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Dedication

This one is dedicated to writers who live in fear of deux ex machina. I say bah! For those who wanted to see the alpha and omega of savants, First Ones, and the ultimate aspects of the Ring Realms universe... here ya go. Don't say I didn't warn you... because I didn't. It was high time that the savants of the Ring Realms started kicking tail instead of being beat down. We've got it here. There's a number of firsts in this book for me. It's my hope that those unique hurdles translate to something memorable and enjoyable for you the reader. May you find what comes after diverting and pleasurable...
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.










 

 

 

What Has Gone Before

 

The T'Evagduran family backed by the Felspars, Shael Dal, and Kriar have turned away the assaults of rogue Kriar and Baronians. In order to truly outmatch the naked power of the assault, Advocate Eternal Koass indoctrinates the entire T'Evagduran family into the ranks of the Shael Dal. They, with the assistance of Idun's Valkyries, a team of Kriar elite, and some of Senalloy's compatriots teach the invading aliens the meaning of resistance.

Meanwhile, on Homeworld, Counsel Marna in order to counter the horde facing her team, has transformed Wren and the other savants into ascendants, who quickly demonstrate their power in battle, driving back a veritable army of heavily-armed attackers.

Defending against the onslaught is only one aspect of the war, and the teams struggle to find a way to end the conflict. Unfortunately, they are only faced with more complications. The Daergons, an insurgent faction of the Kriar, are collaborating with the Baronians, adding not only another front to the campaign but troubling complexities as well.

Driven back but nowhere close to being defeated, the return of the Baronians is inevitable and no-one doubts it will be with a stronger force. The defenders are pondering how they will meet the challenge when yet another set of players enter the fray. Nomar, Wysteri and the twenty-eight Karanganoi mecha of the forward battalion Zersis recently escaped from the Baronians. These new allies offer wondrous new possibilities in the fight, not the least of which is the formidable transforming powers of their healer, Wysteri.

The war isn't the only thing that's gotten complex. Things between Bannor, Sarai and Daena get heated. With Sarai nearly taking off Daena's head after it's discovered that the young savant has been magically manipulating Bannor.

Turmoil continues to swirl and unease mount as the group tries to rally around a single strategy. It is during this brainstorming that Wren comes up with the idea of taking all of the defenders to see All-Mother Gaea to consult with her on what to do.

It is during the reunion with Gaea that the true threat is revealed--the genemar. The alien artifact the Baronians are searching for is a weapon capable of destroying the magic of an entire universe!  The same magic which is the essence of great Gaea herself.

Just as our heroes are reeling from this revelation, Gaea jumps yet more on them. She has decided it is time to join her children in the real world. Despite demurrals, the green mother cannot be deterred--it has been decided. The savants must now travel to Starholme Prime, create a body, and participate in the creation of a goddess...

 


 

 

 

I didn't have the slightest inkling of what I was looking at, but it sure was wizard...

--Arminwen Janai T'Evagduran, 2nd Princess of Malan

 

 

Chapter 1

Grand Tour

 

Bannor pulled Sarai closer as he and she, along with the rest of the sixteen members of their group, gawked at the huge creature that had greeted them. Even wearing the body of an ascendant, Bannor still felt puny compared to Hyperion. In fact, the ancient reminded Bannor a great deal of the Baronian coven dreadnoughts. Marna had mentioned that she felt that the First Ones had been meant to fight the Chyrith and their creations the Baronians. The First One was strong evidence to support that theory. Looking around the green chamber, he felt the incredible potential humming in the walls. His bones vibrated. Magic filled this place. Somewhere in the heart of it was Gaea.

The group spread out, gazes locked on Hyperion. The ancient First One took a broad stance and put its hands behind its back. He said and did nothing more. Though one couldn't tell, Bannor felt sure those glowing green eyes were tracking their movements.

Apparently unafraid of the creature, auburn-haired Daena walked right up to him and stared up into his glowing eyes. After Kell's enhancements, she stood head and shoulders above most men, and looked anything but skinny. Compared to Hyperion she looked like a child. "Sooo..." Daena drew the word out. "This is a First One? Dang, I feel like a skinny runt."

Bannor saw Hyperion's gaze focus on her, but he didn't do or say anything. Only the slightest creasing in his brow indicated that he had understood her words in any way.

"Well, I guess you'd say he's half of one," Wren remarked. "He never merged with his tao. Over the millennia I think the pantheon lords continued to get more massive, so they started storing that extra mass in those flux stones. Then they didn't need to look like this anymore."

Glowing blonde Idun, who stood next to Wren, tilted her head. "That's quite a package."

Wren's gaze followed where her grandmother was looking. Her cheeks colored. "Nonna! I swear--you and Des..."

Bannor saw the First One's eyebrow raise. It did seem to understand what they said after a fashion. It either didn't care or simply had no real response. "Wren, the pantheon lords, they aren't--like this. He doesn't seem to have much self-will."

"No," Wren shook her head. "See, Nonna's ancestors were another step more evolved than Hyperion here. No offense to him, they were smarter. Unfortunately, they were so smart that they didn't want their consciousness subverted by the alphas. It's been a lot of generations since then, and as you can tell," she rubbed her grandmother's shoulder. "They've become their own people. Some of them decent, some who need their arses stomped."

"Fascinating," Marna said walking around Hyperion from a safe distance. "It's hard to believe they were brilliant enough to develop a vessel this sophisticated, yet not anticipate the creatures rebelling."

"I don't buy it," Cassandra said also studying him from several steps away. "It's too fundamental. Something else must have happened. The designers designing too well is a convenient theory, but if I were making something like this--and you just did for Wren and the others--you put safeguards in place. The whole lot of them just get up and walk out; one or two maybe, but all of them? That's sabotage or something similar."

"Gaea doesn't seem to know," Wren said with a shrug. "Or maybe doesn't want to tell. One of her children may have lost it and decided to doom the others. Shiva, from what I feel of him in that sword Mon'istiaga--he was a lunatic."

"Power corrupts," Loric murmured.

"I'm pretty darn strong right now," Wren said. "I don't feel this wild urge to destroy everything."

"It doesn't happen in every creature," Euriel said looking up at her mother. "But it does happen--over and over..."

"Odin is an arsehole," Bannor murmured.

Daena laughed and pointed at him. "I was thinking that exact same thing!"

"I don't think you'll hear much argument from our family," Vanidaar growled. "I felt that censure was far too lenient." 

"Well, we've wasted enough time," Wren said. "Let's go. This next part is where you'll be impressed." She turned to Hyperion. "Hyperion, authorization granted to proceed to the commune chamber, please pause at the intersection in the nexus shaft and await further instruction."

The massive First One focused on Wren, glowing eyes blinking. <Confirmation: orders recognized and understood. Proceed?>

"Hyperion, continue," Wren acknowledged.

The ancient turned on its heel and boomed away toward the depression in the center of the chamber and started down the steps.

"Whoa Wren," Ziedra lauded. "It's almost like you know what you're doing."

"Ha ha," the Kel'Varan said sticking out her tongue at her friend.

The group trailed after Wren as they proceeded down the steps toward an archway. The moment they put foot on the steps Bannor felt a cold draft on his face, and the hair on his arms stiffened. The immense power of the place continued to increase as they proceeded down. The acrid thunderstorm smell grew even stronger, along with an echoing crackle. As they hit the bottom step he saw through the opening what looked like a twisting column of light. Gigantic cords of red, green, and blue energy twining around each other.

Bannor heard Idun, then Daena, then Ziedra and Radian all gasping as they stopped a short distance inside the archway. He and Sarai reached the place on the far side where a circular landing opened out onto the edge of a vast pit more than a thousand paces across. A walkway ten paces wide and two others from the far side of the titanic chamber extended out over the drop to a central platform more than a hundred paces across. Hanging from those seemingly thin rods of metal a giant blister of clear material surrounded the outpouring of energy. Inside that chamber a rainbow of colors reflected and sparked. Smaller shafts of glassy material, all glowing with alien magic, ran out from this hub into parts of the shaft above and below them. As Bannor looked up he realized there was no ceiling. The chamber seemed to go up to infinity.

Hyperion, oblivious to the stunning scenery stomped out onto the bridge. The laced strands of metal crisscrossing the surface clanked under his heavy feet as he proceeded out over the daunting drop.

Wren moved out onto the walkway a few steps, waiting for the entire assemblage to file onto the platform. "This is what Hyperion called a nexus shaft. Starholme Prime has sixteen of these things. Those big colored streams... that's magic. That huge flood of energy, according to Hyperion, is only trace usage."  She looked over to Daena. "When we use our powers, it comes from that."  She pointed to the colored streams.

Cassandra walked to the edge and looked down. "Damn," she shook her head. "The amount of magic is insane."

Marna stepped up beside her and looked down. "There are bigger shafts than this on Homeworld, but they were built with machinery. Also, they do not transmit magic." She shook her head in wonder. "The potential is truly staggering."

"So, Wren," Loric said, coming up behind Cassandra and putting an arm around her. "So, the energy that defeated Hecate and saved us in Bassil came from here?"

The blonde savant nodded. "There's some kind of thing that beams the magic straight to you when you focus on it." She pointed to the colored stream. "When we're just ordinary savants, our bodies aren't strong enough for that. Apparently, a certain amount of the nola magic is just broadcast across the universe, and we tap into it."

"That doesn't seem right," Bannor said. "I always trace our savant threads back to their source in Eternity. Our power comes from that."

"Right, and this thing apparently dumps the magic into whatever it is that we draw our powers from. I don't claim to understand it on anything more than a rudimentary level. I just know that in a kick-arse form like the one I'm in now," She raised a hand. A white glow spread around her fingers and down her arm. From deep in the bowels of Starholme something vaguely like moans echoed and warbled into silence. The cords of light twisting around in the shaft brightened and began to dance with more speed. 

The savant's body started to glow, and Bannor could feel heat coming from her. Gusts of air swirled around Wren and her hair flicked around her face like something alive. The Kel'Varan's glowing blue eyes turned brilliant white like stars. Threads of energy began gathering around the woman's body, the numbers doubling every instant.

Bannor swallowed and his heart started to beat fast. Did she have any idea of what she was doing? Sarai pulled tight against him.

"Uh, Wren," he said, holding out a hand. Already there were tens of thousands of threads, enough power to reduce a mountain to sand. "Wren."

Cassandra's mouth dropped as it seemed that she too feared the savant wouldn't stop. She waved her arms. "Wren! Enough demonstration! Please!"

The savant let out a sigh and dropped her hands. The glow around her faded. "Mmmm, that feels good."

"My heart hurts," Loric gasped, gripping his chest.

Marna and her daughter Dulcere stared. Bannor saw Dulcere reach out and take hold of Corim's arm. The burly warrior looked down where she had taken hold and smiled to himself.

Octavia the physician leaned to one side and studied Wren with a furrowed brow. She didn't seem frightened by the immense display of power, only fascinated by it.

Idun stared at her granddaughter. "It is virtually limitless. All that power and you barely even made that thing over there react."

"Yeah," Wren said. She rolled her shoulders and twisted her head side to side. "Whew, feel light. I hadn't tried to really push what this body could do." She bounced up on her toes and stretched. She looked back toward the column of light. "Did you guys really think I would blow myself up?"

Ziedra snorted brushing back her dark hair. "Oh, I think it occurred to oh--all of us."

Wren giggled. "You know me. I always have to test the edges of the box." She looked to Desiray. "That's what my mistress taught me."

Desiray had her arms folded. "In this case, your mistress would prefer you do as I say rather than as I do."

The Kel'varan rolled her glowing eyes. "That's no fun. Anyways, now you see why I had to lock this place up. Imagine what could be done with it."

"I have," Marna said with a frown. "I worry more about what you can do with it."

"Marna, what would I do with it?" She put an arm around Idun and pulled her close. "I have everything I have ever wanted right now."

"Everybody grows up some day," the elder Kriar said with a flat expression. "Shall we proceed? Hyperion seems to be getting impatient."

"Impatient?"

She looked out to the end of the walkway to the platform where the ancient waited for them. He had his arms crossed and was tapping his toe.

Wren raised an eyebrow and grinned. "Isn't he cute?"

"He's not cute at all," Desiray growled. "He almost ripped me in half."

The Kel'varan sniffed. "You shouldn't have picked on me. Come on, we don't want him having a hissy fit. I have no idea what that would be like but it would probably be messy."

She headed out the walkway toward the center.

With his arm through Sarai's, Bannor stepped out onto the walkway behind Daena and Janai. Being over thirty paces wide the group spread out on the bridge, some gathering toward the middle, others walking near the rail to look down.

Marna was one of those whole strolled along next to the rail with Octavia on her arm. Dulcere stayed next to her mother with Corim at her shoulder. The scholarly Shael Dal warrior seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. Bannor had only spent a little time with the man, a few dinner conversations and battle talk. His curiosity and pursuit of knowledge were insatiable. He could see Corim writing books and papers in his head with every step. Cassandra, the golden mage appeared much the same.

"Your daughter troubles me sometimes," Damay said, catching up to Euriel and speaking at her shoulder. Hands clasped at the small of her back, the elder Kel'varan tossed her dark hair, white glowing eyes narrowed as she studied Wren walking at the front of the procession.

Euriel nodded. "She spent so much time without direction and being hurt," she sighed and shook her head. "I think being on the offensive, being in control--it's really euphoric for her."

Damay nodded. She rubbed the side of her face with a jeweled hand and let out a breath. "I used to envy that she was Gaea's favorite. Now, I see how that position drives her. It makes her want to reach further--take on more. Maybe more than she's ready for."

Vanidaar put an arm around his wife. "May, I don't really see what we can do. We have influence, but not the kind of hold that Gaea has on her. She'll accept only so much advice. And how do you tell a young goddess not to overdo?" He thumped his chest. "It's these bodies that Marna gave us. It's tough not to feel a little self-confident." He shook his head. "I'm no youngster, and I catch myself swaggering a bit. Zee, Wren, lords Daena--they're children."

"Really capable children," Euriel said. She glanced back over her shoulder, her gaze meeting Bannor's showing that she realized he was listening to their conversation. "I am so proud of Li, at the way she has held together over the summers."

Bannor leaned close to the three. "Wren will reach, she might even hurt herself, but she learns from it and gets stronger. I've seen that just from the short time I've known her. She jokes a lot, but it's just to keep from being so serious she cracks."

The group reached the center of the span. Intent on the conversation, Bannor hadn't bothered to look over the edge. It was probably best because a glance down revealed what appeared to be a fall into infinity. The light of the magic conduit lit the shaft down to a point that the lines converged in the distance. A league down? Maybe more.

<Continue?> Hyperion rumbled in a tone that was probably the closest thing to irritation the creature could manage.

Wren looked back to everyone and smiled. "Yes, Hyperion, please continue, there will be no more delays."

There was the barest hint of a change in Hyperion's expression. His jaw worked side to side for an instant. He turned and stomped away.

"One of these times, he's going to slap you," Desiray said.

"What?" Wren threw up a hand as she walked. "I didn't do anything."

"Oh it's not what you say," the white-haired guild-mistress said. "It's the imperious tone you use with him."

Wren laughed. She leaned toward Desiray. "I only imitated what I saw."

The older woman flinched back and smiled. "Oh, I'll get you for that."

Bannor didn't get the joke, but the two of them obviously did.

At the end of the long bridge, Wren stopped at another hexagon-shaped panel behind Hyperion. This portal was far more massive than the other they had seen, with giant bolts in the floor and ceiling that secured it. Wren aimed the First One key at it, and colors flashed on the gem.

With a hum and a rumble of metal sliding on metal the bolts retracted, and the giant door split in the middle, the pace thick slabs wheezing as they parted. Warm air wafted in their faces as Hyperion stepped into the widening gap, his feet thumping on the smooth metal floor.

Wren followed as the ancient thundered along. Bannor noticed the other savants flinching as they stepped through the doorway. As he crossed the threshold, he felt a kind of stab in the place where he felt his nola. He recalled getting that same feeling when they had been in the presence of Gaea. They must be getting close.

The corridors here were utilitarian and without adornment, smooth gray walls without even lines of separation, as if the whole area had been carved out of a single gargantuan slab of metal. They came to intersections and other recesses that must be doors, these they passed at a fast walk. Hyperion was taking seemingly random rights and lefts through what must be a vast complex of chambers.

As they moved, that initial ache came back and grew stronger, becoming an uncomfortable pulsing that made halos appear around the objects in his vision. He rubbed the back of his head and winced.

Sarai leaned close to him, strands of silvery hair falling across her face. "Something wrong, my One?" 

"Head hurts," he murmured.

Wren looked back, glowing blue eyes narrowed. "You should all be feeling a kind of ache." She brushed strands of gleaming blonde hair from her eyes. "It has something to do with whatever is in this part of the complex. Something to do with however Gaea manifests here."

Hyperion made a right into a corridor that slanted down. The walls went from metallic gray to a greenish marble-like stone. Strange elemental threads ran through the walls here, making Bannor's skin prickle. He noticed the others looking around in apparent unease as they rushed along.

The passage split twice again, giving them glimpses of chambers where ancient artifices pulsed and thrummed with alien energy.

Hyperion stopped at another huge hexagonal valve and waited for Wren.

The savant turned her head. "Hey, this wasn't here before."  She aimed her key at it. After a few instants the door split and ground aside for them. Beyond the portal, the passage became a black glossy substance. The black globes that Marna called security nodes lined the passage ceiling.

Hyperion continued, moving at a steady pace.

"Last time we came through here at a run," Desiray said, looking up.

"Damn, my head hurts," Daena said, scrubbing at her scalp. Janai rubbed the girl's back and looked concerned. "Does it get worse?"

"Unfortunately, yes," Wren answered. "Just grit your teeth and bare with it. It will get better in a little bit."

As they descended further into the area, the feeling did get worse, making it difficult to even walk. The corridor would lose focus for moments at a time. His skin itched and a strange crawling sensation worried at his scalp.

Marna frowned. "What you are feeling is etheral chaos."

"Hyperion stop," Wren ordered.

The First One paused and looked back. His heavy brow furrowed.

"Go ahead, Marna, what were you saying?"

The ancient Kriar lady touched the slick green wall with a fingertip, drew it back and rubbed it with her thumb. She pursed her lips. "It appears that this section of the structure actually extends into an etheral subpath. The savants feel it more acutely because of their senses. Our matrixes protect against temporal skewing. Cere, expand your compensation field and I'll spread mine."

The two Kriar closed their eyes and the jewels on their brows flashed and a red illumination spread out from them and over the group. 

The uncomfortable pulsation vanished. It was like a great weight had been lifted off his brain.

"Oh whoa," he let out. "I can think again."

"Nice," Wren said. "Thanks! Worth stopping for. Hyperion," she glanced at Desiray. "Please proceed."

The ancient started forward again as if he had never stopped.

"Major relief." Sighing, Daena pressed her hands to her face and pushed her palms back through her auburn hair and rocked her head forward.

As they walked, Dulcere looked to her mother. <I cannot recall. Did we ever build any installations in subspace?>

"A long time ago, temporary structures were tested," Marna answered. "They were considered dangerous and unstable. So research on permanent structures was halted." Her gaze tracked to their surroundings. "I never saw plans, much less a working model, for something this big." 

"I'm curious," Cassandra said, dark eyes narrowed. "Why didn't we feel that when we were inside Gaea?"

"I felt a twinge," Ziedra remarked. "Just not as strong as here. Maybe she shielded us from it. The way we're being shielded now."

"You know," Loric said putting his hands behind his back as he walked. The elder's eyes narrowed as though something he had just realized troubled him. "When Marna asked Gaea what she was, she didn't answer. It begins to occur to me what she really is."

"What's that?" Cassandra asked.

"A really smart bomb for destroying universes," he said with a cold tone.

"Come again?" Cassandra let out with a gasp. "What would ever make you think that?"

"No, I think his rationale is sound," Marna said. "If I turn my thoughts to something really barbaric, I can see that. Bombs come in two parts, an explosive and a detonator. Imagine, you infect the subpaths of a universe with a replicating creature that essentially subverts the universe's entire network of time/space energy flows. Then you have a detonator, this thing called the genemar. Activate the device, the creature's energy and everything associated with it is nullified, and the universe is, for all intents and purposes, annihilated. Of course, like most doomsday weapons, it's not really intended to be used--but it's there as a threat."

"That's insane," Wren said looking back as they turned a corner. The passage walls changed with each intersection, veins of different colors running through the black material like arteries in a living body. "Do we really want to think these Chyrith destroy entire universes?"

<I think the ability to destroy the universe is a side effect,> Dulcere said. <I'm certain the ability to affect the subpaths and create magic as Gaea does, are a way of shaping a universe to make it useful to them.>

"Like making a planet habitable?" Cassandra said.

<Yes, only on a much larger scale. Magic is like air to those creatures, so they ensure that the target universe has that resource for their use.>

"It would explain why we were so outclassed when we fought the Jyril," Marna remarked. "They may have had a creature like Gaea controlling that universe's subpaths as well." She looked to her daughter. "Remember, we never could gate anywhere near their home planet. They kept real space effectively blockaded."

"So, do we think Gaea was intentionally put here?" Bannor asked.

"I don't think so," Marna answered.

"The other thing I don't get is how does a creature like that 'run away'?" Cassandra said. "I mean getting around inside a universe is hard enough."

"There may be inter-universal paths too," Loric said. "Luthice was able to cross outside the boundaries of Eternity. We still don't know how that is accomplished."

"It's all a lot of speculation," Damay said with a frown. "Gaea is my patron and goddess, and the primary principal upon which I have based my entire life. Trying to cast her as some runaway experiment or a cosmic weapon are pointless in any event. The important truth is that she is here, and that she created us and most important--she loves us."  She tilted her head. "When was the last time a weapon loved you?"

Corim winced and glanced at Cassandra. "Uh, let's not go there..."

Hyperion turned into a corridor four times the width of the others they'd come down. This one slanted up like a ramp and ended in a much larger portal. Gold, blue, and red veins ran through the shiny black surface of the walls. The air had a caustic sterile smell, and everything in the atmosphere seemed to vibrate. 

Wren stepped up to the door and held out the key. She closed her eyes. This one apparently required concentration to perform.

With a flash, the bolts recessed with a heavy grinding sound. Fog hissed into the passage as the seal on the door was broken. The massive construct broke into six parts, the leaves pivoting into the wall hollows.

Beyond the portal, a thick layer of mist tumbled across the floor of a chamber some two hundred paces deep. A reddish light suffused the area and bright sparks slowly rained from the ceiling, illuminating what looked like an amphitheater recessed into the broad floor. Huge crystals thrumming with energy lined the walls, golden motes spiraling in the air near them.

"Welcome children," a deep feminine voice rolled over them from the center of the chamber. "I trust your journey was without incident?"

 


 

 

 

Life in its infinite diversity is my realm, to analyze, to heal, and to create. I look forward to something truly challenging to my skills...

--Octavia Delarn, Fabrista Master Physician

 

Chapter 2

A Goddess Reborn

 

Bannor looked around the huge chamber. While it didn't look like much, the sense of potency was unmistakable. The place had an odd feel to it and an even stranger smell. That sterile scent mingled with something organic. The air felt balmy and the hair on the back of his neck tingled.

Wren addressed the presence of Gaea in the room. "Our trip was fine. We had only one minor annoyance," Wren said. "Easily dealt with."

"Come in, come in!" Gaea's voice said with sincere sounding enthusiasm. "Pardon the lack of appointments. There is however plenty of seating."

Wren moved into the chamber toward the center. She looked up toward a black globe that hung over the center of amphitheater.

"Whoa." Cassandra staggered as she stepped across the threshold.

Desiray also wobbled a bit, but held up the gold lady. Loric frowned, apparently affected but not to the extent of the other two. Ziedra held her husband's arm as he staggered under the influence of this place.

"Daughter," Gaea asked. "Did you introduce them all to the system?"

Wren rubbed her forehead. "Oh, right, I'm sorry. I forgot. I was just focused on getting us here."

"No harm done," Gaea boomed. "I will initiate that here." Bannor felt her attention like a beam of warmth sweeping the room. "I apologize for any discomfort my presence causes you. I have my aura as contained as I can manage."

"Gaea," Marna said, orienting on the black sphere. "I have brought a physician with me, her name is Octavia. She will be doing the design and I will be assisting."

"She will do the design?" Gaea rumbled. The walls of the chamber hummed. "You don't trust my design is it?"

"I felt your design should be analyzed and reviewed, not blindly replicated."  Marna put hands on hips. "On the way in we were speculating what the Chyrith intended for your original purpose. If it is as we suspect, there may be some safeguards in your programming that you are unaware of."

There was no face to put the voice to but Bannor could imagine the All-Mother's arch expression. "Programming?" Gaea repeated. "An artifice am I now?"

"Even organic creatures can be programmed." Marna folded her arms. "Your children have been programmed to obey you, have they not?"

The room went quiet.

Bannor found the silence unnerving. The other savants were looking at Marna including Damay who looked particularly unhappy. The temperature in room seemed to drop.

Wren looked up at the sphere overhead. "Mother?"

The stillness began to get uncomfortable. Marna put fists on hips.

"You may proceed," Gaea finally said. "Place your assembly unit directly in the middle of the audience circle." Bannor felt that swath of warmth pass over him again. "Loric, did you bring Mon'istiaga?"

"Yes."

"Good."

"Where do I put the big box?" Desiray asked.

Octavia walked over to Desiray. "Please place it next to the steps leading down. That will give the converter line-of-sight to the build location."

The white haired woman nodded, and walked over to the spot. She raised her arms and the cloak fluttered, strands reaching out like tentacles. Touching the floor, the fingers danced and spiraled up. With a thrumming sound, Octavia's host box slowly appeared as though painted into reality.

The red-haired physician bowed to Desiray. "Thank you."

Dulcere and Marna stepped up and the three of them began working. Much the way he and Sarai had seen Mercedes work in Malan, Octavia appeared to summon items out of thin air and assemble them around the box. Dulcere and her Mother plugged glowing cords between the items, and secured them.

"You are not in a hurry are you, Gaea?" Marna said as she worked. "It won't take long, but it will take some time."

"Bannor, when last did you have one of those attacks?" Gaea asked in that booming echo.

"Two days ago," he answered. "Before that it was a day, and then a few bells before that."

"The periods are getting further apart," Gaea mused. "Those in possession of it may not know its function."

"Let's bloody hope so," Corim said.

"I think it is safe to take time to do this correctly," the goddess determined.

"While they are fiddling with those artifices, is there anything you want the rest of us to do, Mother?" 

"Come sit in the circle so I may look at you," Gaea's voice answered, echoing through the room. "Though it may not make sense, I can see you better through my communing eyes than I can when you are in my realm."  Bannor felt her focus shift. "Hyperion, close and lock the portal gate and stand guard until given further instructions."

Bannor looked back to see the ancient turn back to the mammoth door, and hit something on a panel beside it. The valve shut and locked with a final-sounding boom. The creature stepped to the middle, braced himself and folded his arms, glowing green eyes pulsing.

Stand guard? Was Gaea planning to keep something out or keep them in? Hyperion was on the inside.

His mind kept coming back to what Marna had said. Your children have been programmed to obey you, have they not? Where Gaea was concerned, did he have no free will?

Sarai squeezed his arm. "My One, are you okay?"  Her violet eyes searched his face.

He looked down at her. Damn, she was beautiful. He almost had no free will when it came to Sarai, especially now that they would be parents soon. He swallowed. Bannor knelt down, put his arms around her, and pulled her close, pressing his face against the warmth of her body.

"Mmmm, my One," she murmured, stroking his hair. "What's wrong?"

"I just want to keep you safe," he murmured. "It just keeps getting crazier and crazier. What can I do if the whole universe collapses?"

"Shhh." She kissed the top of his head. "It'll be all right, it won't come to that. I have faith in all of you--and I'll be there to help you."

He sighed, drawing strength from her certainty and confidence. He pushed himself to his feet and tilted her head back. She pulled him down and they kissed. She tasted sweet. It made his whole body tremble. It took a moment to pull away. "I love you," he muttered.

She rubbed his chest with her palm. "For some reason, I never get tired of hearing you say that. I love you too, my One. Come, let's join the others." She pulled him toward the audience circle where the rest of the group had gathered on the padded tiers.

In the time of his brief interlude with Sarai, Marna, Dulcere and Octavia had created a replica of the back of Wysteri's treatment area, with a counter and the lighted crystals Wysteri called 'consoles'. They had made chairs and other devices which meant nothing to him.

As the two of them sat on the bleachers next to Daena and Janai, a brilliant beam of grayish light struck out from Octavia's host, etching a pattern in the air of the platform in the center of the audience circle. In a matter of heartbeats, a cylinder identical to the one in Wysteri's treatment area took shape.

"I don't care how many times I see it," Daena said. "That stuff is wizard; making something out of nothing."

It reminded Bannor of Cassandra's diatribe against the Kriar. When you could make anything out of nothing, everything of value became worthless. Of course, such a thing was a view from a higher perspective. To an impoverished village in the middle of nowhere, where food or clothing came from and how it came to be were afterthoughts at best.

"I am glad you all made the trek here," Gaea said. "I only wish more of my children could have been adopted before this trial came to pass. So, what do you all think of the legacy of your forebears?"

"I think its wizard an all," Daena said, brushing at her auburn hair. "Do we get to find out what it was all for?"

"To be honest," Gaea said. "The generation that built Starholme, communed with me only to ask for boons of the subpaths. They did not accept my advice nor consult with me on the building of this place. They felt they had outgrown their mother. So, while I have a presence here, and some small influence, I know little of this place beyond the broad strokes."

"You never wandered around as an avatar?"

Gaea sighed. "As I said, my children didn't have much regard for me. The access I was given here was more to patronize me than anything else. My ability to manifest was very limited and quite expensive. My avatars lasted only a very short time in the border space created by this chamber."

"That confuses me," Ziedra said raising a hand. "It sounds like they were arseholes, yet you talk as though we are the same ones from the ancient times."

"You are. They weren't all arses. I had my favorites--the ones who regarded me. They were the ones whose taos I assisted so they might be reborn."

"You'll pardon," Sarai said. "Mazerak was the worst kind of arse."

Gaea sighed. "Even a basically good tao can grow up twisted. Each of you have been reborn hundreds of times, and some of those incarnations were less desirable than others." Bannor heard a smile in Gaea's voice. "Ziedra my dear child, the line of Istar'nolas has many stinkers in it. Your power is one far more easily abused than the others, and it has been--many times."

"Well, I don't mind being the exception to the stinker rule," the dark-haired savant said with a toss of her head.

Wren leaned toward the woman. "Are you sure you are?"

Ziedra scowled at her.

Octavia walked down the steps and stepped up on the dais and checked the chamber. She looked up to the dark sphere over head. "All preparations are complete. How will we exchange the design data?"

"You can analyze a sample to give you the template, can you not?" Gaea asked.

"I can."

"One moment," Gaea said. Bannor felt the room grow warm around him. The gems on the walls flickered and crackled, and the motes dancing around them changed their patterns. "I need a sterile container to deposit the template."

Octavia gestured and what looked like a small glass cylinder about the size of Bannor's thumb appeared in her hand. "Will this suffice?"

"It will. Hold it out in front of you."

Octavia looked up to the dark sphere and held out the container. A green light stabbed out from the globe and into the enclosure and a bluish fluid built up inside it until it was half filled.

"I trust that is sufficient."

"Adequate," Octavia acknowledged with a furrowed brow. "This is a locked sequence, do you wish it replicated in a locked state?"

"My dear, if you can figure out how to unlock it, you are welcome to do so."

"I see," Octavia replied. "I will take this back to analyzer and give you my synthesis shortly."

"Thank you, Octavia," Gaea responded.

The mecha physician retreated back up the steps to her host where she placed the container inside something she slid out of device's side. She went to one of the consoles and studied something there with Marna and Dulcere.

"Ziedra," Gaea said. "Please come down to the platform."

The ascendant of magic frowned. She touched her husband on the shoulder and walked down the steps to the central dais. 

"This will not hurt," Gaea said. "Please do not move."

Ziedra nodded.

A green light bathed the savant, and she rocked her head back. Wren saw her taking deep breaths, hands clenched at her side.

"I know what that feels like," Desiray murmured.

"Will she be all right?" Radian asked.

"She'll be in good mood, trust me."

Bannor watched as a complex web of threads formed between Ziedra and the sphere containing Gaea's essence. As he watched the threads, some appearing, others disappearing, he realized that they were communicating. Gaea was using the primal threads of the universe as a means of sending information. He frowned--to use such dense threads it would have to be a great deal of knowledge. 

The light winked out and Ziedra staggered. She put a hand to her chest. "Whew."  She drew a breath and shuddered. Looking up to the sphere overhead she said, "I understand."

"Good," Gaea rumbled.

Radian walked down to greet his wife. "Are you okay?"

Ziedra didn't answer, she simply put her arms around him and put her head on his shoulder.

"Loric," Gaea said.

"Yes, Gaea," he answered. 

"I have one task for you and it is a simple one. Hopefully, you will oblige me."

"I have to hear what it is first."

"It's nothing complicated. When the body is ready, I will have to transfer my essence to it. While I can do that after a fact, this system has a rather tight grip on me. I want you to use Mon'istiaga to cut open the sphere that contains me. I would have one of my children do it, but being that close to my pure essence might prove harmful to them. I know you can protect yourself."

Loric stared up at the globe. Bannor saw suspicion in the gray-haired man's eyes. "Isn't there a less destructive way to do it?"

"If you can think of one, I am open to suggestions. The material of this sphere is quite durable, and it is a rather solid object. My children did not want me getting out."

Bannor felt a little twist in his stomach. Why might that be? Had the First Ones been afraid of their mother? She said they didn't regard her or listen to her counsel. He suspected that their mother told the truth, but was selective with what things she revealed.

"All right," Loric finally said. "I will do as you ask."

"Good."

"Gaea," Marna said from the top of the stairs.

"Yes, Marna?" the goddess responded.

"We're looking at this template."

"Yes?"

"Isn't it a bit--young?"

"Is there a problem?"

"Oh, it could be done--but..."

"Marna, I thought you liked them young..."

The Kriar Vatraena frowned. 

"Mother, what's she talking about?" Wren asked.

"The reference template is actually that of a child."

"A child?"

"Yes, don't you think it would be quaint? The mother of the universe in the body of a pre-pubescent girl." 

Wren stared.

All the rest of savants stared as well.

Gaea sighed. "Nobody has a sense of humor anymore. Of course I don't want to be in the body of a child, Marna. The template was easier to create that way, please maturate it appropriately. You can do that, right?"

"Of course," Marna answered.

"Please."  Bannor felt Gaea's attention sweep over everyone. "Isn't your mother allowed a jest once in a while? You're all so serious."

"Well, maybe the universe getting blown up might have one or two of us on edge," Cassandra said with a frown.

"Marna is working as fast as she can. I will expedite matters to the best of my ability once I can move about."

"Do we have a plan?" Damay asked.

"We will have one once I have time to assess things with eyes that can truly see your world. Much of my interpretation of real space is through your eyes and your perceptions and not my own. Even my ability to express myself is really a reflection of all of you here. It's somewhat complicated."

"Lady Gaea," Octavia said from the stairs. "I have some concerns. Do you wish to hear them?"

"Of course."

"I have done my initial analysis of your reference template. I believe I understand the key requirements in terms of compatibility with your essence and specialized communicating requirements. However, there are elements that are suspect. Is this design entirely your own or did you borrow it?"

Gaea's answer was not immediate. The chamber was silent for a time, everyone staring up to the spot where her voice issued. After half a breath, Gaea responded. "Unfortunately, it is mostly borrowed. As one can imagine, I am not an expert in this sort of thing. So, what is your recommendation?"

"I suggest a redesign based around the core requirements indicated in your reference. It will eliminate suspect controls and locks inherent in the other build."

"And integrate your controls and locks, correct?"

Octavia simply stared at the sphere she was addressing. She brushed at her red hair. "My design will be stable, safe, and adequately provide for your needs."

"I see," Gaea said. Bannor felt the goddess' attention studying the mecha. "Octavia, were you designed by a Kriar or did another of your kind make you?"

The physician frowned. "My mother, Eladrazelle, created me."

"How do you feel about that?"

The mecha's brow furrowed. "How am I supposed to feel about it? She is my mother."

Where was Gaea going with that? Sometimes Bannor didn't understand her. Of course, that was probably to be expected.

"Octavia, proceed as you deem necessary. I am certain the design will be excellent."

The mecha bowed. "I should have something ready shortly."  She turned back to where she was consulting with Marna and Dulcere.

"I am fascinated," Gaea remarked to the audience, "with creations that exceed the capabilities of their creators. I suppose that is the nature of evolution. A mother likes to think that her children will be more prosperous than she..."

The group continued to converse with Gaea. She informed the savants and their mates that the governing intelligence of Starholme had been updated with their identities so that they could move about the complex without risk. In the intervening time, the All-Mother asked some strange questions. She asked how each of them felt about their parents and siblings and the nature of emotions like jealousy and envy. The way she reflected their responses showed that she understood the concepts herself, but was more interested in their own interpretations.

"The design is complete and double checked," Octavia reported. "Do you wish to review it?"

"No," Gaea answered. "I trust your work. Proceed to the creation process and I will examine the product."

"As you wish."

Marna and Octavia worked together at their counter for a few moments. The cylinder on the dais began to glow and a strange whining sound came from it.

"This really is rather exciting," Cassandra remarked. "We're watching the creating of a goddess."

"While the creation is indeed fascinating," Idun said. "What concerns me more is the Kriar's ability to do this. What is to stop them from creating dozens or hundreds of creatures like ourselves?"

"I don't think there is anything," Wren said. "But if they did that kind of thing, wouldn't Homeworld be flooded with trillions of creatures--including copies of themselves?"

"I did find that aspect of Homeworld troubling," Damay remarked. "Especially when one reflects on their ability to create new forms of life at will."

"I believe the Kriar have a much firmer grasp of the natural order of things than any of you realize," Gaea said to them all. "There were those of them who did not care about order which took them into conflict with the Jyril. However, others like our Marna seem to respect life."

A body had taken shape in the cylinder. It was too far away to make out details, but there was definitely something solid there. He stood up, curious to go down and look. The others seemed to have the same idea as they all went down the steps to gather around the form of the goddess.

Sarai held his arm as they stepped up to look in the case. 

Green.

Bannor guessed that was going to stay the same, although the tone seemed lighter than it had when they saw her incarnation in the other realm. The proportions of this shape were not nearly so exaggerated. Despite the overstated fertility traits, the body had a sleek symmetry that suggested strength and solidity. Despite being slimmer and less distorted, it was definitely Gaea's face. Though it didn't seem like a face that should affect him that way, he found that face extremely attractive. Perhaps that was part of the control Marna had mentioned. Perhaps he simply couldn't see the goddess as anything other than beautiful. 

A bluish light played over the body from the sphere above them.

"Hmmm," Gaea hummed. "Do you like it daughter Wren?"

"It's, ummm, really healthy," the blonde savant remarked. "But believable."

"Believable?" Gaea remarked. "You did not think my other avatars were believable?"

"Uhhh, they were good for hugs."

"Will I still give good hugs?" Gaea asked with a smile in her voice.

"Always."

"Vatraena," Gaea said. "From what I can see, this will work. Before we can do the joining, however, Ziedra must perform some rituals for me."

"Rituals?" Marna repeated, coming down the steps with Dulcere and Octavia in tow.

"Yes. Children please give Zee some space. Are you ready, Zee?"

Ziedra drew a breath and let it out slow. "Sure. You know, I've never tried something this big before."

"You never had a body like that."

"True."

They backed off as the ascendant of magic began the incantation. Ziedra pushed her long dark hair over her shoulders, squared herself on the platform and worked her shoulders left to right. She brought her hands together in a clap and hummed. Closing her eyes she tilted her head back and swung her arms up and began to chant deep in her chest, uttering harsh guttural sounds.

Loric tilted his head, brow furrowing. "It appears to be a tenth order version of T'a'fugit, there are some differences of course."

"A spirit binder?" Cassandra said. "Well, I suppose that makes sense."

"Spirit binder?" Marna wondered aloud.

The three Kriar watched in rapt fascination as Ziedra continued to cast.

Bannor watched as the magic evolved, primal threads of incredible power stretched out between the body and the sphere containing Gaea's essence. There were other spells that insinuated themselves in the green mother's waiting body, making subtle changes in its structure.

By the time Ziedra began to slow her motions, to Bannor's nola sight, the dais was all but obscured by a complex web of threads and balanced energies. To his normal sight, the area pulsed with a silvery light, and motes of red, blue, and green light danced around the cylinder.

Ziedra dropped her hands to her sides and staggered. Wren lunged forward and caught her shoulders.

"Whew," the ascendant of magic said. "That--that was a lot--even for this body."

"Well done, Daughter Ziedra," Gaea commended. "It appears that you did everything perfectly."

Octavia had her arms folded as she stared at the case with a furrowed brow. 

"Octavia," Gaea said. "Loric is going to strike my essence cage. When he does so, Ziedra will invoke the binding. When she claps her hands, please start the body processes."

Octavia nodded. "Understood."

"Children," Gaea said. "Let us hope this is successful. It is the last time I may communicate with you from this chamber, as when the vessel is destroyed so will my contact with the artifices that allow communication. Do please stay back away from the case while the binding takes place. It will create quite a tempest I am sure. Zee, I recommend invoking the binding from several steps up."

"Yes, Mother."

"Loric, are you ready?"

He frowned. He chanted a few words and his body left the ground and floated up to where he was within arm's reach of Gaea's essence cage. With a rasp, he drew Mon'istiaga out of its magically concealed case. The blade of the destroyer sparked and flared with reddish light, the material shimmering like the surface of water illuminated by a bright sun.

"Ready," the elder said.

Below, they had backed well away from the case. Bannor's heart was thumping. They were going to witness something truly unique.

"When you strike," Gaea said. "I would get back a fair distance." There was a pause. "I am prepared. Go when you are ready."

Loric looked down to Ziedra. "Ready Zee?"

"Yes," the ascendant of magic said, leaning on her gold husband.

"Ready Octavia?"

"I am prepared."

"Okay, here we go." 

Loric gestured and a sheen of golden light swelled around his limbs, then another dimmer light seemed to fold around that, and then a series of dimmer illuminations layered themselves overtop those. After that was done he landed on the upper side of the globe, and took hold of the thick support that held it in place, and braced himself. He took a couple of test swings, getting the path he wanted. Bannor noticed he was bracing his feet not only to get leverage to make the attack but lunge away from the construct as well.

"On three, two, one!"  The elder drew back the weapon of the First Ones, focused, and brought Mon'istiaga's edge shrieking down on the side of the sphere.

Bannor had been expecting a big impact but the whole room shook with the power of the blow. Apparently, Loric had known exactly how sturdy that sphere was, even with the tremendous force the elder put behind it, Mon'istiaga only knocked out a small chunk.

Loric leaped away as a burst of darkness erupted from the opening, causing the whole room to shudder and fluctuate. The cloud of lightlessness swirled around the sphere, energy arcing and crackling.

Ziedra yelled a single indescribable word, something beyond sound but less than thought. It hit the air like a hammer ringing a gong. She clapped her hands.

Octavia gestured and the case flashed.

The air in the room roared to a howl as the cloud of darkness around Gaea's communing sphere spiraled down toward the case with growing speed. Tongues of magic and heat flicked out into the lower bleachers with crashes that made the whole room quiver with their force.

Threads of truly unfathomable depth and reach began to gather around the goddess; strands of reality so primal that they made Bannor's eyes ache to look on them.

A fountain of golden light fanned out from where the darkness touched Gaea's waiting body. The case top melted and fragments of the cylinder itself sheared away into the maelstrom of titanic forces boring downward into the green-skinned form.

Bannor glanced toward Marna, her daughter, and Octavia, the three of them stood on the steps, fists clenched and bodies twitching as each roll of thunder and flash of energy smote the room. 

"Lords," Sarai breathed next to him. "That's her life force?"

"Creation incarnate," someone murmured.

With a last crack that died into to silence, the light and darkness winked out.

It felt to Bannor like his heart stopped along with the display. Smoke and vapor obscured the whole dais, so it was impossible to tell if the body even held together under the massive onslaught of the All-Mother's life force.

"Dark," Marna muttered. "I--" The always articulate matriarch stumbled, apparently at a lack for words.

Loric floated down to land on the steps next to Cassandra and Desiray. He rubbed at his arms. "Damn, I got a sun-tan right through my shields."  He sheathed Mon'istiaga with a clank and looked toward the dais. "Did it work?"

"I can't tell," Cassandra breathed. 

Wren drew a breath and started down the steps.

Ziedra followed close behind, hands laced and held to her lips.

He swallowed and started down, Sarai held onto his hand and followed. The platform was devoid of threads. It looked--dead. The thought made his stomach twist. He looked up to the sphere overhead. The massive outpouring of Gaea's essence had pealed the globe open like the petals of a flower.

Why couldn't he detect that monstrously powerful life force? All that energy had just vanished like it never was.

They reached the bottom step. Nothing remained of the Kriar transformation cylinder. Bannor felt the heat of the floor of the conference circle through his boots. The metal and crystal had been literally boiled away by the gigantic forces of the merging. A burned caustic smell hung in the air. Gaea's body lay on its side in a melted crater of stone several paces across, long black hair lying across her torso and the floor like strands of shadow.

Octavia, who was behind them, made an incoherent choking sound. No doubt, she, like the rest of them, had not anticipated anything nearly so violent.

"How did her body even remain intact?" Cassandra wondered. "Damn, it's hot."

Wren ventured into the still smoking crater, her aura flickering brighter as she dissipated the energy away from herself. "Mother?" She bent down and touched Gaea's shoulder. "Mother?"

The goddess didn't move.

The other savants looked on from a short distance away.

Wren bent down and scooped Gaea up in her arms. Grimacing, with the effort, she wobbled over and deposited still form on the lowest intact tier and pressed her ear to All-Mother's chest.

The Kel'varan made a moaning sound. "No, she's--"

The goddess gasped, her back arching and legs twitching. Her flailing arms found Wren and clutched her tight.

The goddess' body, dormant of threads and energy, sparked and came alive. Like the light from a lantern being slowly unhooded, the life force of Gaea grew brighter and brighter until her green skin turned luminescent with the brilliance of her tao. 

The All-Mother took long shuddering gasps of air. Her dark eyes fluttered. She continued to take deep heaving breaths. She moaned and after a few moments her eyes opened fully.

"Ah," Gaea groaned. "So--this is what it's like to be--alive."

 


 

 

 

In truth, the Jyril scared me. They did things that were then, and still are, impossible to Kriar science  even after hundreds of eons. Their legacy, creatures like the Baronians and Gaea, make me uneasy no matter how pretty a face they wear...

--Vatraena Marna Solaris, Fabrista Supreme Counsel

 

Chapter 3

Goddess

 

Gaea writhed on the padded tier. Her naked green body glowing with potential now covered with beads of perspiration. The great communing chamber had gone cold. The great gems that once pulsed with energy were dead and a dark. The mists which rolled along the floor had dissipated. As Bannor watched, the goddess they once feared stillborn was growing stronger, the life energy in her burning brighter and brighter.

"Dang," Wren breathed. "We thought you didn't make it."

Gaea coughed and smiled. She raised a trembling hand to Wren's face. "Not--" Her throat worked. "Not--easy."

Bannor glanced to Octavia and Marna who were glancing back and forth to one another and looking uncomfortable. Dulcere too seemed uneasy. Something had not gone according to their plans. Of course, he doubted anyone expected the creation chamber to be turned to slag and a big hole melted in the dais.

He noticed Loric and Cassandra also had worried expressions.

"She's beautiful," Sarai murmured. "A goddess has been born." She swallowed. "And I got to watch it."

Loric turned back to Bannor. He and Cassandra came over to him. "Bannor can you come over here with us?"  Loric pointed to the other side of the audience circle.

The four of them walked until they were out of earshot of Wren and the other savants. Loric lowered his voice. He glanced toward where the blonde savant was drawing a cloak over Gaea's nakedness and cradling her head in her lap.

The man raised gray eyes to fix on Bannor. "Bannor, I know you can see amazing things. Does that look like any avatar you've ever seen?"

He glanced to Gaea. He frowned. "I've never seen one that strong, that's for sure."

"She's got enough demi-urge for a thousand avatars," Cassandra murmured.

Bannor looked back. Gaea's energy was still getting stronger. He wasn't even sure how that body was holding all that potential.

"Do you see any kind of external connection?" Loric asked him. "Something that would be tying her back to her original body?"

He focused on Gaea again and the hundreds of primal threads that whirled and spun around her. If she had a host thread, he sure couldn't see it. Loric was right, and being as powerful as Gaea was, that control thread would be something not easily concealed--especially not from him--the threads of eternity were the clearest of all to his sight.

Bannor pushed out his lip. "If there's a control thread, I sure don't see it. It's crazy, as I'm watching--she's still getting stronger."

Cassandra's black eyes widened. "Lords, did she..."

Desiray came sauntering over. She blinked at them with green eyes and flipped her white hair. "What's got you four over here whispering? This new Gaea got you scared? Marna looks like someone has a crossbow pointed at her head."

"I was about to say to Bannor, I think Gaea changed the plan at the last instant."

"Changed it how?"

"I think that's her--the whole Gaea," he said.

"You mean the whole 'the universe blows up if she dies' Gaea?"

He pressed his lips to a line and nodded.

"Darling, I can believe a lot of stuff. You're not going to say an entire universe just got squeezed into that little teeny body."

"Have you ever seen that much magic?" he said in a dark tone. "Even Idun in full battle mode is just barely a little more than what she's putting out now. She's just lying there."  He pointed to Sarai's Shaladen blade. "She's carrying around a thousandth of the universe's total energy output on her hip. How in hades did they do that?"

Sarai looked down to the sword on her hip and gripped it. Bannor's wife-to-be's eyes widened, their violet glows cast illumination of her cheeks. "What?"

Loric looked to Sarai. "You didn't know? I thought you understood how powerful that thing was."

"That's ridiculous. I can't have that much magic--can I?"

"Of course. The Shaladen's energy is effectively infinite. Being flesh and blood though, you can only draw as much of that power as your physical and psychic abilities can withstand. That is why when you first pick up a Shaladen it transforms your body so that the weapon's idle energy doesn't burn you up."  He let out a breath. "If you've ever seen someone touch a Shaladen that wasn't themselves a Shael Dal, or someone becoming a wielder--very messy." He glanced back to where Gaea lay with her followers gathered around her reclined body. "I don't know what we do now."

"I don't understand," Bannor said. "What has you worried?"

"Bannor, kill an avatar, the god makes another one--the chance of killing the host is miniscule. If that's really her--and she dies--what happens?"

He rubbed the back of his head. "The incarnation of Gaea here doesn't appear to be connected to anything. How could something unconnected affect those subpaths Marna talked about?"

Loric frowned. "I don't know--maybe nothing--maybe everything. What we don't know can hurt us. It's possible that this is now the host, and the vast form occupying Eternity's subpaths is now the avatar. Avatars can feed their hosts energy. Avatars often die when their host expires."

"Damn, that's scary," Cassandra said.

"I wouldn't be so scared myself," Loric said. "Except that I'm concerned that body won't hold together."

Bannor looked over. The amount of energy coming from Gaea was worrisome. It was possible that she could get control of it, but would she do so before something ugly and awkward happened?

Marna, Dulcere, and Octavia tore themselves away from the sight of Gaea and came across to the side of the circle where they were having their private conversation.

"I take it you have the same concerns as we do?" Marna said to Loric.

Loric nodded. "Octavia, is that body going to hold together?"

The mecha woman scrubbed both hands in her red hair in gesture of dismay. "I have never seen such a high energy level in an organic. I am glad I designed three times over spec, or she would have already failed."

<It looks to me like she's stabilizing,> Dulcere said glancing back. <I believe the fear that she will kill the body is lapsing. However, I am fairly certain this is no avatar. I got a rather close look at an avatar earlier, and they bear no resemblance.>

"No," Loric confirmed. "Bannor says he sees no control thread. We're speculating now what happens if this form dies?"

"It is possible nothing happens," Octavia said with a furrowed brow. "Consider for a moment that she did a tao transfer as the savants have done. Moving her entire energy form from the form in subspace to this one."

"That would leave her subpath body dormant, unoccupied. Our bodies die if we're not in them."

"A creature as she must be is not a single entity, but a huge colony of entities working in unison."

"But how can something like that have a personality?" Sarai wanted to know.

"How can you have a personality? You yourself are thousands of adapted colony organisms working together," Octavia explained, continuing to fuss with her red hair. The mecha's rainbow colored eyes flicked through the darker colors of the spectrum. "Most forms of organic life work on this principle. She is simply something working on a larger scale--something only possible in the timelessness of subspace where organic material does not decay as it does in normal space."

She looked over toward Gaea and sighed. "Good, the energy spikes have leveled out. I think the body will adapt to the thresholds. I was worried it wouldn't have time to modify itself to handle the load."

"Her body can modify itself?" Cassandra said looking over.

"Well, all creatures have adaptive bodies. It's just that I knew I would be dealing with a high load, so I designed replicates into the form that would increase the density and durability of the heterotrophic elements of her microstructure when needed. I had no idea it would have to adapt to so much so quickly."

"Wizard," Cassandra said with a nod. "As long as she's not going to explode."

"I believe we are through the scary part," Octavia said.

"Loric, Marna," Bannor said. "Even if it really is Gaea, there's nothing we can do about it. The chimera is out of its cave and we collapsed the cave behind it." He pointed to the sphere overhead. "We have to pretend that if she dies the universe goes with her, even if that's not the case, at least until we know for certain one way or the other."

"She's not going to let us lock her up and hide her away," Sarai said. "This is the first time she's ever been outside. She is going to want to see, hear, smell, taste and touch everything."

Cassandra nodded. "Sarai is right, once she gets going, holding that woman still is going to be a trial. She'll want to experience everything including watching fights."

Loric gritted his teeth. "Which is exactly where we don't want her."

"We don't have to fret as much as that," Marna said. "That is one tough body. It's going to take a lot."

"We're dealing with enemies who dish a lot," Loric murmured. "And as she said, she can't defend herself. She has a lot of power, but absolutely no experience interacting in the real world."

"We'll have to teach her," Bannor said. "What else can we do?"

"I wonder what kind of student she is," Sarai murmured.

"Either incredibly receptive, or immeasurably stubborn," Marna remarked. "Having been alone for eons, she is going to want to swallow up every bit of attention she can garner--so I would imagine she'll be receptive."

"Bannor?" Gaea was leaned over on the tier looking over toward him. Her dark eyes gleamed. "Why are you over there?"

"Guess, I better go pay attention to my mother." He started to head over, stopped and looked back. "Octavia, when will it be safe to move her?"

"I wouldn't take her through any gates or teleports until she's stabilized for at least another half bell," Octavia recommended.

"Okay," he said. "I know she'll ask me."

Sarai walked with him as he headed back over and knelt down by Gaea. The air around the goddess was warm. He noticed she smelled nice. Her green skin gleamed as though lit from within.

"Yes, Mother," he said. "I apologize. We had some things we needed to discuss and didn't want to disturb you while you gain your strength." He drew a breath and fixed her jewel-like eyes with his own. "You gave us quite a scare."

She swallowed and nodded. She tilted her head to look back at Wren. Then her eyes tracked to Daena, Damay, Vanidaar, Ziedra, Azir and himself. She seemed to devour every detail as if she couldn't get enough.

"You--you're all so--so beautiful," she said. She reached out toward him. 

He captured her hand in his.

"Just go slow, Mother," he said. "I know this is all new to you."

"This is no place for her," Wren said. "We should probably have her in a bed. Did Octavia say how long before we can move her?"

"Half a bell," he said. He leaned close to Gaea. "Mother, is there anything you should tell us?"

She blinked at him. "Hmmm?"

He sighed.

"Something wrong, Bannor?" Ziedra asked.

"Yes, I think you're a little too strong for your own good," he answered.

"Oh." She rubbed the back of her head and glanced at her husband. "You noticed, huh?"

"What did I notice?"

"Uh," she lowered her voice to a whisper and leaned close to him. "I think there's a bit more of her here than there's supposed to be."

He nodded.

Wren frowned up at the two of them.

"Daughter, will you help me to sit up?" Gaea asked. Bannor noticed her voice was starting to take on the echoing quality of an immortal.

"Are you strong enough?"

"Let us find out," she said.

The savants working together helped Gaea to sit. The goddess wobbled but seemed to enjoy even that sensation. She grinned at the savants as though she were herself a child. She pushed against the bench, shifting her weight.

"It's so--light," Gaea said. "Not like that other form." She rocked her head side to side, and ran her fingers through her hair. Bannor could see her cataloguing every sensation, relishing each one like candy. Sarai had been so right.

"I want to stand," the goddess said.

"Mother, I don't think that's a good idea," Wren advised.

"Shush, let me try," the green woman said with a frown. She looked down at the ground and her feet. She looked up at the savants. "Feet! Would you believe I never saw my feet?" Her brow furrowed and her toes wiggled. Even that little thing seemed to delight her. "Toes!" She moved her legs side to side, watching the movement of her kneecaps.

"Mother," Damay tried. "I think Wren is correct, you're--"

"Daughter," Gaea growled. "I understand your concern, I am not a child. Please allow me to explore a bit."  She focused back on her feet moving her heels back and forth. After a moment she looked up. "Son Azir, Son Vanidaar, please help me up."

The two men frowned, looking at the other savants who scowled at them. Drawing a breath, they each took a side and pulled Gaea to stand, holding her up while her feet dangled above the floor. Slowly, a little at time they settled her weight on those untried and no doubt unsteady legs.

Gaea's whole attention seemed focused on her knees which were shaking. "This is--rather--intense." She grinned. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. "Ah." She looked around with such glee that it made Bannor's heart ache. "I'm standing!" She declared.

Sarai must have felt the same emotion, because she hugged his arm.

Gaea started to move her foot.

"Motherrr..." Wren growled.

The goddess ignored her daughter's warning, pushing her foot out to take a step. It all started well, but those shaky legs were just too new. Half way through the movement, her back leg buckled, and she started to collapse.

Gaea let out a gasp of surprise and started to flail for balance.

Azir and Vanidaar caught her before she went far, but the cloak she was holding around herself fell down around her ankles. 

She looked up at them dark hair falling across her face. She blew a few strands out her eyes. "Oh."

Wren winced.

Euriel seemed to be enjoying her daughter's discomfort immensely. "She's just like you, Baby."

The blonde savant scowled at her mother.

Idun laughed and gazed at Euriel. "She got it from you."

They helped Gaea to sit back down, and gave her the cloak back to cover herself.

"I guess I will need to learn to walk again," Gaea said with a sniff. "And I will."

"Mother Gaea," Wren said. "You must take it easy. Give the body time to adjust."

"Daughter, I am taking it easy. You're worrying too much." She sighed. "I will try again in a little bit."

Wren growled. "You'll be the death of me, I swear."

Bannor sighed. He sure hoped not.


 

 

 

We rarely had anything much more exotic than an archmage or two in Kul'Amaron. Suddenly, we started playing host for dozens of immorts, aliens, and even a pantheon lady; then came Gaea. Which suite do you give to the creator of the universe...?

--Kalindinai T'Evagduran, Queen of Malan

 

Chapter 4

Raising Baby

 

The remaining time spent in Starholme wrecked poor Wren. By the time the group was ready to be summoned back to Kul'Amaron by King T'Evagduran, the blonde savant looked like she'd run half way across Malan. Marna and Octavia packed up the mecha's paraphernalia and Desiray put it back in her cloak. The doors to Gaea's audience hall were unlocked and Hyperion was sent back to the lab to sleep until needed again.

At Gaea's direction, they retraced their steps to one of the rooms they had passed in their tour of Starholme. In that place, which was filled with dozens of artifices of the First Ones, Gaea pointed out a vault door to Wren.

This secure portal, the 'master key' as Gaea called it, opened, and inside was a storage facility. Unlike a closet with shelves, the walls were like a clear, soft, extremely malleable clay into which objects were pressed.

In a row, low on the wall, were ten devices similar to the one Wren wore. These Gaea explained were keys for the interior of Starholme. They were not like the master key Wren wore, but would assist the savants in opening doors should they ever come back. Gaea pointed out some other objects of the First Ones that were gathered up much to Cassandra's glee and Loric's fume. There were a pair of gauntlets, an elaborate necklace obviously designed for a woman, an intricately carved and jeweled staff, a set of thick silver bracelets, a heavy metallic belt, and two unadorned plain-looking daggers. All these devices were thrown into Desiray's cloak for safe keeping.

All throughout the short walk and exploration, Gaea made Wren crazy. To be truthful, the blonde savant was simply being over protective, but Gaea made it worse by dismissing Wren's admonitions. Taking several spills that made Octavia and the Kriar wince. To be truthful, he found himself gritting his teeth. Knowing what they knew, it was hard not to think of Gaea like a giant bomb. Every time she slipped or staggered they kept expecting her to explode. He knew it was silly, the body made by Octavia would take more than a little fall to injure. Still, like parents trying to protect a child, it was hard not to lurch when the exuberant youth insisted on testing her fledgling limits and took a tumble.

Wren shoved the vault door closed with a heavy thud. The artifice room hummed with energy; the flat black walls devoid of any adornment. Bannor had no idea what any of it did, although he guessed some of it might have something to do with the subpaths in which this part of the complex was built. Many of the strange spidery-looking devices had the feel of the ethereal chaos about them.

"Corim," Loric asked. "How many can a Shaladen summoning carry?"

"Five plus the wielder," the burly man said.

"Damn, not enough," Loric looked to Marna. "And you can't get us out?"

The elder Kriar shook her head. "Not a chance, this place is locked down tight."

Corim raised a finger. "I have this one covered." He raised his Shaladen and held it up in front of himself and stepped a little ahead of the group and closed his eyes.

After a few moments he made four slashes with the blade.

Nothing happened.

"What--?"

"Wait for it..."

A single dot appeared in the very center of the area Corim had described with his weapon. The dot expanded slowly, a flickering light shining through it like the beam of a hunter's lantern.

Bannor glanced to the All-Mother. Wren's brother Azir was carrying her. Arms around the young ascendant's neck, expression intent, she studied the glowing phenomena with dark jewel-like eyes.

The circle grew until it was a few paces across, the opaque surface collapsed with a hiss of air revealing a cut in the air peering into a stone corridor where Tal stood holding the Shaladen Nova.

"Damn," Tal said with a shake of his head. "That gate took forever. That's a hella shield around that place. Hop smart, this thing is hard to keep open."

In ones and twos they jumped through and back into Kul'Amaron. They were in the back corridors near the chambers of the King and Queen. Here the walls were adorned with art and tapestries. An open window looked out into one of Kul'Amaron's many gardens, illuminated by shafts of afternoon light. A pleasant gurgling came from a many-layered water sculpture that gleamed and sparkled in the sun. 

Dulcere and Corim came through last, and turned to watch as the gate closed with a rasp of disrupted air.

"Thanks, Tal," Corim said. "It was going to be a long hike otherwise."

Tal thumped Corim on the shoulder. "No problem, Kid."

The Shaladen warrior looked to green-skinned Gaea, who pulled the cloak around herself as he viewed her. Tal bowed. "Green, it can only be mother Gaea."

"Thank you, son Talorin," Gaea said with a grin. Still holding around Azir's neck, she peered around the corridor in wide-eyed fascination. She pulled on the ascendant of light and pointed to the opening in the wall. "The window."

He walked over so she could look out. Gaea touched the wall and leaned down. "So beautiful." She looked over his shoulder to Janai and Sarai. "This is the place where you were raised?"

"Yes," Sarai said with a nod.

"Azir, please put me down, I can hold myself here," she asked.

Wren's brother sighed and set her down, slowly allowing her to take the weight on her legs. Still clutching the cloak around her body, she stared out the window. She closed her eyes and sniffed. "Oh, so nice. This is--" A gurgling sound came from her middle and she clutched at her abdomen. Her brow furrowed. "Ugh. What is that sensation?"

"Food," Wren said, letting out a breath. "We need to get you something to eat." She frowned and looked at Octavia. "She doesn't need anything special, does she?"

Octavia shook her head. The mecha glanced back to Gaea then looked to Marna. "Vatraena, perhaps I should remain, she may need further adjustments. I can keep my host with Wysteri's while I am in residence." She turned to Janai. "As long as it's permissible."

The second princess laughed. "Why not? There's room, it's not like the castle isn't already filled with Shael Dal, Valkyries, and Kriar."

Octavia bowed. "Thank you, Arminwen."

Gaea looked around between them. "I get to eat? Is eating pleasant?"

Bannor couldn't help but smile.

"First things first," Euriel said. "Let's get her some clothes."

Gaea's gaze snapped to the Aesir. "Do I get to pick them?"

"Of course."

Euriel touched Idun on the arm. "Mother, you can make some things, can't you?"

Idun shrugged. "Of course. I don't know why we didn't dress her before this."

"Because she was hopping around like cat with its tail on fire," Wren growled. 

Gaea waved a dismissive hand at Wren. "It wasn't important. I'm not cold. I'm not even certain why I need to be modest--although, I have this instinct to be." She frowned and her brow furrowed. "I wonder where that comes from? I must get that from all of you."

Bannor was beginning to realize that while they may have burgeoned from Gaea as entities, that they in fact shaped her perceptions and intellect. They were as much a part of her, as she was them.

"Well, if she wants to wander around without any clothes, I ain't complaining," Tal said with a grin.

Gaea focused on the fighting man. "Are you saying I'm attractive?"

Tal chuckled. "I'm saying you got a lot of great stuff in all the right places, and it ain't hard on my eyes at all. That's what I'm saying."

"Right places?" Gaea pursed her lips and looked under the minimal covering of Wren's cloak. "Which parts are the 'right places'?"

"Mother, never mind," Wren said. "Let's get all the right places covered up, so you can eat."

Gaea put a hand on her hip and frowned at Wren. "Which one of us is the Mother here? Must you order me about?"

Wren put hands on hips. "I'm simply trying to be practical and protect you. When parents get old and helpless, their children take care of them."

The goddess opened her mouth then closed it. She looked back to Euriel. "I get to pick, right?"

"Yes, Mother," Euriel said.

"Let us go then," Gaea said. She raised her chin and made an imperious sniff. "Wren, Euriel and Idun will dress me." She made a dismissing gesture. "You do whatever it is you need to do."  She smiled at Azir. "Son Vanidaar, son Azir, if you will assist me, I would like to walk the rest of the way."

Wren's father and brother helped lead the goddess after Euriel and Idun.

Wren glared at the goddess' back.

Ziedra had her arms folded and was grinning. "You created a monster."

"Gah!" Wren looked out. "She went from sweet to snot, in one transformation!"  She turned and glared at Marna and Octavia. "Did you like quadruple that body's supply of obstinance?"

Marna chuckled. "I think she spoke true. She is a reflection of all of you."

Desiray leaned close to Wren with a knowing smile. "She just emulated what she saw."

Wren growled.

"Well, it's been fun," Tal said. "I got stuff to do. Kid, Megan is back in charge, I got field work. Just scream if you need me, okay?"

Corim gave the other man a clenched fist high sign.

Tal nodded. He swung his Shaladen, slashed a hole in the air, stepped through and was gone in a rush of collapsing atmosphere.

Wren looked where the big man had gone. "I just don't know what we're going to do if Gaea keeps acting like this."

Damay shook her head. "For some reason I find you being bothered by her willful behavior extremely amusing."

"It's not funny," the blonde savant said with a stomp of her foot.

"Wren," Daena said. "You're just hacked because she won't do every little thing you tell her. No matter how old that creature in subspace is, this one is brand new. She's a little kid and she's having fun, and you're trying to be all serious and stuff."

Wren clenched her fists. "We don't have time for fun! We have to find that bleedin' genemar thing before whoever has it--uses it. We need her to help us find it."

"Wren, I know this must be frustrating, but Daena is right," Loric said. "Imagine being eons old and never having had a body or any extended interaction with a real environment or sensations. That would regress the most staid creature. And that's just it--she's not staid. She's an amalgam of traits assembled from her rather youthful children."

"I thought she had her own personality," Cassandra said. "She sure seemed to."

"You always faced her under particular circumstances. Wren did the summoning both times, right? It's not surprising she mirrors a lot of our little force savant's traits--" He grinned at Wren. "Notably her fondness for authority figures."

"She's being a brat," Wren fumed. "I am not a brat."

Cassandra put hands on hips. "Excuse me?"  She opened her mouth then closed it. "No, I better not go there."

Desiray grinned. "I will." She poked Wren in the ribs. "It is so sweet seeing you deviled with it for a change."

Wren scowled at her.

"Give up on pushing her around," Daena said. "I'm sure she has an infinite supply of stubborn. Be clever about it. She wants to experience new stuff. Just bait her." She looked to Janai. "It works for me," she raised her chin. "Doesn't it, Jan?"

The elf princess raised an eyebrow. "It appears to be effective on those with more than a little red in their hair."

"Can we table that for a bit?" Cassandra said. "When do we get to look at those items we took out of Starholme?"

"Cassandra..." Loric made a warning growl.

"Hey, those are some awesome magic items. I'd like some time to examine them. First one artifacts are--"

"--not something you should be toying with." He said, interrupting her. He looked around. "Have you already forgotten what happened with Idun, Maehr and that amulet?"

Cassandra made dismissive gestures.  "We can be careful.  Trust us!" 

Loric made an exasperated roll of his eyes.  "I trusted you that time and ended up with a knot on my head the size of my fist!"

"Lor," Damay said. "Given what we face now, the youngster's exploration is not unwarranted.  Those items may prove useful. Leave us do a careful, safe examination, say... after dinner?"

Loric sighed.  "All right, your point is well made." He glanced to the princesses. "Until then, Janai, Sarai, can we deposit those items in one of the ghost vaults?"

"Loric, they're fine in my cloak," Desiray said.

"No, they're not--they're where you can touch them."

Desiray growled.

Cassandra sniffed. "If I can't play, neither can you."

"Lady Desiray," Octavia said. "Can I impose upon you to bring my host to Wysteri's laboratory? I've called her and she will be here directly."

"Sure."

In a matter of moments, purple haired Wysteri and pale Mercedes came around a corner, the two lady physicians bobbing and nodding to the red-haired mecha.

"Go ahead, Loric," Janai said. "Megan has access and says she will meet you at the royal infirmary and take you and Desiray from there to the vault."

"Excellent."

"Ric, if you don't mind I'd like to accompany you," Damay said.

"Of course," he responded.

Loric, Desiray, Damay, Cassandra, Octavia and the two other physicians headed off on their delivery errands.

 "I'm going to have to get used to everybody calling to one another without moving," Bannor said.

"Oh, it is sooo awesome," Janai said. She touched the bow over her shoulder. "The Shaladen's other powers are nice, but just the telepathy." She rolled her eyes. "It is sweet as candy."

He frowned. "You don't use it to peek where you shouldn't do you?"

Janai gave him a shocked expression. "Bannor! Perish." She grinned. "Peeking in people's minds would take all the fun out of already knowing what they're thinking."

"That and Koass would kick her arse," Sarai said, hands on hips. "We were told that we would be able to stay on as honorary Shael Dal as long as our behavior remained 'exemplary'. I don't know about Janai, but I'm going to behave. I too have grown fond of the telepathy in just the short time we've had it. Mother is always peeking in on me, I can feel it. I know she and father love being able to keep track of us no matter what they are doing."

"Telepathy, does have a very profound effect on one's life," Marna said. "Notice how its prevalence affects the Felspar household."

Wren shook her head. "Learning to live around it was interesting," Wren said letting out a breath. She looked around. "Gaea's stomach was growling, but truth told, so is mine." She rubbed her stomach. "I can't imagine a First One ever getting fat. I'm burning up the energy faster than I can take it in."

Bannor looked to Sarai. "Food is good. You're right about these bodies, the weird thing is you don't realize you're hungry until someone mentions eating. Then you're starving!"

Marna's brow furrowed. "It must be an unintentional side-effect of some of the sensory controls. To be honest, those bodies are not perfected. They were kind of a rushed together solution."

The blonde savant stared at her. She looked to Ziedra. She reached out and touched the magic savant's hair. "Marna, you must be jesting. That's a rushed solution? She's beautiful." She looked down at the lean lines of her own body which would be the envy of any woman. She raised her head, glowing blue eyes wide. "Heck, even I'm beautiful. How is that 'rushed'?"

Marna made a dismissing gesture. "The symmetries of efficient and appealing humanoid design are reference templates. I pick them out of a library and simply make an adjustment or two. That takes little time. It's all the fine touches where the refinement and time are involved."

"A library?" Ziedra said with a tilt of her head. "So, you just picked my body out of a catalogue?"

The ancient Kriar shrugged. "In laymen's terms, the equivalent, yes."

Dulcere put a hand on Marna's shoulder and leaned in. <Mother, I'm going to check with the Shal'kar and coordinate things.>  

"And I better check in with Megan," Corim added. "Food sounds good to me though, so I'll get to that and meet you back in the dining hall."

"I so wish I didn't have pressing things to do," Marna offered. "Seeing Gaea eat would probably be entertaining. Like you Wren, I feel a pressing need to move forward on finding the genemar. I am going to follow up some leads and see if anything has been breathed in the dark realms on Homeworld about it."

Dulcere had started to walk away and turned back. <Mother, you're going to stay out of the dark realms, right? We're talking verbal checking, right?>

Marna smiled. "Verbal first. I was thinking of putting our miss Quasar to use, since she is so eager to solve this problem with the Baronians who are now entangled with the Daergons."

<Good,> Dulcere said. <Wren is having enough mother trouble without you adding your stubbornness.> She pointed a finger. <Stay out of trouble.>

The elder Kriar sighed. "Yes, daughter."  She turned to Wren. "I will look in on Gaea later. If you are still having problems with her, perhaps I can be a little more persuasive."

Wren rocked her head back. "I hope so."

Marna nodded to everyone, kissed her daughter on the cheek and strolled off down the corridor.

Corim put a hand on Wren's shoulder. "Hey, I wouldn't fret too much. I think we have some time. Let Gaea come around. I have a feeling she will. I think Daena's approach is a sure winner--lead the horse with carrots when all else fails. She's smart enough to figure it out, but the way she is now--she won't care."

Wren nodded.

<Until later,> Dulcere bowed to them.

She turned and together she and Corim headed the other way down the corridor.

Ziedra leaned close to Wren. "Hey, Rad and I need to go back to our rooms for a little bit. I'm going to change clothes and catch up with you in a bit, okay?"

Wren nodded at patted her friend on the shoulder.

The ascendant of magic and her husband inclined their heads to everyone and headed toward the back rooms. 

The blonde savant looked to Bannor. She folded her arms. "You've been really quiet, and you missed a bunch of opportunities to pick on me."

He smiled. "The line was too long."

That forced a laugh from her. "Yeah, I guess I am too serious. It's just this stuff scares me."

"I understand," he said. "Have a little faith in Gaea, you had faith before. I don't know her like you do, but..." His voice faded.

"But...???" Wren prompted.

He shook his head. "Does she seem the type to test people?"

Wren nodded vigorously. "Oh yeah. She's tested me more than once... I--"

Bannor winked at her and thumped her on the shoulder.

Wren stared at him with her mouth open. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. She looked to Sarai. "You know, sometimes your One is pretty damn smart."

Sarai smiled and punched him in the shoulder. "Sometimes."

 


 

 

 

Spanking an eons-old goddess of creation, now that's a new experience I can look forward to...

--Liandra "Wren" Kergatha, Second Princess of Cosmodarus 

 

Chapter 5

Growing Up

 

The T'Evagduran sisters, Daena and himself tagged along with Wren to the dining hall where the Kul'Amaron defense force were taking their meals. Apparently, King T'Evagduran had arranged a kind of relay where "uninfected" food was being brought in from the city proper. With so many immorts in residence, it was essential to keep the tables stocked with various easily grabbed food items like bread, cheese, and fruit.

The Valkyries from Idun's cadre and the halls of Valhalla seemed to be enjoying their vacation from Gladshiem immensely. The ones not on guard tours lounged around the dining hall in groups chatting. A few were still tending wounds, others cared for weapons and mended clothes. The Kriar guards, the allied Baronians, Shael Dal and members of family Felspar also used the area as a gathering point. The four groups mingled freely, all being curious about one another. 

The Kriar males were often seen in the company of the winged ladies with what appeared to be a special preference for the ones with red hair. In his short stint, he'd seen as many as three around one Valkyr. Being confident, aggressive women, the winged ladies seemed well pleased by the attention. Even prudish and reserved Jhord had broken down and had one of the off-duty Kriar on her arm.

When they followed Wren into the chamber, there were perhaps two dozen people, scattered about the room's four tiers. Three Kriar, two females, and one male were apparently off shift. The three of them sat in a circle together with Desiray's two sons Caldorian and Sebenreth along with two Valkyries and one of the Baronian ladies. The whole group was hunched over studying something in their hands. Each person also had a small pile of objects gathered near their knees.

As he watched, one of the Kriar made a clucking sound with his tongue and tossed down a group of flat objects.

Wren was studying the circle too. "Damn, those two are Desiray's kids all right. Only here a couple days and they got a gambling racket going."

He looked at Wren. "Gambling?"

"Haven't you ever played cards?"

"Not for money."

The blonde savant winked a glowing blue eye at him. "If you haven't played for money, then you haven't really played cards."

Sarai rolled her eyes. "Guilders."

Janai rubbed her hands together and grinned. "I wonder what the buy-in is?"

Sarai elbowed her sister. "Leave it to you to be familiar with such a thing."

"Are you saying you didn't play when you were in the ranks?"

"That's different. That's between soldiers."

Janai rolled her eyes. 

The five of them went to the food table that had several trays of different kinds of cheese and bread. There were also bowls of crunchfruit, wine berries, and others. 

Wren took a crunch fruit and rinsed it in some water and wiped it with a cloth and took a healthy bite. She looked around by the door. "I wonder how long it will take her to pick out clothing."

"With her stomach growling like that, I don't imagine long," Daena mused with a smile.

Wren smiled with her. She looked to Bannor. "If we have to, do you think we can find this genemar thing without her help?"

"Probably," he answered. "What we need her most for is what she knows about the Chyrith and the Baronians. I think it will be a while before she develops any powers that are useful to our search."

"I wonder what she can do," Daena said. "I mean, do you think she will have nola powers like us?"

He shrugged. "She certainly has the energy for it. Enough for you, me, and a hundred like us."

"Why is that?" Daena asked. "Can one tao be bigger than another?"

"Definitely," he said. "Your tao is far stronger than mine, denser so to speak--" He looked at her with one eye closed. "As you well know."

Daena caught her breath, her face reddened and she rubbed the back of her head. "Oh, right--I forgot."

"What makes one tao stronger than another you suppose?" Wren asked. "Why does she have so much more tao energy than you or I?"

"Mostly from the joining; when she and Hella merged, her tao absorbed Hella's spirit and life-energy. Remember you were saying how savants receive the broadcast energy through that link to Eternity I talked about?"

Wren nodded. 

"Daena now has two links. Her link to Eternity like we have, she barely uses now. She has a bigger one that sits right on top of Starholme. Even though she doesn't use it, the idle power alone is enough to make her a lot stronger than you or I. After Kell messed with her, the link was opened up considerably. The presence of all that power is gradually changing her tao."

 "Change?" Wren stared at him. "What do you mean?"

"You know your tao doesn't stay the same, right? The threads and patterns get more complex with age and the amount of power you use."

She tilted her head. "Really? Are spirits that way?"

"Spirits grow too," he said. "Now, this is just from observing people of different ages. The spirits of great elders like Loric and Aarlen are many times stronger than an average person. However, the difference they gain over the thousands of summers of life is smaller than what we can gain in a season or so."

"Whoa, I never realized the difference was that huge."

"In that way, we far surpass normal people, yes," he admitted. "Wielded by the right person, even a tiny bit of spirit energy can do a lot. These elders not only have more spirit power but are dozens of times more efficient with it. So, they can do things that we can't even though we're spiritually more powerful. The main thing that sets us apart is how quickly we can increase our power. Simply using your nola and pushing your limits makes your tao stronger. Kind of the same way that exercise makes your muscles stronger."

"I never realized," Wren said. "I also never realized you knew so much about it!"

He scrubbed a hand in his hair. "It's not what I know really. Some of my understanding is from some of the stuff on energy that Mercedes crammed in my head. I had her teach me how to do that energy thing you were doing to treat Sarai." He looked to his wife-to-be. "Kind of a waste now that she doesn't need it."

"If you know how to do that," Sarai said, raising her chin. "It won't go to waste." She smiled. "Trust me."

His brow furrowed. "Huh?"

"Never mind."

Bannor caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to look. Gaea had appeared in the archway, her elbows held by the two males of the Kergatha family and flanked by Euriel and Idun. She wore a jeweled hair net over her extremely long black hair that had been brushed out to a glossy luster. She wore a deep cut violet blouse and skirt that were chased with gold brocade. Strangely, her feet were still bare. Why would that be?

As he watched the goddess move he had to draw a breath. Perhaps it was just the programming down deep in his body, but seeing her like this made a stirring in him that he only felt with Sarai.

He noticed that she seemed to affect a lot of people in the room even though she hadn't done anything to attract attention to herself. All of the Valkyries looked up, and after only a few seconds rose to their feet and faced her. Caldorian and Sebenreth openly goggled at her. The Kriar seemed the least affected by her presence, but even those ancient creatures with their powerful minds turned to look at her.

Bannor gazed at the All-Mother and realized that somehow that amazing amount of life-force had increased even further. What was holding that body together? Brow furrowed, he studied her even as she moved into the room. He felt her attention on him. He was still lost in the myriad of threads spinning around the green mother as she stepped right up to him. Maybe he was mistaken. Perhaps she just appeared to have that much power. The material threads of her flesh showed no signs of fatigue or stress.

"Son Bannor?" He was so focused that he jerked when she put a hand on his shoulder and peered into his eyes. His sudden movement made her flinch. "Oh." She leaned back and smiled. "Is all that concern and attention for me?"

"Yes," he said. He let out a breath. "You seem to be walking better."

She raised her chin. "I am." She looked down at her feet and wiggled her toes. "Don't like shoes though. I feel much more secure with them off." She looked to Wren. "Did you have some time to relax? You seemed tense."

Wren pursed her lips and brushed at her long blonde hair. "Perhaps you should eat something."

"Thank you, I will." She looked at the table behind them. She pushed away from Azir and Vanidaar, walked past Wren and stood at the buffet, gazing down at the trays of comestibles. 

Bannor glanced around the chamber. The individuals who had stood up and focused on Gaea's entrance were relaxing and going back to what they were doing.

He looked back to Gaea. She stood with her green hands pressed together and staring at each item on the table in turn. From her expression, she was completely lost. She had no idea what she was looking at.

Wren stepped up by her shoulder. "Would you like me to pick something for you?"

Gaea glanced at her, dark jewel-like eyes wide. "Please."

The blonde savant started to reach for some bread, changed her mind and picked out a large ripe honey berry, glistening with gold dewy juice. "Try this. It's called honey berry." She handed it to her.

The goddess accepted the fruit and just gazed at it.

Wren leaned closer and tapped her own lips with her index finger and pantomimed biting.

Tentatively, Gaea opened her mouth, found the berry and bit down slowly.

She just stared at Wren mouth not moving. Wren took a fruit from the bowl bit into and chewed.

Gaea mimicked the chewing after a moment. The expression on her face changed from one of study to one of delight. She looked down at the berry and bit into it again.

"Swallow Mother," Wren said. "Swallow."  She rubbed her throat to indicate what she meant.

Gaea made a humming sound and gulped down the mouthful.

"Ah, better. Mmmm." She consumed the last of the berry, and immediately began fishing around in the bowl for another like it. "That was--good!" She found what she was looking for and bit down on it and chewed happily.

The childlike glee on the goddess face made a little pang in his chest. It didn't hurt that the goddess, despite being green, was an extremely attractive female, one that seemed helpless and in need of protection.

Gaea finished her second berry and dabbed at her mouth. "I think I am going to like eating."

"I hope that body doesn't gain weight easily," Janai giggled.

The green-mother focused on Wren. "Daughter," she said, face turning serious. "I apologize for making you worry, please forgive my willfulness." She put her arms around Wren's neck and pulled her close.

With a sigh, the blonde savant leaned down into the hug and wrapped her arms around Gaea. The goddess made a cooing sound, taking a breath and rubbing her cheek against Wren's. The embrace lasted for long moments.

The ancient creature pulled back with a look of surprise and dismay on her face. "All these eons I have been missing out! Hugs are much better this way!"

Wren blinked myopically as if she couldn't see straight. She caught herself on the edge of the table. Shaking her head, she gulped and drew a shaky breath.

The green mother's brow furrowed, and she looked concerned. "Daughter? Did I somehow injure you?"

"Huh? What?"  Her voice cracked. She shook her head again like she had a pebble stuck inside her ear. "No. I'm not hurt. That was intense. I thought your other hugs were pretty strong."

 Gaea leaned closer. "You did not like it?"

"Oh, it felt a little too good is all."

The All-Mother looked perplexed. "How can something feel too good?"

Wren clucked her tongue and winced. "Well, let's just say that beyond a certain level of enjoyment--it's something we would prefer to experience it in private."

"Why?"

Bannor felt the sting of that question. How did you explain the need for privacy to a creature that spent eternity alone? He could see in Wren's expression that she understood the problem.

"There's a limit to how intimate two people can be with others around. It's a social custom." She shrugged. "It doesn't necessarily make a lot of sense. For instance, here in Malan, kissing in public is tolerated but somewhat frowned upon. Other places, it's all right, some places it's not even permissible for a man and woman to touch in the sight of others."

"That's silly," Gaea said, frowning.

"Humans are silly creatures," Janai said.

"So..." Gaea said, drawing the word out. "Hugging is intimate?"

Wren opened her mouth, started to say something and stopped herself.

"Hugging isn't normally considered intimate," Daena offered. "The way you do it--the way you make it feel--that's the intimate part."

"I didn't think sensations had anything to do with being intimate," Gaea said. "I mean I'm not deliberately causing sensations."

"Mother, you didn't do anything wrong," Bannor said, stepping into the conversation. "Wren is simply uncomfortable feeling like that in front of others. Sensations that strong can cause a loss of control and that can be--embarrassing."

Gaea looked lost again.

"She's not going to get it until she actually experiences it," Janai said.

"Can one of you show me?" Gaea asked with an innocent expression.

"Uhhh," Wren said.

"Well," Bannor hedged.

"I'm not sure if that's a good idea," Vanidaar said.

"I'll show you," Janai said with a grin.

"You will?!" Gaea said with a bright expression.

"You will?" Daena repeated with a frown.

Janai pulled a chair from a neighboring table and slid it over to Gaea. She turned it sideways.

"Jan," Sarai said with a warning tone.

"Sar," Janai soothed. "This is nothing to get upset over, just watch."

Wren was eyeing the second princess, but didn't say anything.

Gaea was excited again. "What do you want me to do?"

"Just sit here sideways on this chair, with your left arm over the back. I have to touch you, if that's okay."

The goddess nodded. She maneuvered onto the chair as directed and wiggled to get comfortable. "What now?"

"Just relax for a moment. I'm going to touch your shoulders."

Gaea smiled. "This is exciting."

She looked to Wren whose brow was furrowed.

Idun walked up and put her arm around her grandson and leaned against him. Azir put his arm around the pantheon lady as they watched the demonstration. What was Janai going to do and how would the green mother react?

Janai drew a breath, she gathered Gaea's long hair together and moved it around to the front. She placed her thumbs and fingers carefully on the All-Mother's shoulders, feeling around until she found something. Gently rubbing her thumbs back and forth she pressed in.

Gaea made a little noise, her chin rising as responded to whatever she'd felt.

"That's what you were doing to me," Sarai murmured next to him.

"Well, I can't do it as well as she can," he offered.

Janai moved her hands in a careful rhythmic cadence pushing at different spots on Gaea's shoulders, shoulder blades, and moving down her spine toward her buttocks.

"Mmmm," Gaea hummed. "That feels--nice."

"Now," Janai said. She moved the heel of her hand to the small of Gaea's back. "This might be a little surprising."

"O-okay," Gaea said.

Janai did something with her fingers. Through his nola sight he saw magical threads race out from the elf princess' hand reaching throughout the Gaea's body. She pulled on the All-Mother's shoulder and shoved against the small of her back, focusing a burst of energy into the green flesh under her palm.

Gaea's eyes which were hooded and relaxed from the gentle massage went wide, she sucked a breath and her whole form shook. "Wooohagh!" she let out. Her hand that was gripping the top of the chair clamped down and crushed the wood, snapping the upright section in half. "O-o-oh oh my!" she gasped, hugging herself. She took heavy breaths.

Wren rushed over and took Gaea's shoulder. "Are you all right, Mother?" 

"O-okay," Gaea held up a placating hand and took a heavy breath. She swallowed. "O-okay. Now I understand about be--being--embarrassed. Oooh."

Daena looked sidelong at Janai. "You've never done that to me."

"Of course I haven't," the elf lady responded. "You'd never let me near you again if I did that."

"Oh." The girl's face colored.

Bannor stepped over and leaned down to look into the green mother's jewel like eyes. "I hope you're not upset with Janai."

"N-no," Gaea shook her head. She reached back and touched Janai's hand. She drew a breath, held it, and let it out slow. "Mmmm. That was--interesting." She looked up at him and smiled. "Better than eating."

He grinned. "I'm not surprised." He looked to Janai. "With all due respect to the princess' magical hands, those two pieces of fruit are not enough to keep you going. I'm certain you're still hungry."

Gaea glanced back to Janai. He could tell in the goddess' eyes that there would be further inquiry concerning what she had done. Which he had no doubt had been a calculated gesture on the princess' part. Wasn't Daena enough of a playmate for her? 

Gaea straightened up and rubbed her stomach. "It still does ache a little."

"She probably should get something to drink," Sarai said. She glanced at Janai. "Something not fermented."

"Fermented?" Gaea asked.

Bannor patted the green mother on the shoulder. "Let's not go there."

"Please," Wren said.

"I wish we had something better than just plain staples," Janai said. "Her first meal should be something really good; bread and cheese are so bland."

"We have all the things to make something good," Sarai said. "Just nobody who has the time and the ability to cook."

"I could make something decent," Euriel said. "I would be lost in a fancy elven kitchen though."

"Mother, I have seen you cook precisely twice," Wren said. "They were disasters."

"Experiments--" the Aesir woman emphasized. "Experiments--not disasters."

"She did roasted dragon once," Azir said with a smile. "It wasn't so bad."

Vanidaar clucked his tongue. "Enough sauce will disguise anything."

"Hey," Euriel said punching him in the shoulder.

He leaned forward. "Note, I will only remark on her cooking when she can't break my arm."

The Aesir woman frowned at him. "We can put that to a test."

"She is a warrior, and the daughter of a pantheon lady," Idun said with a sniff. "She doesn't need to know how to cook. She has menials for that."

"I appreciate the sentiment," Gaea said. "It gives me something to look forward to."  She picked up another honey berry and bit into it, sighing in contentment as she chewed.

Wren took a knife and sliced some bread and cheese and put them on a plate. She sectioned some sweet melon and other fruits and placed them on a plate and handed it to Gaea.

"All this for me?" Gaea said.

"Mother, when you get a good appetite going you'll eat a lot more than this, trust me. I ate more than that when I was a skinny little mortal."

They all made some plates and retreated to another table higher up the terrace so as to stay out of the way of other citadel guardians coming in to eat and rest.

Gaea was soaking up all the attention, which they had anticipated. After being alone most of her eons long existence, the opportunity to interact in the real world and partake of sensations was like a drug to the goddess.

As promised, Ziedra and her husband did come back to join in things. The ascendant of magic had dressed in white, which contrasted her dusky skin. She'd braided her dark hair, and had taken time to put on makeup. Layered on top of the perfection that was the body of an ascendant she was a breathtaking sight. 

As Bannor watched her interaction with her husband, he noticed that the time out had been to catch a breath and confirm their relationship after the changes. That he understood. He and Sarai had done much the same during her changes. There was no doubt that Radian was enjoying the bigger, exaggerated, and more powerful version of his wife and he was making sure she knew it. Like any woman would, she obviously enjoyed being doted on, served, and touched. Of course, even before the change, he had noted that they had an expressive relationship. 

He saw Wren forcing herself to relax, trying to enjoy spending time with Gaea. The longer he spent around the green mother the more interesting the dichotomy of her nature took him. Things like magic, the nature of the universe, and general philosophy, Gaea understood with an insight and intuition one expected of a truly ancient creature. Personal and social things, she had little identification with or knowledge. It wasn't that she didn't actually know them, she actually seemed to, but being a cosmic creature that lived out of time, there was simply no context. A context she was rapidly building as she explored what it meant to have a physical body.

Time went on and it appeared that Wren had held in her desires to pursue business as long as she was able. "Mother, I don't want to ruin your dinner, but I think perhaps we should spend at least a few moments considering why you are here."

Gaea sighed. "I suppose we shall have to address that unpleasantness. I was really hoping to enjoy myself a bit more..." Her voice trailed off.

"Mother, it's not like that," Wren said. She took a sip of water from her goblet. "I don't want to take anything away from you. I just don't want to be sitting idle while you are acclimating yourself. You don't need to be able to participate in order to provide some direction and ideas--assuming that you can do that."

The All-Mother nodded and rubbed at her green face.

"Now, the main thing seems we need to resolve this issue with the genemar. It doesn't matter if we actually capture it, as long as it can't be used, intentionally or not, to blow the dren out of everything."  Wren said. "If, for some reason we simply can't get to it, is there a way to prevent it from doing that entropic whatever thing you told us about?"

Gaea raised an eyebrow. "Avoid it perhaps." She stopped. She pursed her lips, picked up a piece of bread, took a big bite and chewed with a thoughtful expression. "Yes, now that I am outside like this I could direct and perform a shift. That would prevent the genemar from affecting me."

"Would that be a hard thing?" Ziedra asked.

"Not with you to help me, my Dear," Gaea remarked. "You did a marvelous job of binding. It wouldn't be any harder than that."

"Then we're good to go, I'm still getting used to this body," the ascendant of magic said with a grin. 

"The only problem that I see," Gaea said, now munching on a piece of cheese. "Is that shifting is only a temporary solution."

"How temporary?" Bannor asked.

The green mother sighed. "In the hands of creature familiar with a genemar, it might delay them only a few bells. To one without specific knowledge of its function, it could be scoredays or possibly never." 

"It's something I suppose," Wren mused, rubbing her chin. "But they wouldn't know this 'shift' had taken place unless they actually tried to activate it, correct?"

"Correct," Gaea said.

"Is there a way to know if the genemar has been activated and trace that back to the source?"

Gaea opened her mouth and tilted her head. She blinked dark eyes at Wren. "Yes--yes there is. That is so very clever, Daughter." She nodded reached out and touched Wren's face. The blonde savant leaned her face against the goddess' hand.

"Excellent," Bannor said. "That protects us, gives us time. If we haven't found the genemar by the time they activate it, then we still have a shot at getting to them before they use it again."

"I think Wren's thinking is sound as well," Radian remarked. "I'm still confused though. If the Daergons have the genemar like we surmise, why would they use its destructive power? The Kriar have too much invested in the subpaths. Their whole gate transportation network would be annihilated. All the planets the Kriar are trying to get access to would be destroyed. They have nothing to gain. Not even power on Homeworld because the Kriar would never accept them after causing so much damage to the livelihood of their citizenry."

"Perhaps those in possession of the device have been deliberately mislead as to its function," Vanidaar suggested.

"I can't think of any other reason anyone would be crazy enough to do that," Azir said leaning back in his chair. "I mean it's like blowing up a house while you're still inside."

"Mother, do you think there's a permanent solution?" Bannor asked.

The green mother leaned back in her chair, curling her fingers in the strands of her long hair. She pressed her hands together, thumbs under her chin as she considered. After a few moments she looked at them. "There may be a way. I can see possibilities, but nothing I could point at. It would take time and research. The death response to the 'kill signal' is something integral to the entities that comprise my subspace body. It's not really a flaw or an exploit. It is an understanding of how my kind of life-form exists. I don't know if that weakness can be changed, and even if it can, if it can be propagated fast enough to affect a permanent resolution to the problem."

"But you just said this 'shifting' thing would prevent the genemar from working on you."

"Yes," she admitted. "To kill my subspace body, they essentially have to know where to aim. I can protect myself by shifting where that vulnerability exists. The problem is there are a small number of places to hide--a score at best. Finding where I've hidden is a matter of time."

"But, you could keep shuffling the hiding spot."

"To buy time, yes," Gaea acknowledged with a nod. "The shift isn't fast, and not every spot is available from every other spot. If they are persistent they will eventually guess right."

"That's fine, as long as we have a way to protect you while we trace the signal and kick their arses," Wren said.

 "It sounds like we have a plan of action," Vanidaar offered to the group. The mage brushed at his copper hair and leaned on an elbow as he spoke. "Ziedra and Gaea will work on hiding Gaea's subspace body. Hopefully, they will come up with a way to move it successive times if it becomes necessary. We set up a trigger so that if the genemar is activated to help us trace its location. We will continue to pursue the location of the genemar and fight the Baronians as necessary. In the meantime, Gaea can start researching a permanent resistance to the device. Since they have a vested interest, this is where Marna and Octavia may be our best resource."

"I agree up to the point of getting the assistance of the Kriar," Gaea said.

"Why, what's wrong with getting them to help with a permanent solution?"

"To reveal that much about the structure of my subspace body predicates that they know how the genemar works. If they know how it works, they can create one."

"So," Wren said. "Like we said, it would be stupid for them to do that. They lose out too."

"Daughter, you are being naive. Homeworld has everything they need. They are not tied to this universe. They can destroy Eternity and look for habitable worlds in another continuum. It is very possible the Daergons seek to use the genemar in order to force the Kriar council to cut their losses and move on. They will not live in a universe where their gates will not function." She moved her gaze over everyone, those jewel-like eyes taking on an intensity that was very new for this incarnation of Gaea. "The Kriar have wandered for eons. If they take permanent worlds here, the current ruling body cements its position as the 'saviors' of their people. They already have huge public support because the Techstars adopted Cassandra and she removed the Jyril curse. The only chance the Daergons have of regaining power is if they disrupt the council, and keep Homeworld from putting down roots. The coup that Marna is dodging is evidence of that."

"But Mother, Marna wants to stay here. Even if they have the genemar they won't use it."

"Daughter, what's stopping them from changing their minds? Let's be clear, Marna does not like that I can control those subpaths. Their civilization's biggest advantage is largely their ability to move around as they do. The fact that I can disrupt that gives me tremendous leverage over them. It puts them at a tactical disadvantage, one she may at some point decide is too inconvenient."

"But that doesn't mean they have to kill you if they decide to go elsewhere."

"No, it doesn't. Don't misunderstand me, I know Marna. I have touched her spirit, and she herself would not attack me in such a fashion unless severely provoked. However, she is a figurehead. Her power amongst her people while great is not absolute. If it was, she wouldn't be hiding here would she?"

Daena leaned forward with her chin in her palms gazing at Gaea. "Mother, are you the same Gaea who didn't know what eating was earlier? How do you know all this?"

"Child, I may not know what it is to be flesh, but politics and motivations--those things I know well. My children deviled each other with it for millennia. When considering the actions of one who is not completely trusted, you must expect the worst. I trust Marna to an extent, but I have no confidence in her council. Their decisions concerning the Baronians have been suspect at best."

"I think Daena is wondering more about when you became aware of all of this. It wasn't discussed. Looking at the faces around the table, much of it is new to us. When did you learn all this?"

"Daughter, this body is new. Sensations are new. I have been enjoying them. I came here to help. Did you think I was doing nothing all this time?"

"I--" Wren stopped, and her brow furrowed. "We've been with you the whole time."

Gaea looked perplexed. "Since when is doing more than one thing at once unusual? Marna and I have been conversing all along since she left to do her investigation. Cassandra, Megan, and the other Shael Dal have been chatting with me as well."

Wren's mouth dropped open. 

The All-Mother's brow furrowed. "Child, please, you didn't really think my mental capacity was that feeble did you? Now that I am here in real time, I can telepath normally. I might be challenged by the physical aspects of this body, but I assure you my ability to communicate and multitask are undiminished."

Radian rubbed the back of his head. "Wren, come on, you lived at the house. Name a time momma Cassandra or Dorian weren't carrying on two or three conversations."

"Oh. I should know that. I'm just being dumb."

Gaea smiled at her.

"That still leaves us at an impasse," Bannor said, "if you can't trust Marna with that knowledge. Can you solve the problem without her help?"

Gaea rubbed her forehead. "It is not an easy thing, and I am not an expert on heredity..."

"Wait," Idun said. "You just said that you felt Marna was trustworthy, and without saying it, you implied that she might be pressured into giving up that knowledge. Why not simply safeguard the information?"

"How? Once a secret is revealed, it can always be divined by chronological dissection."

Radian raised a finger for attention. "The council shield my mother and Loric put around Kul'Amaron is proof against time scans."

"Really?" Gaea said. "What about physical access? Timescans done inside the barrier."

"Ummm," Radian winced. "I know time diving could be prevented, I don't think we've ever set up a screen that way because of all the anomalies that creates. Everything inside would be out of touch like you were in subspace because event transphase was suspended. Usually, if we want to do something without someone being able to record it, we do a timewipe."

"You have chronomasters that can do that?" Gaea asked.

"It's only been done a couple times that I'm aware of," Radian answered. "I think Elsbeth can do it. I don't know if father Loric can. There are others, but I don't know if we could trust any of them."

"Aarlen and her daughters," Wren said. "Not a chance would we want them to come across it. If you want somebody you trust to do it, Mother. Koass could probably do it."

"I would only consent to letting Marna know this material if the shield is proven to be sufficiently opaque, and someone of suitable skill time wipes the research areas. Otherwise, I am not sharing the specific knowledge of necrotizing my subspace body."

"I think we understand the sensitivity of that information," Euriel said. "Whoever had it could hold half of Eternity for ransom."

"Tell me, Mother," Wren said, her expression turning grave. "Do you think it's possible to only kill a specific subpath? Cause a disruption in just one particular area?"

"The application of the genemar is to chain react all the subspace life that makes up my body."

"If we speculate the Daergons have the genemar. Suppose they don't want to cut and run. What if they're trying figure out how the thing works? If I were evil, that's what I'd be after, figuring out how to just kill a small area. Like Radian said, blowing up the whole house with you in it, that's not very bright. Blowing up one room when there's billions of rooms... Now you have a weapon you can aim. What does that weapon aim at? The gates the Kriar prize so much. If the Daergons have that, they can hold Homeworld hostage. They wouldn't use it right away. They'd wait until the Kriar are situated. Then once enough people and materials are at risk, they could use the threat."

"I don't know if that's what's going on, but it sure is scary," Bannor said. "Didn't Marna say one of those gates blowing up would destroy the whole planet they were on?"

"No, more," Daena breathed. "Bigger, a lot bigger!" 

Gaea's brow furrowed. "That is a truly daunting prospect. One I had not considered. I don't know if it's possible, but I have to believe it is." 

"Whether that's their plan or not, the very possibility is the reason this genemar thing must be found and destroyed," Euriel said. "I agree with Gaea that any information concerning this thing be held in the utmost secrecy..."

Bannor felt a twinge of unease, a subtle shifting of threads that made a chill run up his back. The effect did not seem to be localized, but it did seem to be close. He gazed around the chamber. The Valkyries, Kriar, and Baronians seemed relaxed, he felt no tension or particular alertness amongst any of them. Whatever he was feeling, none of them had sensed it.

The feeling grew stronger. He looked up into the shadows of the high ceiling. The broad skylight the Baronians broke when they forced entry had been repaired. There was no place to hide up there, no supports or even a ledge. There were chains that hung down to support the lighting sconces, but that would be a precarious position for any creature.

He started to discard that location as a possible source of his discomfort when he caught a glimpse of a flash of metal and one of the chains shifted. An icy hand of realization racked through him in a shot.

In a heartbeat, he sensed threads of magic and saw movement. Bannor threw back his chair, bounded to the top of the dining table and pushed off into the air lunging toward Daena with a hand outstretched to intercept the hurtling object.

He caught only a glimpse of the surprised faces of Daena and the others, eyes wide and mouths open as he flew forward. Pain shrieked through his hand and up his arm as something long and thin struck his palm, ripping flesh and shattering bone.

Even before he had time to hit the floor, a flood of agony made him scream. He slammed down on top of a table on the next tier, crushing through it to the hard stone underneath.

In the times since he had acquired the power of the Garmtur, he had felt many kinds of pain, this sensation dwarfed them all. It felt as if his flesh were being melted from his bones. He howled and writhed, his muscles riveted and unable to focus to remove the horrid thing that had hit him.

He heard screams and sensed activity, but the torture blotted out any ability to focus. His racing heart seemed to slow. He gasped for breath with lungs that wouldn't take air.

Lost in the torrent of agony, another stronger sensation slammed into him. Behind his clenched eyes, the universe flickered green then turned crimson. Creation. The word hammered into him. His bones quaked. His already disintegrating body flopped. Perpetuity. He gurgled and coughed blood. Annihilation... 

 

 


 

 

 

One word--ow! Three words--oh frellin ow!!

--Bannor Nalthane Starfist, Prince Conjugal of Malan

 

Chapter 6

Bedside Manners

 

Bannor winced and moved his head. It felt heavy, like his skull was filled with sand and the gritty substance was sliding around. A pulsing went through his temple and he groaned. His body still hurt like every iota of his skin were burned. A pasty dry scum seemed to coat the inside of his mouth and he swallowed dry lumps of saliva that slid down his throat with a grating sensation. It took effort but he managed to crack his eyelids.

There were figures nearby but they were only colored smears in his vision.

"He's moving," a voice said nearby that was strangely distorted in his hearing.

"Oh lords, thank you!" another voice said.

"That was so close," a third person said. "Little bastard. Damn Set for ever creating that vile stuff."

The voices were slowly becoming clearer.

"Bannor? Can you hear me?"

He tried to speak but it came out in a croak. "I--uck."

"Don't try too hard, my One. You're really hurt."  He felt a pressure on his chest. "The attack destroyed your ascendant body, and forced you back into your normal body."

"Damn, he is messed up. How did it hit his host body too?"

"It must be a new strain of jikartandak. Something designed to attack a host through their avatar."

"It did a pretty frellin' good job thrashing that immort body too."

"Damn, Sarai," he heard Daena's familiar echoing voice say. "I'm so sorry. I don't know what to say."

"What are you sorry for?" He heard a trace of irritation in her voice. "Because Bannor risked his life for you? You're his sister--what do you expect?" He felt her hand pressing his chest. "Damn, damn," he heard her sniff. Drops of moisture hit his arm and ran down. "Whoever ordered that attack is sooo going to pay."

It took all his strength simply to move his arm, find her hand, and squeeze her fingers. He took an aching breath. "D-d-don't--ca--cry." He swallowed. It was so hard to breathe. "L-love y--you."

"My One," she murmured. Her voice went on, echoing in his mind. <You don't have to talk. Remember, with the Shaladen I can hear your thoughts.> He felt her straighten up and look away. "When can something be done for him? He's hurting terribly."

"He needs a bit longer to stabilize," he heard Wysteri say. "This attack was extremely sophisticated. Even though his body was in stasis, this effect still managed to damage him. Had his body processes not been in near suspension he would have died in instants." 

"They must think Daena is tao inhabiting that body, or at least covering that possibility. That is some vicious stuff."

"I confess I have never seen, nor is there any record that I can find, of anything able to strike quite like this. The poison destroyed the avatar, then followed the link back to the body, penetrated the dimensional shell of the ghost vault and disrupted his host's microstructure."

He blinked, trying to focus and failing. Was one of those figures green? "M-m-mother--i-i-is she here?"

A shape moved close and a soothing hand touched his face. Her touch dispelled some of the pain and he felt stronger. "I am here, my son." She leaned closer and she pressed her lips to his forehead. The ache in his bones receded and it grew easier to breathe. "As Sarai said, save your strength, think it, I will hear."

He closed his eyes and tried to focus his thoughts. <Mother, the genemar, it happened right as I was blocking the attack.>

"The genemar?" Gaea repeated.

"What's he saying?" Wren asked. "That he had one of those attacks when he was hit?"

"Yes," Gaea said with a grave tone. 

"Did he have an attack or was he attacked by the genemar? Can it do something like that--attack through his psychic ties to his host body?"

"It can," Gaea answered. "The link between a host and spirit or tao, what you call the silver-cord, is actually the same living essence that comprises my subspace body. Your tao is actually a self-contained part of my essence. That is what makes you truly my children and also a part of me." She let out a breath. "So, in the same way it can destroy me, it can annihilate your tao as it nearly did with Bannor."

"Spit," Wren growled. "Now you tell us."

"I've got a bad feeling about this," he heard Ziedra murmur.

"What if he blocked two hits meant for Daena, the super jikartandak to kill the avatar body, and the genemar to destroy the tao and host body."

"Whoa, you're suggesting someone here has the genemar? Not only that, but has control of the thing? No way."

"Daena isn't an avatar though. Why both? Just killing the tao would be enough don't you think?"

"I can answer that," Gaea said. "A tao is fairly durable, and parts of it can exist in multiple places. When you astral travel, your whole tao does not leave your body, a monitor essence or core remains behind in the host. If the whole tao is not completely destroyed, it can regrow. However, it must have a host body to gestate in or it will expire. You must kill both in order to ensure death."

"Wren is proof of that," Bannor heard Radian say. "Her body was killed and Mom just bound her tao to another form."

"Bannor survived because he was partially shielded by the barrier around the ghost vault. The stasis around his host body limited the damage to his core tao."

The realization hit him--why he couldn't see. The garmtur had been destroyed. His body was just a burned up husk kept alive by the tiny shred of his tao left behind when he astral traveled. Even if Wysteri somehow repaired his body, he was no longer a savant. The little bit of tao left in him was not strong enough to touch the threads of Eternity and thereby grow. It would be summers, if ever, before he could see again.

He was crippled in both body and spirit. A rush of sadness and embarrassment roared through him. He might as well be dead. At least he gave his life protecting someone else. The burning on his face grew worse and the blurs of the figures around him were blotted out. Streaks of heat rolled down the sides of his face and across his ears.

"Oh Bannor," Sarai murmured.

"My brave son," Gaea soothed, brushing his forehead with her fingers.

"This is bad. Nobody is safe. That stuff will kill anybody--all it takes is frelling scratch. Bannor got stabbed in the hand and was dead almost before anyone could get to him. I sure as frell hope the genemar attack was a coincidence or we are in serious doo-doo."

Bannor heard sniffing. "I'm so sorry," Daena sobbed. "Damn, after what I did, and he..." 

"Shhh," Janai hushed. "Come here."

"Sarai, Janai, we need to make sure everyone knows. We have to assume the worst."

"Right," Sarai answered. "I'm telling Mother and all the Shael Dal now."

"Gaea, please tell me if this thing hits you it won't do to you what it did to Bannor."

"Daughter, I wish I could reassure you. What hit Bannor was a necrotizing attack little different from the kill signal used to annihilate my entire subspace body." She drew a breath. "By necessity, I still have a link, however tenuous, with my subspace form. The tao annihilation would follow that link as it did with Bannor back to my original host form. I cannot hide myself from such an attack."

"Spit. Just frelling great. It won't collapse your whole body at once will it?"

"No, the effect would begin at the core and spread outward. It would take longer than the kill signal, but the net result would be the same."

"Lords," Euriel murmured.

"Damn, this reeks," Azir rumbled. "What the frell do we do? If they already have the gene thing up and working, even if we find them, we'll get fried the moment we move in."

"Mother, please tell me something good, like that genemar thing can't be fired over and over in rapid succession."

"It cannot," Gaea confirmed. "In order to kill the tao, the antithesis must be calculated and projected. A tao, while it is comprised of the same substance as my essence, is by necessity more complex so that the entity's intelligence and memories can be shadowed within it. That is why when you occupy a body other than your own you have your intellect and recollection. When the tao binds with the temporary host, those memories transpose non-destructively. That's why several taos can merge in a single body, like happened in Bassil with Sil'Vaya and Sindra. The silver cord tying you back to your host is primarily to keep that body's physical copy of those memories synchronized. It is a safeguard should the wandering tao become heavily damaged and lose the stores of memory."

"How did his memory get updated while he was in stasis? He seems to remember what happened."

"A tao has more than one safeguard. Not only do memories get streamed back through the silver cord to the host, but memories are shared with nearby taos. One of a tao's functions is to replicate the patterns of other taos and the spirits of entities that have a close affiliation."

"The spirit gathering," Wren said. "Like what happened to Grahm and Jharon when they died near me."

"Right. You have all felt that connectedness. That is your tao binding and sharing with others. This way if a body and its tao are both damaged and there are other tao forms nearby, those memories are preserved. Bannor is able to remember the time since becoming an ascendant because all of you were close to 'remember' for him."  Gaea rubbed his chest sending a sense of warmth and well being through him. "When his body was unsealed, his core tao restored the 'unremembered' aspects by drawing them from each of you."

"All without us knowing?" Azir said.

"You probably felt a tingle when he was unsealed, or when you came near him."

"That's right, I did," Wren confirmed.

"So did I," Ziedra said. "Kind of a warm rush. I usually feel that when I meet a meet a new savant for the first time."

 "That recognition you feel on first meeting another savant is the share binding taking place. The Chyrith who designed tao forms understood their inherent weakness, and built in as many precautions as possible."

"I am just glad whatever it was worked," Sarai said. "Bannor is alive. He's really unhappy." She touched his cheek. "But he's still with us."

"While this is fascinating," Idun said. "We digressed from the main tactical point. How long does this 'antithesis' thing for a single entity take?"

"Sixty beats," Gaea answered. "Maybe double that."

"I don't think that's right. How did Bannor get slammed then? Daena was the target." 

"I do not know," Gaea acknowledged. "My understanding is that the device can only be used to attack a single entity at time, and that it can only remember one identity."

"Maybe somebody upgraded the damn thing," Azir growled. "Maybe they sat up there and recorded all of us."

"That would mean they could blow the dren out of any of us on a moment's notice," Ziedra said.

"Damn it," Wren said. "This must be a recent development. If the Baronians had this during the dread siege here they would have wiped out the defenders."

"The moorgeer was probably employed by my uncle," Janai said. "Their original target was Daena, though we still aren't sure why. That first moorgeer certainly did not have the jikartandak."

"If it was uncle Bertrand, there is some logic to the genemar hitting Bannor. He has no affection for Daena--she's human too--and as far as he's concerned--a much bigger threat. She's Janai's One. She is only a ward prodigal now. She could potentially become a princess conjugal and thereby be in line for the throne."

"What?" Daena let out. "You're kidding?"

"No, of course not, there have been a few occasions of noble women marrying each other."  Sarai sighed. "You two do everything but sleep together. To an outside observer, anyone who knows Janai a whit, knows that you becoming her conjugal is a real possibility."

"It is not!" Daena stormed. "That's not funny."

"I'm not being funny. I'm just saying how it looks."

"Still, how would he get the genemar?" Janai asked.

"He may not have it, but we know that the Daergons and Baronians will have been sniffing around the citadel looking for a weakness--a way in to get at us. It's possible they may have been looking for a convenient ally to help them get in. He knows most of the secret accesses."

"They wouldn't put something as valuable as the genemar in the hands of assassin. How could it have been used?"

"The genemar attacks through the subpaths. It can operate at huge range," Gaea told them. "They need only be able to see the target. That could be accomplished through a telepathic rapport with the assassin. All they really need is the pattern of the target person. If they have that, then they can be struck from virtually anywhere."

"It is true that the shields have not been tuned to block out telepathic contact," Radian said. "Physical access to the citadel is still possible as long as a person can overcome the wards."

"We need to analyze that jikartandak and find out whether it was what caused Bannor's tao to be shredded." She drew a breath. "If it isn't, we need to know if what hit him actually was the genemar. Gaea, do you have a way to ascertain if what was used on him was the genemar?"

"Under normal circumstances there would be some evidence in the microstructure of his body. However, this jikartandak has so corrupted his ascendant body that I don't think it is possible."
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