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Part 1: Gold Fire – The Himalayas, 1850
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The hunter sighted his prey, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched by something close by, something sinister. His eyes drifted up the dizzying peaks and towards the darkening skies before discipline returned him to his current target.

His vision was obscured by a puff of breath. Chilled eddies churned the spiralling snowflakes about the desolate mountain range, assailing the parties that competed for the prize roosted at its top. The hunter—Geoffrey Edgarson, the greatest game tracker of the century—shifted in his perch, and a layer of frosted crystals chipped from the knuckles of his damp gloves.

His employer’s enemy trudged through the dark ravine below, a meagre bastion of humanity that soldiered through the unforgiving wilderness. The sun set over the peaks, casting strips of red, wane light which dwindled into the deep black of a cold night.

Before that last shred of light faded—replaced by hastily lit oil lanterns—one of them stuck out to Geoffrey. She was not huddled against her fur coat, and her hair drifted in the gale as if she walked through a gentle breeze.

“How many?” Reginald asked, stirring Geoffrey from his questions on the strange woman.

“More than our party,” Geoffrey answered.

“More than our party now or more than our party before the cold and altitude got to us?” Reginald fumbled through his coat.

Geoffrey tensed. He tried to ignore the cold bundle that he perched his rifle on—the body of his friend after altitude sickness took him. He only needed the extra purchase because he could not still his own breath; the sickness was creeping its way into his body as well.

“They still ways down ridge,” Apa their Sherpa said in broken English. “The air will not affect them just yet.”

“Can you take the shot?” Reginald asked.

Geoffrey’s vision wavered. He struggled to see through the building storm that swept razor-sharp ice up the mountain. “No, but I can make them duck their heads for a bit.”

“Whenever you’re ready, old chap.” Reginald turned onto his back and produced a gnarled pipe, finally finding it in his thick coat.

He filled the pipe with tobacco and struggled to strike his match with trembling fingers. After a moment of mumbled cursing, Reginald turned to Geoffrey and lit it with the smoking match chord in his gun.

“Don’t ever do that again,” Geoffrey said. “I’m already taking a risk lighting the chord over the top of the nitro glycerine.” His eyes darted down to his dead friend’s pack.

“Why you use that ancient weapon is beyond me,” Reginald chortled, “but it has its uses.” He lit his pipe, which was almost blown out in the wind.

“It slows me down; so I only fire when I am prepared.” Geoffrey ignored Reginald’s scoff as he focused on the little figures struggling below.

He took one final, cold breath, and squeezed the trigger.

Light.

Geoffrey hesitated.

The light came from above and was accompanied by a rumbling that rivalled the coming storm. The party below halted and looked up the desolate mountain slopes, past Geoffrey and his well-hidden group upon the ridge.

Ever so slowly, Geoffrey tilted his head and glanced up the mountain over his shoulder. In the infinite dark of a blizzard-mottled sky, a glow of silver-gold light spewed into the night. It silhouetted the peak like a jagged black tooth jutting out from the jaws of the world.

“It seems the beast doesn’t know we’re here,” Reginald puffed.

“No . . .” Geoffrey realised, his neck prickling, “it knows we’re here. It knows they’re here . . .” The prickling intensified, his instincts screaming to be acted upon. The hunter knew that there was more than one predator on the mountainside. “. . . and there’s something else.”

There was a shout from below, a blast and flash of light and smoke, followed by a bloodcurdling scream. The party forging up the mountain path was under attack from the rocks and shrubbery in the night.

Geoffrey strained his failing vision, leaning out over the body of his dead friend . . . there were creatures down there. They were slinking, dark creatures that spirited out of the shadows to disembowel and harass the beleaguered expedition before retreating into the dark.

Geoffrey gasped; the whites of his eyes bulged with bloodshot dread. His instincts—honed to their peak over decades—told him that the creatures would not expose themselves so readily when another party like his was perched up on the ridge.

“That’ll draw the beast’s attention.” Reginald shook his head, seemingly unperturbed.

It’s also drawn our attention. “Down,” Geoffrey said.

“What?”

“DOWN!”

Geoffrey spun and levelled his weapon on the darkest, deepest patch of shadow that he could find on the mountain path by his dwindling party. They flinched out of his sights, forgetting the battle below them. He pulled the trigger, and the ridge lit up for a brief moment under the crack of his gunshot, illuminating the insidious creatures hidden in the dark, who sneered at their revelation.

There was a second group of demons up on the ridge with his party, and they were about to attack.

Geoffrey’s shot pinged off grey stone, and with a screech, the demonic beings swarmed the hapless party.

The guides and soldiers screamed in horror as men with goat legs, horned heads, and vicious, hooked claws tore into them with sadistic abandon. They disembowelled, gnawed, twisted sinew and entrails both from the innards of the soft, squidgy men who were caught completely off guard.

“Iron!” Geoffrey drew a cudgel from his belt and walloped one of the satyr-like fiends as it assailed Apa. “Use your iron!”

As much as he detested Reginald, Geoffrey was impressed with how quickly the bastard leaped into the fray, cudgelling back the monsters, who shrieked in disgust. Some of the members of their party scattered, fleeing up the road, to trip and fall down the mountainside or to be herded into sinister traps by their attackers. Most of those who stayed were dead within seconds, or being pulled with dark intent back into the shadows, back into the wavering portals to the realm of the enemy.

A talon slashed at Reginald’s calf, and he went down on one knee with a cry, as another beast swooped in and gouged a disembowelling blow across his guts. Geoffrey was there in a flash, clobbering the beast’s snout-like jaw and swinging his cudgel in wide arcs to keep the shadowy creatures at bay.

The jeering fiends danced at the edge of his reach, the toll of the altitude weathering Geoffrey’s swings from mighty blows to pathetic spasms.

They laughed—a horrid sound—and from the laugh a twisted voice emerged. “You seem to be battling your very world itself, Mister Edgarson.”

“Show yourself, fiend,” Geoffrey panted. “I will not be tormented.”

“Oh, they all say that.” A squat creature hopped out of the shadows, a different breed from the rest, with fat, goat-like legs, a dark waistcoat over a pudgy human torso, and a square, bearded face. “That’s until I have my way with them.” His smile filled Geoffrey with an uneasy feeling; it was uncanny, false.

“What do you want?”

The thing cocked its head in a jester-like manner and pointed a sharp talon upwards. “We just want our golden goose,” the smile twisted more, “but seeing as your fragile people are here, we may as well have some fun along the way!” The talon extended with a click, splitting the grey flesh of its finger, and it stalked closer with hoofed paw.

“Shall I break your mind first? Or your body?” it said. “Do you think your daughter would appreciate the atrocities you have committed in her name?”

Geoffrey’s breath caught in his lungs. “What do you know of her?”

“She might be suffering greatly as we speak, poor thing, crying out for Daddy. But you’re not there; you’re off gallivanting! Helping wicked men rape and pillage the world for a chance of her salvation? Pathetic! Even if you can imbue her, even if she can be saved, she would never look at you the same way again knowing what I know about you!”

“You don’t know anything about me!” Geoffrey roared. “You know nothing of my daughter! This is just a mind game, a foul trick to break me!”

“So,” the squat beast chuckled, “we shall break your mind first.”

Geoffrey felt Reginald gasp his last breath and go limp in his arms. “How about we break the mountain instead?” Geoffrey spat.

He gripped the still smoking pipe from the cold lips of his former comrade and dived for the dead body he had used to steady his rifle. His dead friend had been the one carrying the nitro glycerine. Geoffrey jammed the smouldering pipe into the satchel with the explosives and dived over the edge of the ridge as it ignited.

There was a titanic flash and boom as the nitro glycerine exploded, hitting Geoffrey with concussive force and propelling him further out into the wind-torn abyss. He fell through the air before he hit the ridge with a bone-rending crack and tumbled down the ravine wall.

The mountain rumbled and shook beneath the impact of the explosion. It roared in anger, fuelling a cascade of tremendous avalanches down its many different slopes. Even in his pain-fuelled state, even with his lung collapsed and his limbs throbbing with every beat of his fluttering heart, Geoffrey was conscious enough to feel unlucky. No avalanche came down his slope to end his suffering.

He must have stopped tumbling at some point, after an endless maelstrom of sharp rock and numbing impacts, but it took a moment for his failing mind to catch up to the fact. Wheezing, he lifted himself from the rubble and rock in the ravine, to find another being before him. A member of the party he had been about to shoot from above.

It was the woman. Her dark face was covered in blood from her own battle with the fiends, and her white locks of hair were drenched in crimson.

“So,” she said, her accent German, but only distantly so. “You did get to the mountains before us.”

“Aye.” Geoffrey smiled, and one of his teeth fell in pieces from his mouth. “A load of good it did us.”

“Did you set off that bomb to flatten us?” she asked.

“No.” Geoffrey felt no reason to lie, and she seemed to believe him. “The Fae attacked us both simultaneously; the bomb was all that would have kept them from tormenting my soul.”

The woman nodded and looked around the desolate mountainside. “We also barely managed to fight them off. It seems the majority of them are swarming up the mountain; we dealt merely with their rear guard.” She gazed up the mountain. “With the beast alerted to their presence, they won’t get their prize . . . Our presence here at least denied them their dark purpose.” She looked back at the broken form of Geoffrey. “Would you like medical assistance? Or would you like me to end your life?”

Geoffrey paused, glancing up at his enemy. “You don’t want to interrogate me?”

“My party has the resources to help you off this mountain as an ally; not to guard you as a prisoner. And I am sure your Sect has already got support en route to the closest village. I can’t fight them if I am worried about you turning on us.”

Geoffrey smiled. “I didn’t think the Pantheon could be so reasonable . . . Kill me . . . please. If I am to join you, the Sect will punish my daughter. She has suffered enough.”

She nodded grimly and sighed, gripping her iron cudgel. “What is your name?”

“Geoffrey Edgarson.”

She cocked her head. “The great game hunter?” When Geoffrey nodded she continued, “I thought you retired.”

“The Sect told me that if I ingratiated myself to the beast, protected its egg from the Fae and . . . other parties, that I could beseech it to breathe its transfiguring fire onto my daughter. The legends say it could heal her, make her stronger.”

She laughed, a hollow, sad sound. “Is that what they told you?”

Geoffrey nodded—understanding her sad laughter and feeling his life fade with each breath. “I had to try. She’s my little girl.”

She sighed and crouched over his broken form. “It is better this way. The imbued, they live hard lives. With great power they are thrust into the tumults of history. Trust me.” She smirked sadly. “Your daughter is better off surviving her plight from her own strength.”

“That’s easy talk from the daughter of a god!” Geoffrey spat. “They told me of your kind!”

She reached out suddenly and took his hand, not harshly, but like that of an old friend comforting a comrade as they left this world.

Before he could respond, the mountaintop erupted in golden light, spewing hellish brilliance about the jagged ravine, which was marred by char and blood. The roar of the raging fire was accompanied by the frenzied screaming of the foul creatures that had ruined both their parties.

“Ah,” the woman said, “the Sect was too late and the Fae overmatched. The Dragon’s egg has hatched, and the mother won’t leave this place with its enemies unmolested.” Her dark face shimmered unnaturally in the light of the gold fire, as if she had an aura.

“How can you tell?” Geoffrey asked.

“You can’t hear it?” She looked at him. “I forgot your kind can’t hear theirs, not unless they want you to.”

The great, winged beast alighted from the mountaintop, and with the rush of a hurricane, it tore down the slope. It was a serpentine titan of gunmetal grey scales, jagged teeth, and razor-sharp talons. It was a creature with a wing span as wide as the mountain itself. A jet stream of furious fire churned before it and melted all stone and ice to iridescent, silver-gold slag.

“Shouldn’t you run?” Geoffrey gasped.

“I can survive such things.” She grimaced. “You seem a good man. I will find your daughter, Mister Edgarson. I will treat her if I can, and if not, she will live out the rest of her days in comfort.”

Still gasping, Geoffrey collapsed onto his side, feeling death draw near as the intense heat of Dragon fire rolled closer, like an encroaching wave, like the inevitable tide. “Thank you. I think, deep down in my heart, I am glad that the Sect did not get what they wanted.”

“Oh, they’ll get another chance, in a few hundred years or so.” Before the rolling tide of gold fire and mountain engulfed them, the woman struck Geoffrey in the skull, ending his life swiftly before the intense obliviation of fire.
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Part 2: The Spire – 25th August 2114
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Bree eased off the throttle, and the ship ceased rattling. The atmosphere relinquished its hold on her vessel as she pulled it free of the earth and soared daintily into the border between the sky and the stars.

She let out a breath, flexing her numb fingers.

“A bit turbulent, Bree?” Cooper said from the co-pilot’s seat. “Maybe I should have taken over the transition?”

“If I wanted to waste fuel, Lieutenant, I might have used you.” She ignored his sarcastic retort and flicked on the telemetry data, ensuring her course was accurate. “How’re the passengers?”

Cooper shrugged and flipped on the intercom. With a forced smile and fake enthusiasm, he addressed the cabin. “Greetings, passengers of interorbital flight Gecko-44. As you may have noticed, we have made escape velocity and are now skimming the atmosphere at a cool altitude of thirty thousand kilometres. You may notice a degree of zero-g; however, we do advise you keep seated with seat belts secure until the shuttle clamps with the docking bay. We estimate we’ll arrive at our destination within five minutes. Thank you for choosing to fly with Gecko Aero Jets.”

There was a knock on the cockpit door.

Bree and Cooper eyed each other.

“Who’s to bet it’s the egghead?” Cooper said. “I think he might have a crush on you.”

Bree checked the door’s security camera, which offered a top-down, fish-eyed view of their main client standing nervously by the door. The fish eye didn’t do him any favours. He was a tall, gangly man with greasy, slicked-back hair and a jittery disposition, but he had the money to fund this flight. And Gecko had ordered her to make sure he had a pleasant trip.

She hit the local intercom switch. “Doctor Garson, please return to your seat.”

The doctor bobbed back in momentary fright, locating the intercom switch on his end and tapping it tentatively. “Oh, forgive me, Captain . . . It’s just that, well, it’s a schoolboy moment for me, you see. I was wondering if we could see it?”

Bree sighed through her teeth, looking out the cockpit screen.

The bright blue earth curved away before her, hued by the sea and continents of green and yellow and rolling grey clouds. As the horizon fell away from her, it twinkled with centuries of space junk, crafts, and orbital stations. But she knew that was not what the scientist wanted to see.

What he wanted was to observe the wonder of the orbital Spire, which grew into view. It loomed out of the thin veil of atmosphere like man’s insult to the world, a titanic, grey, segmented rod, rooted like an artificial tree in the Congo’s northern wastes.

The Spire—the station set into its top—swayed almost imperceptibly in the reaches of space. It was arranged like a half-bloomed flower, narrow at the base where the elevator shafts and tether connected to it, and it widened with each successive level until it ended at the Top Deck.

It was an awe-inspiring sight.

What it represented, though, was a point of contention in Bree’s mind. A mighty testament to the human spirit, but one that was not needed with the technology we now had available. If the cost of fuel for escape velocity was not so great, if other, simpler, easier solutions had not been blocked by corporate lobbyists, then this titanic phallus that penetrated the cosmos would never have been necessary. Now instead of a tool of pure utility, it was also a tourist destination, a nexus for interorbital travel and the grounds of a pissing contest in bureaucratic tug of wars between all of the governments that were a part of the UG alliance.

UG, Bree thought, United my ass. Tell that to the people of the Congo who watched their land turn into the foundations of this monstrosity.

She remembered their high-paying client was still waiting for her answer.

Bree acquiesced, and unlocked the cockpit. Cooper stiffened visibly in the co-pilot’s seat, but she had dealt with worse than this scientist; there was no danger from him.

The scientist ambled in, and his jaw dropped, eliciting a squeak as he took in the view.

“First time seeing the orbital Spire, Doc?” Bree went about her navigational tasks as the African continent sped beneath them on their journey. But she kept a keen eye on the scientist through a video feed on her HUD in her pilot’s visor.

“No, I mean,” the scientist squirmed as he tried to find the words, “this is the first time I’ve ever been in space. I’ve seen the Spire from a distance, but this, this is staggering.”

“No telescopes in England for the doctor astronomer?” Cooper asked.

Bree rolled her eyes. “It’s not the same and you know it! Don’t chide Doctor Garson.”

“Oh, please, call me Michael.” He smiled, annoyingly pleasant in his giddiness. “And yes, I have a telescope in my backyard, but we can’t see much of the Spire from England, only the top, and it usually is too faded even on a clear day what with light pollution and all.”

“Okay, okay.” Cooper raised his hands, done with the topic. “I was just joking.”

“Oh I see.” Michael peeled his eyes away from the sight to scrutinise Cooper, and his eyes fixated on a large red lever that read “Pirate Lever!” in white lettering. “What is that?” He reached for it.

“Don’t touch that!” Bree roared and immediately she stifled her voice until it was a choked breath in her throat.

Michael leaped almost out of his skin, and Cooper tensed up again.

“This is why we shouldn’t let civvies into the cockpit,” Cooper said tersely.

“Oh, I’m so sorry . . .” Michael stammered.

“You don’t get to use that word, kid!” Bree’s stifled roar returned as she rounded on Cooper. “You’re what, a month out of flight school and haven’t seen any military bird outside of a video game. You’re a decent enough pilot as long as the autopilot systems work, and that’s dangerous in an emergency. So don’t give me that civvie crap.”

Cooper’s jaw tightened, and his skin turned burning red, but he held his tongue.

Good lad, Bree thought. Stupid Bree, losing your temper . . . She realised that the client, Michael, was watching the exchange, as white as a ghost.

She cleared her throat. “Please excuse my outburst, Doc . . . that lever can cause a lot of problems in the wrong situation. I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that.” Her ears were burning hot in her helmet.

“Yeah.” Cooper let out the breath he’d been holding. “It would cause a lot more turbulence.”

“Oh, oh, I see . . . are pirates still a thing in this day and age?” Michael had completely forgotten about the outburst, it seemed, distracted by a new line of questioning.

“Well, define pirate, I guess.” Cooper started explaining the intricacies of interorbital territories and treaties, and Bree was happy to drown it out, until . . .

“Quiet, both of you.” Bree tapped the comms on her helmet and spoke with a small sense of professionalism. “This is Captain Breannon Voeden on Private Interorbital Flight G-44 to Spire Control. Do you read?”

“We read you, G-44. What’s your vector?”

“Civilian transport to Spire village from South African spaceport, requesting clearance to dock.”

“We have you on our manifest, G-44. How’d you get clearance with everything going on at the moment?”

“What business is that of yours?” Bree said harshly, her ears itching again with irritation. “Do we have clearance or not?”

“Hold fire, G-44, I was just curious. Lots of GR military swarming the station lately. I was told we weren’t allowing any more private dockings,” Spire Control said.

“And yet, Global Response knows that the international treatise concerning the Spire means they can go fuck themselves. You might have authority to shut down the elevator, but you can’t do shit about interorbital airspace without causing an international incident. They can’t deny complete access to the Spire unless there is a publicly declared military operation, and they haven’t said shit about that. Now, I have high-paying clients who have moved heaven and earth for clearance, and we are fast approaching the platform. Are you done making chitchat or are you going to do your job?”

The comms buzzed with static as the Spire station loomed closer; it was swarming with traffic on and around it, mostly military spacecraft coming in and out for patrol. But the Spire itself was a town of sorts; people lived and worked there. There was a small array of civilian craft and movement. They just weren’t coming or going as far as Bree could tell.
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