darkness opened its maw and treated the boy to a view of hundreds of needle-like teeth, opening its mouth wider than the boy’s head! The terror poured into the darkness, giving even greater strength! It choked the boy until he was unconscious and then gently set him down on the floor of the cave, relishing every last ounce of fear.

The darkness laughed, filling the cave with the sound of its voice! The artist turned and looked for the source, noting his unconscious companion, then whirled around as the laugh rang out again, behind him! The boy’s breathing became rapid and his tormentor drank the fear like fine wine!

The unconscious boy was invisibly dragged into the view of the last boy standing and the darkness scratched the recumbent boy-become-man, as the first, leaving five distinct lines of blood. On seeing this, the last boy screamed and bolted for the exit, but the darkness laughed, right in front of him! He turned to run deeper and the darkness laughed in his path once more!

With nowhere to go, the boy sunk to his knees, closed his eyes and hyperventilated! The darkness pinned him to the floor of the cave by the neck. The tentacle transformed back into a paw and the claws were dragged down the boy’s chest. By the time the superficial wound was complete, he’d fainted and once more, the scent of urine filled the air.

This was power and life itself! The belief in and fear of the darkness in the painted cave was its very essence! Nothing could be finer, nothing would ever compare to how delicious it was!

As the boys-become-men slept, the darkness tended to their minimal wounds. It used a very small portion of its newfound power to heal the scratches, making sure they would remain marked for life.

It lived on fear, but cared for its victims, taking great pains to ensure they always returned alive. It treated them with love until they woke in darkness, because their torches had long-since burned out. Leading them to think they were holding each other’s hands, by transforming a limb into a hand, it led them back outside, individually, to the stars of the moonless night. It reveled in their terror one last time as they realized they were holding hands with their invisible tormentor, just before they bolted!

Each boy-become-man arrived back at their camp alone, convinced they were the only survivor. It watched, invisible, as they met with the tribe’s elders, who removed their shirts and showed them their own five-clawed scars.

From that one feast alone, the darkness was able to observe the camp for several months, trying to understand the noises they made and after every feast it returned to learn more.

With each generation, the darkness gained a better understanding of its food source and the words they spoke. In another few generations, other tribes came to believe in the darkness in the painted cave, starting their own manhood rituals in their own caves.

With each new tribe, its power grew and the creature split. Each body was an extension of the same darkness, however, for they were one in mind and purpose.
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Chapter 2

Changing Times

[image: ]




The small boy’s room was decorated with various colorful objects, including a bed, dresser, toy chest and a large area rug. The walls, floor and ceiling were wood, decorated with different colors of stain, with the floor dark and the walls a lighter color. Above everything, the wood of the ceiling was a pleasant, cream color.

The bed tucked into the left corner of the room had a red frame, but the blanket was yellow, orange and red, depicting a stylized sun at the center, on a background of blue, with a red border. The artwork of the blanket was made from various squares of colored cloth, almost appearing like the pixels of a large, low-resolution screen.

To the right of the bed, the wood dresser was a work of art, with four layers of drawers. The bottom layer and associated drawer were painted brown, appearing like dirt, including painted rocks, plant roots and a small set of mine tunnels on the right side. The next layer was tall, green grass and trees, with the right side depicting the hillside entrance to the mine. The third was a mixture of blue sky and fluffy, white clouds. The top layer, with its two small drawers, was painted to appear as stars in space. Parked on top of the dresser were various model and toy space ships, including a large, black, disc-shaped ship model with a prominent ridge, almost appearing like a classic UFO, depending on the angle it was viewed from. Holding the large model was a stand with a label that read, Ghost Dancer.

Sitting on the dresser was a lamp mounted on a movable arm that hung over the head of the bed, though the shade had somehow been replaced with a model of a twenty-sided space station with an open shuttle bay facing downward, out of which shone the strongest light in the room, since no light was coming from the window above the dresser and the ceiling-mounted light was off.

The center of the room was dominated by a large, rounded, dark blue rug and the favored toys of the day were scattered across the surface, mostly near the blue and white toy chest, situated between the bed and the bathroom door.

The opposite wall was dominated by an accordion-style closet door, which was closed.

Protesting, a seven year old with black hair and hazel eyes was dragged into the room by a woman with the same shade of hair. Oddly, she wore a gun belt with a pair of pearl-handled pistols.

“I’m not tired, Aunt Dinah!” He objected.

“Why are you making such a fuss?” Dinah demanded

“I’m not tired!” The boy repeated and tried to explain, “It’s too early!”

“You have school in the morning, Levi. You need a good night’s rest for that. It’s also your normal bed time and if you keep complaining, I’ll take all the treats out of your lunch.”

Defeated by both logic and threats, Levi sighed, “Okay.”

“Now brush your teeth and get ready for bed.” His aunt commanded, “Your dad and I will be back to read to you in a moment.”

The boy nodded and headed into the bathroom, while his aunt left the room.

As the light from the bathroom came on, a pair of blood-red eyes under the bed glinted, but no one was looking.

* * *
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The ancient creature of darkness lay under the boy’s bed as his guardians read him a story. It was a familiar and yet strange tale of a boy facing a giant. Contrary to expectations, the boy in the story won the fight with a flung stone. After that, the boy’s father shared a story about his mother defeating a notorious space pirate and afterwards, making friends with him.

The voices of the adults were familiar to the darkness, because it had met them as children, in their own bedrooms, just a few short years before, and more recently, the woman’s fear of the dark had been rekindled by a prolonged, traumatic kidnapping experience. Such instances were rare, but never lasted: the woman coped by always being armed and ready to defend herself, hence the gun belt she rarely removed.

As it waited for the bedtime rituals to complete, it reflected on history. The power it gained from humans had been steadily fading for thousands of years. When they stopped visiting caves for their manhood rituals, it adapted to visit the villages, lurking in dark corners. As humans increasingly lived their lives in the dark of the night, their belief and fear of things lurking in the dark faded. Science replaced fear with the certain knowledge there really was nothing lurking in the dark that wasn’t there in the light. Without the belief that came with the myths and legends, it had little power.

It was reduced to preying almost exclusively on children for meager sustenance, since they were the only ones left that truly believed the dark held unknown terrors. Ironically, it feared the day was coming when every child would cease to believe and it would be unable to live anywhere in the real world, aside from the refuge it had prepared against that time.

Almost all the legends humans once believed in had been relegated to living in the refuge. For example, no one believed in dragons anymore, not since the bones of dinosaurs had been studied through science, uncountable years before. Oh, they talked about dragons, but only in stories and not even children believed, because as soon as they began to believe they were taught about dinosaurs. Were it not for the refuge, the dragons would have been relegated to the world between worlds, the space between spaces, where nothing was real and nothing mattered, a lonely existence without purpose.

Very few of their kind were truly thriving. The darkness despised the one known as Santa Claus, all based on lies told to children by their parents. He gained the power of belief from children and didn’t even have to work for it. It sometimes made the darkness sick with envy.

Aside from the Moirai, better known as the three fates, the only ones that seemed to have any kind of permanent power were the four horsemen and their various cultural incarnations. Humans would always fear Death and his cohorts, because science couldn’t tell them what happened after they died. All they had to do was make an occasional appearance to those having a near-death experience, just to keep the stories going.

Death enjoyed power beyond that of the gods and barely had to work for it. Fortunately, Death had pity for the other legends and had even lent his power to construct the refuge. Perhaps he feared humans would someday conquer even death with their science and was simply being practical.

Then there were the ancient legends that modernized over time, the little ‘aliens’ and their flying saucers. They were as mysterious to the darkness as they were to humans, speaking a unique language of their own. They visited the refuge from time to time, seemingly for a bit of like-minded company, but it was clear they were thriving, since there were always conspiracy theorists obsessed with alien life. Ironically, that life only existed because they believed. The ‘aliens’ fed the mania with an occasional abduction and medical examination, which was always blown out of proportion by the minority that believed. It wondered if they were also scientists or if it was just an act shaped by belief, with no real meaning behind it, much like a cargo cult.

After a prayer, then hugs and kisses, the boy’s guardians left the room, closing the curtains and turning off the light as they departed, leaving only one dim source of light in the room: a small nightlight plugged into the wall opposite the bed, making every shadow darker, longer and more ominous. Ironically, the nightlight only made the child’s fear of the dark worse.

The darkness waited for a time and then invisibly reached out. Chock! - The sound of the tiny switch on the nightlight being thrown echoed through the room as it was left truly dark.

The boy whimpered and the darkness took what sustenance it could, expecting a meager meal like it had gained from the boy in the past. The boy’s fear wasn’t all that strong, but the energy gained was far in excess of what the darkness expected!

Having gained a measure of strength without much effort, it flowed out from under the bed and loomed over the boy. Its outline was just visible in the minimal light from the stars coming in around the edges of the curtain.

The boy looked right up into its eyes and gulped. Real terror flowed out of him, filling the darkness with the kind of power it hadn’t tasted for more than twenty-five-thousand years! The boy had somehow changed and become something special, a resource it had to use wisely! With a child of such power, it might gain the energy to re-vitalize the belief of other children by using more than just basic scare tactics! It might even get the old stories going again! The only times it’d gained anything like that kind of power was with half-ogre children born able to use magic, but the power from the boy was on a whole other level!

It tapped the claw of a toe on the floor, making a distinct clicking sound.

The boy pulled the blanket over his head, which only made his terror grow, because he couldn’t even see what he was afraid of, leaving his imagination to fill the blanks with things far more sinister! The darkness feasted, enjoying another taste of real power.

It reached out to the door of the closet and pulled at the handle, slightly, causing the door to creak ominously as it swung open. The boy’s dread grew and the darkness drank deeply.

His fear having grown to the point of an outburst, the boy sobbed and cried out, “Dinah! Dinah!”

Using its newfound power, the darkness whispered a taunt, “She won’t find me...”

It entered the closet, closed the door and invisibly reached across the room to the nightlight. It flipped the switch, turning it back on.

The woman entered, turned on the lights and held the sobbing child in her arms, comforting him as he babbled incoherently.

When he was calm enough, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

The boy pointed at the closet, fearfully, “Monster! Closet!”

With a skeptical look on her face, she left him on the bed and stepped over to the closet. Drawing one of her blaster pistols, she adjusted its settings to produce a flashlight-like glow and opened the door.

She shined the light around inside and declared, “There’s nothing here other than your clothes hanging and your shoes on the floor. Come and look for yourself.”

Fearfully, the boy stepped over and looked. It appeared exactly the same as it always did.

“It was real!” He protested, “Check under the bed!”

The adult humored him and shined her light under the bed. They both looked. There was nothing there, aside from a few dust bunnies.

She hugged him and explained, “It must have been a bad dream. Now, get back to sleep.”

He started to protest, but saw the look in her eye. She didn’t and wouldn’t believe him. He climbed back into bed and she kissed him for the comfort it would give, then left.

The room was quiet for a time.

Chock! - The nightlight winked out. The door of the closet creaked and the child whimpered as the darkness once more loomed over him. It feasted on his terror, gaining enough power to remain solid for months on end!

Whispering, it taunted, “I told you she wouldn’t find me...”

The darkness tormented the boy for close to an hour and then finally left him be, to make sure he got the rest he needed. It was best not to raise the suspicion of adults too much, lest they take him to a doctor and destroy his belief by providing a medical or psychological explanation.

When the boy was finally sleeping soundly, it stepped into the deepest shadow of the room and vanished.

* * *
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The darkness stepped out of the mop closet in the second refuge. It looked out the window of the hallway at the endless stars, light years away from the child, though only a few of them were visible, because the refuge was so close to the local sun. It reflected, as it often did, on the first refuge, which had been built in a desert. It had been stolen and re-purposed by humans, to be used as a tomb for one of their kings, of all things. That was why the second refuge was in space, far away from other populated worlds, and was extremely well-armed. The humans wouldn’t take it.

It passed a few small dragons and the Minotaur in the halls, who nodded to it.

The Minotaur asked, “How did it go, Inorath?”

The darkness chuckled, “That boy has changed! I’m almost as strong as I was in the old days, from one small child. It shouldn’t be possible.”

One of the dragons asked, excited, “Does that mean your old experiment was a success, after all?”

Inorath flowed along the floor like a puddle of black, inky fluid, calling out, “I don’t know! I came back to get my tools, so I can find out!”

“Good luck!” One of the other dragons called out.

Inorath flowed under the door to its laboratory. Humans weren’t the only ones to use science. In fact, Inorath started studying the universe long before humans ever began to wonder if the world could be understood through logical thought.

It remembered its first experiments with animals, like crude dissections, simply pulling them apart to figure out how they worked. In time, it learned from humans that tools could be useful and then the research really took off. With the addition of a sharp knife, for example, the dissections were much more enlightening.

It hadn’t been more than a few hundred years after that Death and Inorath built the refuges. The first was made by teasing sand into new materials, while the second had been spun from material pulled directly from a star. Each had given the second refuge a portion of their strength and power, imbuing it with the ability to tap the power of the star to maintain the forms of legends without concentration or the expenditure of power.

Over time, more and more legends flocked to the refuge as the means to minimize how they used their power. More recently, many had lost all their power and were trapped inside. Still, it was better than being forced back to their true home. The refuge was at least real and they were close enough to socialize.

The lab was filled with many tools that would have been familiar to a biochemist, but there were also tools suitable for viral research and custom tools no human could fathom the purpose of.

Inorath shaped itself into an ink-like humanoid form and picked up a few small, portable tools, including equipment for taking blood samples and a tablet computer.

It stepped into the hall and headed back to the closet, since it hadn’t ever gotten past the need to hide in a dark corner for long-range movement. It stepped inside, reasoning it was a psychological limitation it might someday overcome.

* * *
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Inorath stepped out of the dark corner and stalked over to the unusual boy. He used his power to deepen the boy’s slumber, filled a few vials with blood, then healed the small pin-prick, leaving no evidence.

It placed a small device on the boy’s forehead and activated it, causing data to stream to the tablet computer. When the deep-tissue brain scan was complete, Inorath retrieved the device and stepped back to the dark corner.

* * *
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Inorath studied the blood samples and brain scan. He’d long-since seen the results of his viral research give humans of many worlds special abilities, similar to the power of legends, but he’d never gotten the virus to activate in children other than those with weak immune systems, like half-ogres, and it was instead activated by the hormone surge at puberty, continuously replicating without symptoms or the intended effect at all other times.

Somehow the boy, Levi, had been affected by two strains of the virus at the same time, at least according to the scan. There were traces of the DNA of two in his brain. It looked like a combination of samples Alpha-735, which was local to the world, and Delta-984, which had been seeded on another.

There were also traces of a long-dormant third variant in the boy’s DNA, but Inorath knew enough to disregard that. It was the virus it used to make humans more intelligent, so they would be more capable of believing in legends, compared to their more primitive ancestors. It had worked for many thousands of years, but then backfired as they came to believe more in science and religion.

It sometimes wondered if the god most humans worshiped existed, like the other legends, though it hadn’t ever met him. Inorath assumed he existed, because with so much belief, how could he not? On the other hand, if he existed before they believed, that would explain why he didn’t associate with the legends, because he wasn’t one of them. Belief only created legends in the absence of the thing believed in, which was why the belief of children in their parents didn’t create supernatural copies of them, though it could lead to the creation of ghosts after a tragic loss.

Curiously, the boy’s blood only contained one variant of the virus, the local strain. The only explanation could be the boy was infected with both strains before birth. The mother must have been host to the foreign strain and was infected with the local strain by the father during mating.

After studying and simulating the two strains in a computer, Inorath discovered they interacted in an unintended fashion, continuously activating each other! The result should have been one-hundred-percent lethal, given enough time, but some human scientist must have found a cure, to prevent the death of the family.

So, the boy had the power to enact changes to reality through thought alone and that greatly amplified the effect of feeding on him. The only thing that could explain the change in the boy, however, was he’d recently become aware of his power or had recently learned to activate it, whether he was conscious of it or not.

Ultimately, the result was encouragingly like an unusual genetic trait that had arisen and then died out on Earth tens of thousands of years earlier, which had been the original inspiration and template for much of Inorath’s viral research and especially the Alpha-735 variant. The original trait granted hereditary abilities, unreliably producing a ‘witch’ or ‘warlock’ from time to time. The key portion of the DNA for the original trait had been carried by the mitochondria, the so-called power-house of animal cells, rather than in the nucleus and since the mitochondria was always passed from mother to child, the power had always followed matrilineal lines. However, another piece of the genetic puzzle had been a separate trait carried by the DNA in the nucleus and the combination of the two was what led to a powerful witch or warlock. Ironically, jealousy, superstition and fear had always kept them rare and secretive. Eventually, nature produced a virus that finished the job prejudice had begun, leading to all females that bore the enhanced mitochondrial trait becoming infertile.

Inorath visited the boy nightly for years to come, until he was finally convinced by his guardians his nocturnal visitor was just a recurring nightmare. Each night, it collected energy and then observed, afterwards doing what it could to make sure the boy slept well.

Strangely, Inorath grew to love him, becoming disappointed when he no longer believed. By the time it was over, Inorath had saved enough energy to stay solid for decades to come.

Its experiments with revitalizing the belief of other children ultimately failed, most often due to the interference of adults, and all it accomplished was wasting excess energy. The rule of thumb it’d learned over the ages still held true: the harder it tried, the less they believed. As humans often said: less is more.
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Chapter 3

Psychopomp
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Buried deep within the refuge was a chamber used for meetings, dominated by a large table composed of two massive shoulder blades, possibly from a dinosaur, which had been fused together and then planed to give it a flat surface. The chairs and legs of the table were likewise bone, fused and shaped as required. Stinking of dust, since it was barely used, the room was dimly-lit, aside from the overhead light illuminating the surface of the table.

Seated at the head of the table was Death, dressed in a sparkling, black robe. His scythe leaned against the wall behind him, because he never went anywhere without it. His eye sockets glowed blue with an inner light like twin, blue flames. Smoke poured from them, filling the air with a slight, smoky haze and the scent of scorched bone.

Seated to his right was a woman with blood-red hair and the kind of curves men would gladly die for. She wore a revealing silk dress covered in sequins that matched her hair in color, though incongruously, she had a sword in a red scabbard strapped across her back. The huge ruby set in the pommel was visible over her left shoulder, where it glinted in the light as she moved. She appeared generally ill-at-ease and uncomfortable in her fine dress. Normally, one would have expected a pair of high heels along with the dress, but instead she sported a pair of heavy boots suitable for combat.

To Death’s left was a man that appeared emaciated with hunger, who occasionally glanced at the others seated at the table as though he were imagining eating them, for indeed, he was. Despite his physical appearance, he wore fine, black leather and a set of scales were on the table in front of him, where he appeared to be weighing a few kernels of withered corn with a look of delight on his face.

To the left of Famine was an elderly, white-haired man in a lab coat and glasses, appearing as a stereotypical scientist. The things that marked him as something entirely else were a quiver of arrows and a bow slung over his shoulder. Laying on the table before him was a plague-doctor’s mask.

Two female figures entered the room and sat down next to each other, where they began whispering back and forth, since the meeting had not yet begun.

When looked at one way, the first was a tall, young woman with long, silver hair, wearing a modest, white dress, but if one were to turn their head slightly, she instead appeared as a short, elderly woman in a black dress, seeming to shift from one to the other based on the angle of viewing or potentially the mindset of the viewer.

Beside her was a headless female figure, dressed in black, road-ready leather suitable for travel on horseback, her head carried under one arm. Dangling from her belt was a coiled whip that seemed to have been fashioned from multiple human spines. As she took a seat, she set her head on the table and turned it toward her companion. Her long, ginger hair was brushed out of her eyes by her body and then pulled backward, out of the way. With her hair arranged, she crossed her legs and relaxed, leaning back in her seat.

Wearing a long, frilly dress that was a mixture of red, green, yellow and white, a skeleton danced into the room, moving to a beat no one else could hear, taking a position along the wall, where she folded her arms and watched, seemingly unwilling to take a direct part in the meeting by sitting at the table. Her foot continued to tap to the unheard beat.

She was followed by a tall, muscular woman with blond hair in a mixture of glittering plate and chain mail armor, wearing a winged helm. She carried a spear and shield as she boldly stepped to the table and slammed her shield down with anger, cracking the table!

She leaned her spear against it and put her hands on the surface, palms down, leaning across to look Death in the socket, declaring, “If I don’t like what you have to say, this means war!”

The woman with the blood-red hair chuckled with amusement, “Any time, honey.” She winked, “It’ll end the same way as last time.”

The Valkyrie glared at War, grumbled and took her seat.

After a few moments of awkward silence, the door slid open, revealing a tall humanoid with a black-furred jackal’s head, wearing a finely-made dark loin-cloth. He gave the group a slight nod and in the blink of an eye seemed to take on another form, that of a slender young man in a Greek robe, wearing a straw hat with a chin strap and winged sandals. Like the Banshee, Anubis/Hermes had more than one appearance, seeming to shift from moment to moment and sometimes combining the two, appearing as a jackal-headed man wearing a robe and winged sandals.

He sat at the table, saying, “Thanatos claimed he had nothing to say on the matter, so he’s not coming. The others aren’t either, since they won’t have a vote.”

“And after all I’ve done for him...” War lamented.

The Valkyrie commented, “Self-serving, though it was.”

War gave the other woman a hateful glare and reached for her sword! She half-rose from her seat, but Death put a hand on her shoulder, pushing her back down. After a quick glance at his face, she released her weapon and relaxed.

As Death stood to speak, the two Irish women stopped whispering and the headless one physically picked up her head, turning it to face him.

He loomed over the table as he began, speaking in a soft, yet strangely penetrative tone of voice that forcefully entered the minds of all present, “It is an unusual time of peace.”

War nodded, “You may as well call me ‘Threat of War’ now. Do you see the ridiculous way the humans have dressed me up?” Angry, she tore the dress off with one hand, revealing an identical dress, beneath, “And I can’t change out of it!”

The Valkyrie chuckled, “The look suits you.”

War began to rise and reach for her weapon, but was once more pressed back into her seat by Death.

When she was calm again, she added, “They meet in fancy parties and talk about me, but they won’t use me! My power is at an all-time low!” She glared at the Valkyrie, “You must feel it, too. When was the last time you collected a soul from the battlefield?”

“About ten years ago,” the Valkyrie admitted, “but war is inevitable. We’ll serve our purpose again, at the proper time.”

Death nodded, “Indeed, but we are the lucky few. Each of us represents an aspect of death; our strength may come and go, but it never fades completely. No matter how much humans study, they cannot eliminate death from their lives.”

He allowed a moment for contemplation. They all knew others that weren’t so lucky. The refuge was filled with wretched legends that lacked belief. They were friends and, in a way, they were even family. Anyone that had ever witnessed a domestic dispute would see the resemblance.

He continued, “In time, they may even find a way to conquer mortality with their sciences. Imagine being as powerless as the poor Gorgon sisters, trapped in the refuge until the end of time.”

Everyone knew the Gorgon sisters. They’d been living in the refuge for more than twenty-five-thousand years! They were social and did all they could to contribute, despite their lack of real power, doing simple maintenance work for the refuge and serving as lab assistants. Everyone in the room shuddered, imagining themselves in the same shoes.

“Is the’r anythin’ we can do?” The Banshee asked, “The Gorgons are such sweet, helpful women. They should have bett’r.”

Death nodded, “Well said, the Gorgon sisters should have better than to be trapped here. The dragons should have better. The Minotaur should have better. All the forgotten legends should have better. Can any of you disagree?”

Aside from Death, each of those in attendance looked down in deep thought, answering with silence.

The skeleton in the dress spoke with a slight Spanish accent, “I feel for our people, I do, but what can be done for them?”

War smiled in a predatory fashion, “We fight the humans! We go to war!”

“Indeed.” Death nodded, “We show them undeniable proof we exist. I have been examining the devices Inorath designed to sustain our comrades in the refuge. I am certain they can be made small and portable, because they require very little energy and only a small, initial helping of power from one of us. Even the weakest of our kind can make minimal use of their powers under their influence. With these devices our forgotten comrades can face the humans and even fight them, until they’re believed in again.”

“No,” the Valkyrie objected, “forcing belief is wrong! Violence isn’t the answer!” She shouted, “I won’t go along with this!”

The Banshee leaned down toward her companion’s head and they whispered for a moment, before the Dullahan lifted her head high in the air, “For the Gorgons!”

The Banshee nodded to indicate her companion spoke for her.

“For the Gorgon sisters.” Pestilence smiled, “They’re very able lab assistants.”

“For the Minotaur, a very generous soul when it comes to sharing a rare bite to eat.” Famine chipped in, still fiddling with his scale.

Hermes sighed, “I don’t like it, but I see no alternative. We must fully reveal ourselves for the sake of the future.” Transforming into Anubis, he continued, “For the forgotten.”

Death concluded, “Then it is decided, with only one dissenting vote. We shall go to war.”

As she stormed out of the room, the skeleton in the dress commented, “Idiots!”

Death opened his jaw to speak, but the Valkyrie interrupted, “Not so fast! There’s one more thing to discuss!”

Death sat, “Very well, speak.”

The Valkyrie stood, “Did any of you bother to ask the others what they want? Do the opinions of those you’re planning to go to war on behalf of even get a say? Or is this just an excuse to indulge the whims of War, because she’s bored?”

If looks could kill, then the one directed at her by War would have caused a civilization-ending supernova! War started to rise, but was pushed back down.

The Valkyrie sat and Death rose, “An excellent point, well made. Thank you. Who is in favor of asking the others to put it to a vote?”

The Valkyrie raised her hand first, followed by the Banshee and Dullahan. After a moment’s reflection, Pestilence raised his and then Famine fallowed suit. With a sigh of resignation, War did the same.

Death agreed, “Then it is unanimous. Before taking any action we shall ask the others to vote on it, that their voices may be heard.”

* * *
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Days passed while the votes of everyone in the refuge were collected and tallied, mostly through the hard work of the Gorgon sisters. They could have used the computer to tally the votes, but everyone preferred paper; it was traditional, suiting their ancient natures, and gave a chance for some socializing with the pleasant, Greek women.

When the time came to reveal the result, Medusa activated the PA system of the refuge and began, “Everyone, the results of the recent vote are in. As a reminder, the three options on the war ballot were ‘Yes’, ‘No’ and ‘Self-defense only’.

“With eighty-eight percent of the vote, the winning option is ‘Self-defense only’. The next most popular choice was ‘Yes’, at ten percent. ‘No’ got only one percent and most of the rest of the ballots were left blank, while one of them simply had the word ‘murder’ written on it in dried blood. We assume that meant ‘Yes’.

“Thank you, everyone, for taking the time to vote on this important issue.”

The PA system shut down and Death’s small corner of the refuge, his quarters, were quiet once more.

He climbed out of the simple office chair he habitually sat in, having never used the bed, since he was famed for never sleeping. The cushion had an imprint of his pelvis, because he always sat the exact same way.

“As expected.” He commented to himself.

He walked through a dimensional tear in space, silently crossing many thousands of light years in an instant, arriving in a small office of a military base somewhere in the Northwestern Empire.

Seated in front of a computer was a tired-looking young clerk dressed in a gray and green military uniform. He was in the process of entering data for scout ship mission assignments based on notes he’d taken in a meeting with the admiral he worked under.

Silent and invisible, Death watched as the man entered a mission for the scout ship Watchman, which would be heading for the frontier to scan planets for potential colony sites. The clerk was working on a flight plan for the ship, which skirted around a white dwarf system that had been deemed unsuitable for colonization, based on the star’s characteristics.

When the clerk yawned, Death waved his hand and the notes in the young man’s tablet computer changed slightly, adding a note that the white dwarf needed to be scanned, in detail, for the sake of scientific research.

Finishing his yawn, the clerk checked at his notes to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, noticing Death’s addition.

“Whoops.” He muttered and adjusted the flight plan, adding a stop in the relevant system for stellar observations.

It was a minor alteration no one would give a second thought. What was an extra stop on a trip passing though a dozen other unexplored systems?

His work complete for the time being, Death stepped back to his quarters.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4

The Refuge
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The medium-sized scout ship Watchman drifted through space. The ship bore two large engine pods to either side and the main body of the ship was sleek, but its green paint was old, betraying signs of heavy use.

Inside the bridge two women and a man worked at three workstations. One of the women bore a captain’s insignia on the shoulder of her green and gray uniform.

The main screen hung from the ceiling, showing a long-range view of a pyramid-shaped space station, but it was extremely close to the surface of the local white dwarf, which made it almost impossible to detect. If they hadn’t been doing a detailed scientific survey of the star, they would never have spotted it. There was some sort of directional energy shield protecting the station from the star’s fury.

The captain didn’t recognize the design. It definitely wasn’t an imperial outpost. It wasn’t a pirate design, either; their stations tended to be ugly and utilitarian. It didn’t match the designs of the empire’s other neighbors, either. No culture she knew of built pyramid-shaped stations.

Tapping at the screens of her workstation, she adjusted the view to magnify the view, bringing one side of the pyramid into sharp focus. There were pictograph markings on it, looking just a tiny bit like hieroglyphics, but the computer couldn’t translate them.

“What are we looking at?” She asked.

“Space Egyptians?” The female pilot joked.

The captain sighed with irritation, “It’s either alien or a group of humans we’ve never encountered before, possibly a foreign faction. Continue gathering data and send a copy home flagged at the highest priority.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The male co-pilot responded.

* * *
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Much larger than Watchman, the destroyer David’s Stone carried enough crew to potentially infiltrate and explore the station. Like most imperial military ships, it was a simple design that had been in use for hundreds of years, consisting of a long, gray cylinder, with engines at the back and the ship’s bridge was visible on the top, near the aft end, far too close to the engines, a common design flaw in imperial ships that had been exploited in recent years to quickly disable multiple vital areas with a single shot. Unfortunately, replacing the majority of ships in the military was an excessively large, ongoing project that would take decades to accomplish.

Nonetheless, the captain of Watchman could see the other ship had been retrofit with the new style of weaponry, including blasters purchased from a new ally, in place of lasers. Laser cannons tended toward having long barrels for the lens arrays and heat sinks, while blasters were quite stubby by comparison and could produce a variety of effects. The presence of blasters probably meant the ship also had shield generators. Not every ship was lucky enough to have those expensive upgrades. Watchman didn’t.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
" OWEN TYMl“





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





