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To the Black women who wrote a way to the stars, and showed me how to dream the future.
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The Beginning


This is a story we are hesitant to tell, though it is true we are many lifetimes removed from it now.


We record it because it is our history, and through our history we illuminate our future, and through this ritual of illumination we find the power to shape that future. We find precedent. We find order. Indeed, the old mandate rings in our ears—Order is the Architect.


How we repent for that naivete now, after the fact.


It is with regret that we must inform you this tale survives solely in fragments, salvaged at great personal risk. As for its ending, that is clearest of all, having only just come to pass.


Perhaps this is not such a bad thing.


Perhaps this is a tragedy.


Perhaps that is for you to judge.


But we digress—and there will be time enough for that later.


Here, then, is how the story starts.
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In the beginning, there were no heroes to speak of. This, we call the Dead Age, as it preceded the Age of Life; the Life that our heroes would later restore after overcoming so much peril.


During the Dead Age, shadows reigned and no plants grew.


During the Dead Age, the rain fell as acid and poisoned the rivers, souring the oceans and drying the land. Creatures with twisted limbs and savage mouths ruled the jagged crags, their many-hundred eyes and wicked spines glinting in the sun’s red light.


During the Dead Age, the planet was in pain, as the talons of these creatures dug ever deeper into Her flesh, and the acid rain scorched Her past all recognition. Where once She had been blue, and brightest pink, dappled with jewelled purple and lush, lively green, She was now muted grey, carbon-black, and crumbling.


She had forgotten Her own name—all She knew of Herself was the agony.


Soon (by a planet’s standard—so not very soon at all by ours), She grew weary of being corroded, grew weary of the pockmarks and lightning strikes and tectonic shudders, grew weary of the effort it took to push hot magma out of fresh wounds, weary of each split of scar tissue and each gout of boiling blood forced from beneath Her mantle to harden over Her tender skin.


So, She carved from the earth three heroes who would rid Her of this monstrous blight, find the Life She had lost, and bring it back into the light.


From the shadow. From the river. From the mountain.


A shield. A sword. A crown.


Adesola. Sensit. Dandeyi.


Three heroes. One prophecy: save the world.


‘A Complete, Annotated History of Chasca, Including Relevant Translated Mythologies. Chapter: Scroll the First’ by I. Nisomn, ex-acolyte of the Aonian Archives.


(Archivist’s note: This text by I. Nisomn is the only remaining source at our disposal regarding the mythos of that strange planet, Chasca, forgotten by the universe but not forsaken by its scholars, it would seem. This key episode details the origins of the first of three prophecies, of which two have purportedly come to pass, and which all, as reported by Nisomn, foretell great calamity, and can only be thwarted, or fulfilled, by three brave heroes. The author, Nisomn, was one of our most promising acolytes, with an affinity for preservation that saved many a crumbling volume. Though we mourn his flight from the Guild, we wish him luck with whatever endeavour it was that he felt could not be completed within our hallowed halls.)






The Middle


Much of what we now know relies on the word of those closer to it all than we were: visions written down, memories extracted, lifetimes preserved and transcribed. It is clumsy, but we have always been clumsy. We see that now. If only … But, no. Even we must learn from our follies, grave and blood-drenched as they are.


By this time, the time of the child’s birth, the Age of Life brought into being by our Heroes was almost over, almost dead, its founding heroes and their deeds long relegated to halls of myth and the opening verses of the planetary epos. Though it had lasted millennia, its peace was dealt a mortal blow by the inevitable arrival of the Second Prophecy, and killed forever by the great and terrible betrayal at its heart.


Here, then, is the story’s gracelessly recollected middle.
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Once, there was a girl born amid chaos.


It was the dying day of that same civilisation our three heroes had fought to begin, so long ago. As the child took her first dust-choked breath, ideals shattered and monuments crumbled, but her eyes remained stubbornly shut, firelight glimmering off eyelids sticky with fluid, brows faint and indistinct—so she did not see the violence of the world for what it was.


(Yet … Did not see the violence of the world for what it was yet. Later, she would. Later, it would be written in the stars; every single one of them a part of it. Empire. But not yet.)


The girl’s mother gathered her to her chest with shaking arms, pushing sweat-soaked hair from her face and gazing at her daughter with a blind sense of all-encompassing wonder. She marvelled at the child’s waving hands, curled into fists, fingers as delicate as the bones of a bird, wrists chubby and dimpled, thinking if only her father could see her now.


But her daughter’s father was dead and had died protecting them and all he loved from ruin, so it was a difficult thought, to say the least, and one she pushed quickly aside.


(That idea of absent family, of missing heritage—of not being quite sure what to do with that idea, of pushing it quickly aside—would turn out to be a recurring theme. A sparking pattern in her neurons and the neurons of her progeny; a line in a prophecy; an echo of that violence writ in starlight.)


The cracking of stone and the deadened sound of falling ash faded into the background as she moved her fingers to the artery running along the side of her daughter’s neck. A sudden flutter against her fingertips—more like a moth’s wings beating than a heart—filled her chest with giddy laughter, and oh, it was so easy to marvel at this new life, this child that might not see the sunrise, and yet was so full of light, simply because she did not know what the sunrise would bring.


Her mother knew though, so she pulled herself to her knees. She had never felt pain like this, yet she stood, because if she did not then her daughter never would. The palace was collapsing, the hallways groaning and crashing down around her, but she walked on, her daughter cradled in her arms.


There was no ship waiting for them in the atrium, so the queen drew in a breath and spoke one into being—word and will coalescing into metal and fuel and a chamber of ice made for sleeping.


The effort nearly killed her.


And so, the queen of a planet whose people had fought the bloodiest civil war in three millennia pushed her daughter into the only holding pod of the conjured spacecraft, closed the hatch, and watched it launch.


And so, the queen of a planet whose people had fought the bloodiest civil war in three millennia—and destroyed themselves in the process—collapsed to the granite floor of her castle and wept.


For her daughter, who was the sole heir to the throne, and the last hope of their people.


For her daughter, who was already hurtling across the galaxy towards a new life, inside a cryogenics unit where she would sleep for year upon year, until the time was right.


For her daughter, who would grow up abandoned and confused, never to inherit the crown that was her birthright.


Excerpt of a vision relayed by a trustworthy source whose identity cannot be revealed at present.


(Archivist’s note: You must excuse my poetic licence. Artistic liberty is something I am rarely afforded, and this tale begs to be transformed into scripture; everything about it is epic.)






The End


And now for the ending, the part we are most familiar with and can at least tell in its entirety.


This closing is many years removed from both the beginning and the middle—perhaps this is why we failed so astronomically in anticipating it—but it draws them to completion nonetheless.


It is not impartially told; that would be nigh on impossible with a story like this.


On the contrary, we see the importance of sentiment now. Of empathy in our history telling. Of an open heart.


That was, after all, what you opened this volume in search of, wasn’t it? A story. Well, this one is about people, of course, and the incredible things they are capable of when faced with equally incredible, seemingly unconquerable injustice. It is a story about a girl and her friends, and how hard times made heroes of them, whether they wanted to be or not. It is a story of loss, and adventure, of daring, and of courage burning bright in the bleakest of times. It is a story about love.


And this is how it ends.
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Part One


‘We turned the Earth, our home, into a wasteland, and left. Now, we have arrived here, alighting upon a wasteland with no other choice but to make it our home. Like a fable, nature has given to us what we gave back to her, and so we must rise to the task of turning this desert into a soil rich enough that we may begin to sow within it the seeds of our future.’


From the diary of a human settler on Gahraan, born aboard the ark ships, killed during the Emperor’s discovery of the settlement.






Chapter One


[planet: Gahraan] + [location: The Lower Quarter] + [year: 6066]


Asha Akindele was knelt in prayer, chanting the sacred words of imperial petition and invocation that had been graven unwillingly on her memory since birth.


Her heart beat steadily in time with the rhythm, her hands opening and closing to its chorus.


We welcome our Emperor—may He rule forever—into our hearts and into our minds, unflinchingly.


Her mind, however, was somewhere else entirely.


Equations were solving themselves against the pale red backdrop of her closed eyelids like flowers blooming. Each one yielded yet more numbers, spilling out unknown quantities like gems tumbling from a geode, cracked wide open and sparkling in the red noonday sun. Her head hurt—partly from the loud droning of communal prayer, and partly from trying to wrap her mind around complex mathematical theory in the middle of a temple during a deference recitation—but she soldiered on. As always.


Eventually, the service ended.


Thracin bless us, may He rule forever; Divine Right is Divine Might.


Divine Right is Divine Might.


Divine Right is Divine Might.


The maxim of their government and religion and ruler rang out in whispered reverence through the assembled body of worshippers, and Asha mouthed along, playing her part even as she blinked rapidly, her eyes growing reaccustomed to the blue light that filtered through the temple’s crystal walls.


Years ago, she’d discovered that the only way to bear all those hours spent kneeling with her head bowed in respect was to close her eyes and discuss, in the privacy of her own mind, exactly how she would leave this planet, given the chance. She had started with the big ideas. Where would she get transport? Steal it from the Imperial Academy of Aeronautics on the other side of the dome. How will you fly it? I’ll learn. I’ll modify the tablet they give everyone at fourteen to access their timetables and ration points and use it to hack into the Academy files. I’ll watch their classes at night, over and over again, and I will learn.


One particularly vivid fantasy often sustained her: the sight of her own grinning face in the cockpit of a stolen jet, middle fingers up to the rear-view cams, guns blazing as she blasted the whole place to ash—


Someone nudged her, telling her to hurry up. “Thracin bless us,” she murmured hastily, rolling up her mat and joining the line of people shuffling towards the exit. The headache looming behind her eyes only seemed to intensify with each step, but the thrill of knowing what she held locked safely inside her mind was worth it. Even if it would never leave the confines of her imagination.


Lost in thought, she accidentally bumped into the person in front of her. Everyone was drawing to a stop. The line of people flowing out the doors had halted. A gasp rippled through the crowd, people stepping back. What’s going on? After a few moments, through a gap in the bodies, Asha glimpsed the reason for the delay.


A woman had fallen, collapsing between the rows of worshippers to lie unmoving on the ground. Unconscious due to exhaustion probably. Nothing too dramatic, Asha thought. And yet she was reminded suddenly of an image from her childhood: her first day in the weapons assembly warehouse. The boy next to her had touched a delicate, thinly membraned plasma filament without gloves. The slim cylinder had snagged on a fingernail and torn, sagging and spilling its valuable fluid onto the workbench. He had been taken away for punishment, kicking and screaming. She’d never seen him again. All she’d been able to do was stare at the broken energy bar emptying its gleaming contents onto the bench like blood from a corpse.


The fallen woman wasn’t bleeding—not yet—but Asha could imagine her blood spilling just like the plasma had, red instead of luminous blue, and infinitely less valuable.


Hulking Lithian guards were already shouldering their way towards the accident, weapons drawn, reptilian limbs bunched with muscle and desperate for a fight. Asha could practically smell the lust for violence rolling off them—that distinctly inhuman stench of scale sweat mixed with the viscous, milky residue of their acrid saliva.


One of them kicked the woman with a clawed foot, sneering as she groaned weakly, tears cutting tributaries down her ashen face.


Soldiers of the Consortium.


A gang of monsters and sadists, who cradled blaster rifles in their similarly clawed hands like they’d been born to use them, teeth sharp and eyes cruel, grease-slick indigo scales glittering in the sunlight—body armour provided free of charge by millennia of evolution on their home planet, Lith, a craggy place covered in sandy rock, not too dissimilar to Gahraan. Her own fleshy human softness was constantly made horrifying in their beady eyes by contrast—lean meat and viscera wrapped in dark brown skin—skin thinner than metal foil, and so much better at conducting pain than electricity.


Keeping her face carefully blank was second nature, the dullness in her eyes less a learned protective mechanism than a by-product of a life lived in terror. A second guard swung back the copper rod he carried as an accessory to his rifle, his arm falling to strike the weeping woman with it. The bright crackle of raw electricity flashed in the dim light, leaping from his scales, turning the woman’s soft weeping into agonised screams. Her elbow slipped, lightning-quick in her convulsions, scraping against the polished floor … and there it was. Blood. Welling to the surface of a friction burn, of all things.


“What are you?” the guard hissed, teeth flashing in the sun. “What are you?”


“Nothing,” the woman gasped, as was expected of her. “I am nothing.”


The guard unleashed another burst of electricity with a flicker of his forked tongue.


“That’s right.”


The man who stood next to Asha shook his head in disgust, but even that movement was subdued. His eyes darted around, looking for someone to share in his disdain, in this small act of moral rebellion. She recognised him. He worked two rows across from her in the factory on the textile recycling day. A bit of a troublemaker, in fact—something which had immediately endeared him to Asha, even though the most basic sense of self-preservation should have ensured that it didn’t.


She wanted to meet his eye.


Thracin, why was she like this? If her mother had been there, had seen her even think about looking at that man, let alone meeting his gaze, she would have dragged her home and beaten her until she didn’t have thoughts, let alone eyes to look with. And Asha wouldn’t have blamed her. People who looked back at troublemakers ended up lying next to them on the incinerator floor.


Then the man’s eyes darted in her direction, catching her hesitant glance and pinning it down like a spider would a fly.


She froze.


Just look away, she thought. Asha, just look away.


She nodded back at him. It was a tiny movement, more like a compulsion, stilted and terrified.


Adrenaline pounded through her.


Stupid girl, she thought. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


But of course she had done it.


Asha didn’t think a universe existed in which she had not.
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The light of the midday suns blazed brightly above her as the temple disgorged the last of her line into its crystal courtyard. Above her, the shimmering hexagons of the terradome that enclosed the oasis-centred settlement were busy filtering out the harmful UV rays and extreme temperatures that were par for the course on a terraformed desert planet such as Gahraan. Life was inside this dome, and the four others that clustered together in the barren valley that their great-grandparents had thought fit to start a new world.


Outside, there was nothing but scarlet sand and searing heat.


That should be our motto, she thought wryly. Never meant to support life but supporting it begrudgingly anyway.


She glanced at the building behind her. The temple was a glorious, beautiful thing. A beacon of belief and faith—a monument to Emperor Thracin and the empire he had created to save the galaxy and its hundred inhabited worlds from annihilating each other. It shone with its wealth—just like everything Thracin owned (except humanity, Asha thought, except me)—like the polished chrome barrels of the guns they assembled every day, like the sword he held in all his statues, like the very stars in the sky—each one a sun or a planet that belonged to him, because—what didn’t? His, his, his, the whole galaxy shining because he decreed it so. Because he liked to cloak depravity in crystal and call it ‘salvation’.


Her heart beat faster just to think it.


Careful, Asha. Remember your scripture; Divine Might is Divine Right. Do not forget what you are and what that makes you. Do not forget your place.


She exhaled shakily, eyes closing for the briefest of moments against the sting of hot tears. Because righteousness felt so good for a moment, but when the thrill was gone, fear was all that remained. Fear and rage, feeding each other in a vicious, endless loop, until she could barely tell them apart.


Walking down the slope of the hill and into the main square of the city, she saw imperial priests of the gentle species, Whid, their long, pale limbs enfolded in white robes, congregating by the path opposite the temple, as kids a little younger than her milled around in small groups, unsure of what to do with themselves.


On an ordinary day, they’d all be in the weapons manufacturing warehouse until their backs ached and their vision blurred, hunched over their stations, putting guns together for Thracin’s soldiers, or third-party stakeholders, or distributor chains, or private security firms—an infinitesimal selection of the myriad corporations that propped up the Consortium like a million grasping hands.


Today, though, with working responsibilities cancelled for the Anniversary, the rest of the afternoon was to be filled with ‘RECREATIONAL TIME’, as their timetables had proclaimed this morning. ‘TO BE SPENT IN PRAYER, OR EXERCISE, OR EDUCATION AT CULTURAL SITES’.


Asha had requested ‘PRAYER: TO BE COMPLETED WITH FAMILY’, just like most of the population, as it meant a few rare, unsupervised hours at home with loved ones. In Asha’s case, she would be able to talk with her mother, Iyanda, who she had barely spoken to in weeks aside from mumbled conversations at bedtime, after her own graduation to the adult warehouse had turned their timetables almost identical.


That had been four weeks ago, by the Consortium calendar. The bureaucrats in charge of all such dreary processes on Gahraan had absorbed old Earthern standards, not bothering to complete any research on their own, and settled on eighteen as the age of human maturation. And so, on her eighteenth birthday she’d said goodbye to her benchmates and the slower pace of life in the adolescent warehouse, and joined the ranks of the adult workforce.


The past month had been the most tiring and mentally draining of her life.


So she was grateful for today’s opportunity to rest, even if it meant spending half of it kneeling in simpering gratitude to the tyrant who had sentenced her to this life in the first place.


‘REQUEST APPROVED’, read her wristband. ‘ENJOY YOUR PRAYER, IN HONOUR OF THE HUNDRED YEAR PEACE’.


The Anniversary: one hundred years of peace.


One hundred years since Commander Thracin had stood on the drawbridge of his ship amongst the dark rocks of A’lkari, and said, now, peace, before crowning himself head of an empire, as if the inevitability of empire wasn’t perpetual war with itself and its disparate organs.


Asha could have cried at the irony of it.


I spend all day building guns, she thought. Guns for a peaceful empire.


What she wanted to think, however, was, Thracin, you are a liar, and a tyrant, but that was sedition and treason, and she was too frightened. Terrified of the Emperor and his million guns, the guns she built for him, but far more terrified of the thoughts that crowded her every waking second, the thoughts born of her hatred for the throne he had stolen, along with the right of them all to govern themselves. The right to decide when they worked, if they worked, and to what end. The thoughts that said, one day I will leave this wreck of a planet, one day I will find you, one day I will make you pay.


But any anger she felt was quickly smothered by a great rolling wave of fear, that pendulum of rage and terror, ever swinging. All she could see now was the woman, convulsing on the temple floor; the troublemaker, trying to make eye contact and finding her, implicating her, with a single flick of his gaze.


She felt sick.


And that’s why you’ll never leave, sneered a voice in her mind that might have been her own, or a priest’s, or even the Emperor’s. That is why you will only ever plan, and wish, and dream, and never act. You’re scared. You’re always too scared.


Asha scowled as she turned down an alley, grinding her jaw in frustration. She knew she should have conquered the anger by now—the anger at her circumstance, at the system, at the way the world worked, at the way that power and opportunity and luck, even, were all held up by inequality at their very foundations—but maybe that just wasn’t the way her brain worked, and maybe there was too much to be angry about.


Before she knew it, she was ducking into the alleyway behind warehouse number 7 to stare at a rusted old monument in a small square that most inhabitants of Gahraan had long avoided—for good reason.


At first glance, the monument comprised a melted lump of metal, supported on a sturdy pole that thrust the twisted mass of pipes and jagged-edged plates a few metres into the sky, superimposing it against the faint, tessellating hexagons of the dome that flickered above them. A pathetic beam of sunlight fought through the roofs of the neighbouring buildings, shining on the thing, illuminating the grime and the red dirt blown into every rusty crevice.


A polished plaque at the base of the monument read:


HERE LIES THE ENGINE CORE OF THE PRIMARY SHIP THE HUMAN RACE EMPLOYED TO LAY SEIGE TO THE EMPEROR’S GREAT DOMINION


But if Asha looked close enough, she could see faint scratchings on the plates of metal. Letters, or numbers, maybe, written in one of the old Earthern languages. Mandarin, perhaps, or English—both were still spoken occasionally in family homes, amongst others. Spanish, Yoruba, Hindi, French. The ability to read any of those languages had been lost in less than three generations after Thracin came to power—writing of any kind was banned in the human settlement, and the older members of the community had long given up scratching letters in the dust.


And yet the memory of the message inscribed on the engine core all those decades ago lived on.


And now, to the stars.


A few years ago, she had spotted two lines of writing on a thin sheet of metal near the bottom of the core that she had previously missed. It was close enough to run her fingers over, though she didn’t dare to touch it. I wish I could read it for myself, she had thought at the time, cringing at her own illiteracy for anything that wasn’t the sanitised, clinical symbols of Universal Standard and wondering at all the other messages that had been lost, or purposefully mistranslated, and had felt like she was being hit over the head, repeatedly, with a cudgel.


She looked around now, at the grey walls that surrounded her, at the red dirt beneath her feet. This was their punishment, for building ships capable of interstellar travel, for failing to save the planet that had birthed them; an indefinite indenture, working to repay their debt and all of its compound interest, until one day, if the Emperor was to be believed, when they would be free to go out into the stars again and find a future somewhere else.


Work hard and you will be rewarded.


It was the kind of narrative only a certain type of person could subscribe to without it being called self-deceit. She was still figuring out exactly who that was, but she knew with absolute certainty that it wasn’t her. That it would likely never be her.


Beneath the engine core, there was another metal plaque nailed into the floor. It was a statement of ownership, a claim to Gahraan, staked by the person who owned the planet, and didn’t need it, but wouldn’t give it to the people who did, because an investment meant more to him than the quality of a few hundred thousand lives.


“How could we have known,” Asha murmured to herself, “that it was him?”


THIS LAND IS OWNED BY EMPEROR AI’VAREK THRACIN, GLORY BE TO HIM AND HIS MIGHT, PURCHASED IN THE SIX THOUSANDTH YEAR OF THE GALACTIC CALENDER. INVADED FORTY YEARS AGO, IT NOW BOASTS THE LARGEST MANUFACTURING PLANT IN THE SEVEN OUTER SECTORS.


Asha sighed. This small exhibit was simply a reminder that they stacked machinery parts in a factory all day, their whole lives, and that they would continue stacking those same parts until the resources the empire expended on them became more than the resources they produced, or they got sick, or got back problems, or looked at a guard wrong and were disposed of. It made Asha want to scream, or throw something, or violently stab someone—preferably someone whose name rhymed with ‘basin’—but she couldn’t. There were a lot of things she couldn’t do though, so she was used to it. Oh, but that didn’t mean it didn’t make her angry. Angry was Asha’s second skin, one she hadn’t taken off in years. It was coded into her DNA, right alongside survive and by any means necessary.


Asha walked to the opposite side of the small square, where a larger alleyway would take her to the parallel thoroughfare. It was the long way home, but it was still a way. She’d be late, and her mother would be mad, and they’d probably fight and then go to sleep.


Just another day.


Walking through the alley, she turned onto the street. The sun was setting. In the distance, a hazy cluster of buildings at the edge of the dome flashed orange in the pre-dusk light.


The Imperial Academy of Aeronautics. The black and white banners of the Consortium billowed in the breeze, but the school itself was empty—all the students had returned home to celebrate the holy day.


The school did not admit humans, of course. It was a boarding school for the talented children of the galaxy’s elite, and its creation had been the catalyst for the indentured servitude of humanity. She wondered if they taught the students that—if they knew the true history of the small planet they called home during the school year.


Here was the version she knew.


Humanity, hurtling through the stars in a fleet of rapidly degenerating generational ark ships, forced to abandon an Earth that had been deemed ninety-eight per cent uninhabitable in the 2070s, had been praying for a miracle, and had found Gahraan instead. Initially, Terraforming had been limited to four key spots—one around each landing site. They had built a new life out of sand and recycled metal, all the while daring to dream of the future. It had been that way for two years. Two years of peace. Of existing on a planet no longer dying under their feet.


Until Thracin had won a war they hadn’t even known was happening, finished his unification of all the inhabited worlds in the galaxy, and begun the business of building his empire. First Tetrarch of a council of four, he had crowned himself head of a galaxy-wide association of corporations that called themselves the Consortium and promised to deliver their citizens into a new age of prosperity, driven by competitive markets and controlled by an elite few. By the time humanity had realised Gahraan was an outlying planet of a galaxy teeming with life, three thousand years more developed than they were, it was too late.


They had listened to his victory speech so many times over the years that it had become permanently etched into the mind of every citizen, just as he had intended, and Asha was no different. The words echoed softly in her memory, accompanied by the images her mind created in response to the audio crackling out through speakers in the square, or in the temple, or at home: a tiny figure in front of a huge crowd, lifting a sword to the sky, and then sheathing it in the ground of his stronghold planet, A’lkari.


“And now, peace. A hard peace, enforced by any means necessary.


“We have fought too long and too hard against archaic powers to fall victim to the structures that brought ruin to them. Their insularity was their failure, their refusal to progress their downfall. They believed dogged preservation of the old ways would save them, but it was only by creating a new path that we were able to save ourselves. And so, I promise you: this galaxy will be united forevermore. No citizen will be constrained by the limits of their kind. No citizen will be without opportunity to better themselves. For, under my governance, each one among you shall be the arbiter of your own fates. Work hard for your fellow citizens, and your fellow citizens will thank you. Work hard, so that the empire can work harder for your peace. Work hard and you will be rewarded.


“Let it be so, as I have decreed it.


“Divine Right is Divine Might.”


It was the same slogan he’d used when he ordered his troops not to leave the places they had freed, until his kindly ‘liberation’ came to mean ‘unending occupation’, and his sphere of influence came to hold the entire galaxy. Before Thracin’s ascendancy, all the planets had been on the brink of mutual destruction, each trying desperately to protect their territory from alien threat. Thracin had appeared seemingly out of nowhere, and his campaign to unite the hundred known worlds under one banner, one system, one empire that would bring increased profit and abundance to all, had gained followers so fast that, within a decade, they were a major player on the galactic stage. Thirty years later, they had succeeded, becoming an army somewhere along the way. Universal Standard, previously a mercantile tongue, had quickly become the standard language of the empire, as all the species of the hundred worlds—still reeling from the fallout of the war started by their territorial forebearers—found themselves moving swiftly into an age of high-volume inter-planetary trade and commerce—in product, customs, and the imperial rhetoric that circulated constantly, swapping back and forth and back and forth until it had seeped into the ground and the stars and all the space in between.


It was only when Thracin sent scouts to scour his various properties for locations suitable for his Imperial Academy of Aeronautics that the human settlement was discovered, and its people enslaved.


That had been decades before Asha was born.


Gazing at the glass windows that glinted in the distance, a familiar feeling rose in her chest. Obsession; hatred. It was hard to tell them apart most days. Usually, she didn’t try to, and today was no exception. Instead, she thought about her plan. The one where she would finally have enough intel, enough courage, and enough pure recklessness to cross the mile of desert that separated them, break in, and steal a ship.


It was an impossible dream.


Of course, it was.


But that meant it was safe.


She wondered if the sight of the place would ever stop cutting her so deeply. Probably not, she thought, and turned away, jogging down the shortcut past the incinerator to the darker, meaner streets of the Lower Quarter. Her mother was expecting her home.


[image: image]


A figure much too tall to be human was standing in her street.


At first Asha didn’t even see them—dark, skulking figures were easily lost in the darkness of the desert at night, and a long, black cloak rendered them shapeless, putting Asha immediately on edge. She froze, watching from halfway down the street as the person knocked on the door to her family unit.


A cold sweat pricked under her arms. They never got visitors they didn’t know, and her mother was home alone.


Her heart slammed against her ribcage as her mind went into overdrive. Childish fears surfaced first: What if it was an imperial scientist, one of the Magekind, come to snatch her away for one of their sick experiments? She’d seen it happen a few times, but not recently—sleek ships disgorging pale, white-robed people who wielded strange weapons, who took twenty or so humans back with them to run tests on. But this alien’s cloak was dark, not white … Shit. What if it was the government? Had they discovered her escape plans, somehow? What if they had realised how she’d pried back the lines of code and security defences one by one, with an illegally modified tablet as the tool? What if they’d found the hours of footage—over two thousand hours of classroom footage—mined from the Imperial Academy of Aeronautics’ archives over a period of seven years, and followed it right to her door?


Run, was her immediate thought.


She didn’t know where it came from—running got you nowhere inside a militarised dome, besides inside a pair of handcuffs staring down a lethal injection. Should she intervene? Give herself up? Her mother didn’t deserve to suffer for Asha’s recklessness.


Thracin, she was so stupid. Fear squeezed tight at her throat, and in a painful moment of glittering clarity, she saw all the possible consequences of her thoughtless rebellion land upon her mother, who would do anything to protect Asha—even lie.


Near frantic now with terror, she scanned the visitor’s cloak for any identifying signs, but it was so dark she couldn’t make out any more details. Maybe she could—


Asha’s mother opened the door.


She could see what Asha couldn’t: the visitor’s face. As she took in whoever it was that stood before her, Iyanda’s mouth opened, as though she wanted to scream—as though this person, whoever they were, scared her more than the guards and their guns that would inevitably appear to punish her for the offence of verbalising her fear. And there was a look in her eyes, dark with terror, that made Asha think this cloaked alien at the door might be an omen for the end of the world.


Then the stranger reached out a thin, alien hand, and gently caressed her mother’s face, trailing long fingers from her brow bone to her cheek. Iyanda closed her eyes, her whole body trembling—in fear, or something else? The stranger’s hand dropped.


Asha’s heart felt like a stampede in her chest, her body tense and trembling, caught like a fly in a web, torn between action and inaction, her brain too numb with fear to choose.


Then, the automated streetlight above Asha’s head turned on, just like it always did an hour before curfew, washing the street in a pale white light. Now, Asha was bathed in a beam of white brightness, her position given away.


Her mother’s gaze darted towards the alcove where Asha stood, back pressed against the wall. Her eyes widened.


No, Asha wanted to yell, look away and I can help you! Look away and he’ll never know—


But it was too late.


Before she could take a step forward, before she could speak, or cry out (or even wish that she had come home half an hour earlier so that she might have at least—at the very, very least—been standing next to her mother whilst she experienced a moment that would change the course of her life forever), the cloaked stranger stilled, and turned. Following Iyanda’s eyeline straight to where Asha stood, alone and defenceless on the other side of the street.


Inexplicably, she was reminded of a jutting rock that rose from the red of the sand, just outside the dome’s eastern wall, that she had observed since childhood. Once it had been strong, and broad, wide enough for a child to have walked across without falling off. But over the years, as the wind had whipped past it, scraping its great dark face with sand and other rocks, with particles of air and dust and time, the rock had grown thinner, and smoother, until it was as she had seen it last—worn down to its dark core, a thin spindle pointing heavenward, the horizon’s craggy tooth.


The spindle of a stranger smiled.


And several impossible things happened in quick succession.


From the depths of his cloak’s cowl, she saw his eyes, blazing with an unnatural light. And, though she did not know him, though she had never seen him before, though her mind should have told her to run, or hide, or fight, she could only stare back in stunned disbelief, and think, you took your time. Is it starting, again? Her left arm felt heavy. Yes, she thought. Yes, I think it might be.


Before she could understand whose voice it was, so old and so weary, speaking inside her head, the stranger raised a hand and whispered something, and Asha felt an alien coldness descend over her skin, burrowing under it, sending ice through her veins.


“I am sorry. I am so sorry that it came to this.” His voice, echoing inside her head, somehow, though his mouth hadn’t moved. She knew his mouth hadn’t moved—


Then, the street in front of her vanished, replaced by complete and total darkness.


Her body felt lighter than air—it barely felt like she had a body at all.


Briefly, she wondered if this was death—if the alien at her front door had killed her with a single glance.


And, truly, she might have died, if the dark had consumed her for just a moment longer. But through the dimness of her vision, brightness was swarming. Bright light, splitting into colours, then converging again, into images. Images that felt like memories, of people she had never seen, places she had never been, all of them threaded through with light like liquid gold, and juddering with a terrible noise that sounded like the thunderous, rhythmic ticking of an enormous and ancient clock.


She saw a hand, reaching out to her. A young man, his dark skin an ocean of stars, reflecting the blue and purple and silver of the galaxy that hung in the darkness outside the window behind him.


She saw a planet painted in oranges and whites, suspended in the vastness of space, tilting on its axis, imploding.


She saw another figure, outlined in white light, two horns curving from their head towards a sky split by lightning, and she felt a rush of something that felt wild and old, and out of her hands.


The person disappeared, replaced by a woman with lilac skin and three eyes opening a door, and saying something. A name. Ishoal. Next, she saw her own hands, turning the pages of a book whose alien script danced in the light of a flame, letters changing in the shadows as she watched, dumbfounded, to form a word that felt like coming home.


She saw a chair of wires, and a girl, whose thin face looked remarkably similar to her own, whose eyes, dark in their sunken sockets, held a world of pain.


She watched, from somewhere outside of her body, as they embraced, as she whispered, sister, and held the girl’s hand to her heart.


There was a flash of light, and something materialised out of thin air, particles of gleaming crystal, luminescent and shining, coalescing to form something heavy and violent, the weight of which rested on her left arm, and felt like a limb that had once been taken from her, restored.


The images faded. Darkness surrounded her. She felt suspended in it, like an insect in amber.


A voice sounded softly in the darkness. The same voice that had spoken in her head, the one that had recognised the stranger at her mother’s door. It sounded like a woman.


Everything is about to change. And so must you. I am sorry it had to happen this way. It will be hard. It will be terribly hard, and at times you will want to abandon it all, but you mustn’t. I will be there, to guide you. All you have to do is call.


The darkness was lightening slightly, the twilit street coming back into focus. The woman’s voice grew fainter.


And, above all, you must remember: courage is the only thing stronger than fear, and love is the thread that holds the atoms of this universe together.


And then Asha was standing in the street, drawing in the same breath she had been when the stranger had smiled at her, aware, somehow, that something had happened to her which she did not possess the ability to understand, all within the space of a singular second.


She blinked once, slowly.


The world restarted.


“What the—”


The stranger was already moving—away from her mother at the doorway and up the street. He disappeared down the alleyway that led to the housing compound behind theirs.


For a moment, all she could hear was her breathing. The hot night air ghosted past her, the grit of sand that had billowed up in her wake sticking to the sweat on the back of her neck. The mouth of the alley transfixed her—a slim channel of darkness into which the stranger had disappeared like a scrap of shadow. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her mother’s stricken face, her trembling frame. She should run to her, help her inside, close the door, and turn out the lights and try to sleep, until—


Until what, Asha? she wanted to scream. Until the knock of a reptilian claw on your door, and the punishment that will surely follow for causing such a disturbance so close to curfew? Until you tell her you saw people that don’t exist, heard voices in your head, and she won’t ever be able to look at you the same again?


She had to find out what she’d seen. It was like a compulsion.


Why had she seen it?


What did it mean?


An image flashed into her mind: the girl, the one who looked like her, who called her sister.


Sister.


She turned away from the path that would lead her home.


“No,” her mother breathed, seeing the look on her face, and knowing what it meant. “Asha, no—”


But she was already gone.
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Three minerals were chosen by the planet, and into them She breathed the last of the Life She had been hoarding. Red clay, white quartz, darkest obsidian. As hands burst from rock, and eyes blinked out of glinting facets, the planet drew three pieces of shining crystal from deep within Her core. She shot them through with gold and tempered them in herostuff, to make them weapons, and then drew breath and made the first of Her requests from Her fledgling, made-of-stone saviours.


“Speak,” said the planet to Her children. “And name yourself.”


“I name myself Sensit,” the man of clay replied. “For the river that cuts.”


“I name myself Dandeyi,” the one of quartz replied. “For the mountain that rules.”


“And I name myself Adesola,” said the woman of obsidian. “For the shadows that protect. For the darkness that conceals.”


‘A Complete, Annotated History of Chasca, Including Relevant Translated Mythologies. Chapter: Scroll the First’ by I. Nisomn, ex-acolyte of the Aonian Archives.


(Archivist’s note: Due to Nisomn’s recent status as ‘vanished’, his work is currently under review. The bastard burned most of his notes, though, and this book is the only complete volume he left us, so we’re working largely in the dark. The title denotes a ‘history’, but upon our initial perusal closer resembles a kind of mythological canon compiled from Nisomn’s birth planet, Chasca—the destruction of which remains a mystery to the galaxy, and to Nisomn, if his claims of ignorance are to be believed. We suspect, however, that he knows more than he’s letting on, and hope to find some kind of confirmation within these pages.)






Chapter Two


[planet: Earth] + [location: London] + [year: 1812]


Obi Amadi was on a mission, insofar as one could describe winning back the heart of the only person who had ever loved him as a mission.


The place was London, the year was 1812. The Napoleonic Wars were spilling blood and cannon smoke over the fields of Europe, while the king of Great Britain had already lost the American colonies and was in the process of losing his mind. The French army had set their sights on Russia and were marching in; a tragically finite stream of summer uniforms spilling onto frozen ground. On a railway in Leeds, the first steam locomotive was building speed and chugging soot-thick steam into a slate-grey sky. Half a country away, the last of Earl Elgin’s looted marbles were sliding across polished floors and into storage—an ancient temple dissected and stolen from its natural habitat to stand incomplete in a museum for hundreds of lonely, lonely years.


In the midst of all this history, however, Obi could think of only one thing: his pride, and how to go about laying it at someone’s feet.


Most people would probably think of this as an apology. But Obi was nothing if not dramatic, and after all this time spent chasing rumours through centuries and across galaxies with nothing to show for it, his pride was all he had. Besides, apologies can be difficult for those owed even one by the world, and Obi was owed a million.


He pondered the idea of sacking it all off and running away as he stood in the relentless London drizzle, watching the passers-by, and drawing the long, black coat he used to conceal his hoodie and jeans around himself more tightly. His trainers were black too, but so worn he doubted anyone would deign to look past the half-attached sole currently letting in rainwater, or the Nike tick. Besides, they’d take one look at his dark skin, shaved head, and strange eyes and assume he was from another place with other, entirely foreign customs.


They didn’t need to know that the ocean usually separating him from them was one made of time.


Ladies in lilac-coloured lace held parasols whimsically above pearl-studded curls as children in collared frocks laughed and ran around statues, hiding behind bushes. A father flourished a gold coin out of an inside pocket and bestowed it upon his chubby-fingered son. The smiling boy was pick-pocketed mere moments later but still … the casual, carefree nature the families exuded so effortlessly made something stick in Obi’s throat. It was the way they seemed to have their own centre of gravity—all of them like contained solar systems spinning on secret axes.


Someone had once remarked that perhaps Obi’s axis had been knocked loose.


Shaking his head, he turned away from the milling crowds, slipping into the winding alleyway that would deliver him to Westminster Bridge.


In the winter, London was a city on low exposure, covered in a slate-grey sky. The brown water of the Thames ambled along beneath them, dotted here and there with small sailing vessels, and paddle boats. People strode over the cobbles, heeled boots clacking against the stone, skirts brushing over puddles, and above it all, the abbey rose in the distance, gothic and lovely against the darkening sky. Obi thought, I have seen you in two different centuries. I bet my father saw you in more.


A grubby boy interrupted his train of thought, running up to him and flapping a soggy sheet of paper in his face. “Come see the ghost in the British Museum! Tickets for a tuppence, sir, take the missus?”


Though Obi did not plan to make a habit of chatting to urchins, he paused, his interest undeniably piqued. He raised an eyebrow. “A ghost?”


The boy nodded, shaking his soggy handful with renewed aggression. “Of a girl in strange dress,” he lowered his voice, “in men’s trousers!” Obi raised his eyebrow again. “She speaks in a foreign tongue, too,” the boy added. Then his expression brightened under the grime on his cheeks. “Perhaps you would understand it, for she is as black as you are!”


Obi’s eyebrows climbed to new heights. Uninformed conclusions aside, that detail was interesting. As soon as he had heard the boy’s claim, he had thought it to be a hoax. But for him to be advertising the ghost of a Black child … that was certainly abnormal. Perhaps the abolitionists were behind it. Trying to prove we have souls like them, Obi thought. But his father’s voice echoed in his head: or maybe Londoners are meddling in things they don’t understand, trying to make money, surprising no one.


For a moment, he considered delaying his mission, and going to the museum. It was unlikely to be a ghost, as he was at least eighty per cent certain they did not exist. But it was, however, likely to be an Artefact.


His arm ached in the biting cold. The seam between metal and flesh almost rheumatic in the chill.


Obi nodded to the boy, and walked on.


Supernatural occurrences in big cities like London were usually one of three things: hoaxes carefully constructed by entrepreneurial circus owners, or the owners of some failing establishment, hoping to lure in more business by announcing the capture of a mermaid, or the sighting of a spirit. On rare occasions they might be the real thing. And even more rarely: they were the by-product or side-effect of a piece of future technology falling backwards through the timeline—sent here, or summoned, or, on occasion, accidentally dropped on the way through.


This didn’t sound like a ghost.


It sounded like a hologram.


No. Obi thought. No, no, no, no, no, fuck no.


He was here to leave that all behind—the chasing, and the jumping, all that risk for no reward. He’d travelled to the future trying to find so many things. His father, a cure for the disease consuming him piece by piece, biting off another chunk of him with every jump, and he had failed. And it had cost him so much. It was time to accept that. Time to try and make a life, a stable life, in one place. Even if the thought of that was antithetical to his very existence.


But that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You’re hoping against hope and God, and all manner of other impossible things, that the love of a good person will be enough. Enough to make you stay. Enough to make the feeling, like a knife against your throat, go away. The feeling that begs you to leave, to move, to see the universe in every century, to collect Artefacts like wrinkles on your face, never stopping, never slowing down, until whatever it is that comes for time-travellers at the end visits you and this whole thing is finished. Until you reach the end of time and step off the darkening edge.


He sighed, and strode on. There was no use thinking like that.


He was done.
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A long time ago, a thirteen-year-old boy laid down to die on the cold, vicious streets of Georgian London. Only a fortuitous combination of the boy’s cries, a passing time-traveller, and the inexplicable proximity of a sleeping prince allowed him to survive the night.


The boy was impossible; he was glowing. The boy was Obi Amadi on the brink of combustion. Obi’s left arm flickered out of being and did not return. Half of his right eyebrow soon followed suit.


A man in a battered, blood-stained trench coat watched all this from across the street. Nodding to himself, he appeared to come to a decision.


Delicately, purposefully, he took off his coat, and laid it over the boy, placing his hand on the boy’s forehead as he did so and whispering something. Then he tucked a folded-up piece of paper into the breast pocket.


The boy twitched, then vanished. Re-appearing almost instantly metres away. This happened several times. The boy was seizing, limbs smacking into the snow as he moved around, unconscious, blinking in and of time.


The man in the trench coat grimaced. He had done what he could to help him, but this was not going to be pretty. He would have felt sorry for the boy, had he not stopped feeling sorry for anyone, himself included, centuries ago on a planet that no longer existed, under the light of its twin moons. The man adjusted his lapels, then stepped sideways into nothingness.


The street lit up, and Obi screamed as his soul Anchored itself to the city of London, saving his life.


Behind heavy cream curtains, in a room where a vase of white tulips sat elegantly on a bedside table, King George IV’s only son sat bolt upright in bed, gasping as the image of a boy with eyes the colour of winter rain and skin like dark brown velvet seared itself into his mind.
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Carlton House loomed in front of Obi, its Corinthian porticos and Ionic colonnade a grander sight than even the alabaster pilasters and red brick of Buckingham House—his only other point of reference for inner London mansions. That building was as engraved into his memory as the inscription above the door. Gold, capital letters that announced ‘sic siti laetantur lares’, and Obi laughed every time he read them, though his translation was terrible; the household gods might delight in the situation, but he was considerably less enthusiastic. He was almost regretful that wasn’t his destination anymore.


It had been so long.


Three years, to be exact, and the interim hadn’t exactly been a holiday.


How do you say to someone: I’m sorry that I walked out on you. But you reminded me in no uncertain terms that I was alone in this world. So, I left to find the only person I had any reasonable claim to: my father. I thought if I found him, I would understand how to make sense of the world, and my place in it. I even wondered if he would know how to cure me. I searched everywhere, across time. I jumped and jumped through thousands of years, and I lost so much of myself along the way. I didn’t care if I lived or died, if that journey or the next would be my last. Because I was so mad at you for what you’d said. But I was furious at myself because it was true.


I didn’t find him.


Will you recognise me? My arm is metal now. So is my left eye, but you won’t be able to tell. Three fingers too. Lost a molar, but I didn’t bother replacing that. And don’t get me started on my bones. I’ve got more technology in me than exists on this planet, right now. Isn’t that incredible?


Will you touch me, again? Will you even talk to me, after all this time?


The fingers of his metal arm clenched into a fist.


He might not have found his father, but all signs pointed to the man being dead anyway. Obi felt the grief pushing upwards through his chest, and shoved it down. He’d suspected it for years. Now it was as good as confirmed, and he was never time-travelling again.


I’m choosing this, he thought fiercely, silencing the voices in his head. This is a choice, not a failure. And anyway, I’d rather spend time with someone who loved me once, because they chose to, than with a father who was supposed to love me, but couldn’t bear to.


Emerging from behind a beautifully sculpted hedge, he grimaced at the fountain in the courtyard. It was gauche and ridiculous, but at least it wasn’t the palace. He recalled his first visit there. The memory was constructed more from what he had been told by others—one person in particular—than any real recollection. The only part of it he knew for sure was his, was the pain. You do not easily forget the way a soul feels when it begins to tear inside your chest, and that had been precisely what Obi had been experiencing; the tearing of his soul as his body prepared to enter the first stages of the Anchoring.


He had also been a complete stranger then, he reminded himself. Now, at least, he was here for a reason. Or two reasons. Two reasons that had become so entangled over the years he had been away that he found them nearly impossible to separate.


Find somewhere to call home; find the man he left behind.


Obi forced himself to remember the first time he had stood—lain, collapsed—on steps that looked just like these. Nausea rose in his throat. He choked it down. Let not the spectres of our past dictate our actions in the present, nor our decisions in the future, whispered his father’s voice in the back of his mind. It was cruel advice in hindsight, but Obi’s father had abandoned him when he was only eight years old, and so Obi supposed that he must have been quite a cruel man in general. Cruel or desperate. A familiar melancholy rose up in him. He choked that down, too.


Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a crumpled, faded slip of paper. The page was torn from a book he had never had the privilege of reading. It had been left to him, one solitary page, by his father, he thought, though he didn’t know for certain, and would likely never find out. He’d searched every library he’d ever come across for a copy, but it didn’t seem to exist. The first paragraph was circled in what could only be blood. There was a message written on the back in blood, too. Seven words that made no sense. Obi didn’t like to read them, or think about them, or acknowledge them, really. So, he didn’t. The front was easy, though. The facts of his life laid out in print, cold and non-fictional, and entirely unsympathetic:


PAGE 77 – GUIDING AND ITS PERILS


contracting The Sickness. The Sickness is rare, only affecting those who have not properly been taught their craft by a more experienced Guide, usually a relative or mentor. It is commonly contracted during an Anchoring, as this is when a Guide’s physical form is least connected to any realm, and therefore more susceptible to parasitic energies. The Sickness is characterised by the gradual unmaking of the Guide’s physical form; limbs may be lost, fingers, even a single eyelash. The stages of the unmaking, i.e. loss of limb, only occur after a Guide has made a jump. It is unclear why. The Sickness is not contagious. There is no known cure.


ANCHORING


When a Guide turns of age, he must Anchor himself to a time and place so that he will always be able to return somewhere without an Artefact* to guide him. He must leave a part of his soul in the Anchoring Place, or risk never being able to return. Of course, this means that multiple versions of himself may exist in the same time in the same general area. If he sees himself, the Guide is strongly advised to look the other way.


(*Artefact: an object that was once, or will be, of massive sentimental value to persons known or unknown by the Guide. An Artefact can be commanded to return to its owner by a Guide, and a Guide only. The sentimental energy of an Artefact can be harnessed and used to make a jump across space and time to the location of its owner. Warning: Some Artefacts can be volatile, and cases have been reported of Artefacts arriving too early in the timeline of their owners. See page 107: ‘Paradoxical Ignition’)


At the bottom of the page, printed in tiny letters was:


THE ORDER OF LEGENDS


The slip of paper had been tucked inside his inner coat pocket when he had woken, nine years ago, feverish and delirious with pain, on the icy steps of Buckingham House. He had somehow wound up inside the curling iron gates, inches from the ornate double doors.


His pain-muddled brain hadn’t noticed the absence of guards.


Or the boy craning his head over the balcony to stare down at him.


“Who the hell are you?” the boy had half-whispered, half-shouted, his voice rasping on the breeze.


Hardly the beginning of an epic love story, Obi would think later. But nothing about them was conventional, so it seemed to fit.


Nine years, one biomechatronic arm and several misadventures later, Obi had returned to the city, if not to the same house. Just rip off the bloody plaster. Come on.


He strode up the final steps towards the doors and executed the appropriate knock with an inappropriate lack of flourish—he was cold, okay—and stepped to the side, out of the sightline of whoever would open it.


The wind whistled through the trees. He felt watched. He put up his hood.


The door opened. A servant looked around in confusion, before leaning against the doorframe and fanning her red face with the cool air. She closed her eyes, enjoying the small break.


That was when Obi raised his left hand and shot her.


There was no bullet—only a small tranquiliser dart, unloaded from a tiny compartment located in his forefinger. Two left now. He liked to make his hand into the shape of a gun for vibes, though he realised this was probably inappropriate.


Rushing forward, he caught her as she fell, one hand on the back of her neck to support her head, before placing her gently down behind a cabinet, for a restorative two-hour nap.


A sheaf of papers on the top of the cabinet caught his attention. The daily news, prepared in an official royal document for the person who owned this building, unread. Top story was of course the war. Obi’s eyes immediately glazed over in boredom. He turned a few pages. A sketch caught his eye. A low pedestal in a dark room, and a small child, dressed in plain, sterile looking clothes, like something from a modern hospital. The incongruity of it stalled him. He squinted, trying to read the hastily written report in the dim candlelight. He made out the words, “some sort of apparition”, “hand passes through it”, “light, emanating from a small black box”.


Why was a member of the royal family being briefed on—


A noise.


Obi dropped the papers, and darted to the other side of the hallway, tucking his body behind scarlet drapery.


The noise wasn’t heard again.


He climbed three flights of stairs in the dark, making his way to the centre of the building, before sliding through a door left ajar by a careless hand.


A golden beam of candlelight spilled into the room from the hallway, falling across the floor, and up the wall opposite Obi, illuminating a painting that made his heart stutter in his chest. A painting that was achingly familiar to him, though he had never seen it before.


Diplomatic brows were drawn into a frown, dark hair swooping over a smooth forehead. A jaw, sharper and angrier than the last time he had seen it, was cast uncharacteristically arrogant over a shoulder, from which gold tassels hung. Badges, and of course, the royal insignia adorned the other.


It was an older face than the one he was used to.


Of course it is, idiot. That’s what happens when you don’t see someone for three years. They change.


Obi swore softly. Suddenly he wasn’t sure if this was even remotely the right thing to be doing. It had seemed right, had seemed like the least he could do, had seemed decent of him, until he was eye to eye with a memory he hadn’t planned on facing until he had sorted his entire fucking life out, and once again found himself wondering what exactly it was one said to a person they had given semi-regular hand-jobs to at seventeen, and maybe loved, but had left before they were really sure.


(Had left because they never wanted to find out.)


The metal fingers of his left arm clenched into a fist.


“Look, I’m sorry,” he whispered, unable to stop himself. Compelled to speak by the face in the painting, by the golden light that fell across it like fire from heaven. “I barely know why I’ve come here. I mean, I do. It’s—it’s you, it always is, but I …” he trailed off. The painting stared back, tall and authoritative and larger than life, but also so much paler and smaller and less present than the real thing. “You’re so …” He closed his eyes tight. “You’re my best friend.” It was the only thing he could say, frozen as he was by the realisation: I’m here. So is he. This is Happening. But at least it was true—perhaps the truest thing about the two of them, after the fact that Obi feared emotional intimacy like most people feared dying early, or the fact that George had once said, I love you, to him when they were eighteen, and Obi had replied, No you don’t, no one does, and George had rolled his eyes and mouthed fine, and neither of them had ever come close to saying anything like that since.


It was also true that Obi had loved him back since they had met at thirteen, and that while George had been five years overdue in verbalising the feeling they both knew was there, he might have to wait five more for Obi to be ready to even think about saying it back.


But here was a start.


“I know we said that this wasn’t supposed to mean anything.” Obi’s voice was an echoing murmur in the empty dark. “But I’ve been reading that book of Ovid that you gave me, and I think, maybe … Oh, I don’t know … Maybe I want it to? It’s like that one line from Metamorphoses, Book Nine, I think, but I can’t be certain. Theseus calls to Pirithous, and he says—he says, ‘You are more to me—’ no, sorry, it’s—”


A shadow interrupted the light, throwing a silhouette across the canvas.


“‘You mean more to me than myself’,” said the prince, who was second in line to the throne of Great Britain. “You who are part of my very soul.”


Obi turned around. The shadowy hallway was no longer empty.


“Book Eight,” the prince continued, pushing open the door and stepping fully into the antechamber. “Not Nine. It’s the battle against the Caledonian Boar. Theseus is telling his … his companion, to be careful. He doesn’t want to lose him; doesn’t want the man he cares most for to leave him for the shade.” His face was gaunt, his gaze caustic and cold—so far removed from the dimples and easy smile Obi had once known that he felt the urge to turn and run.


I wasn’t dead, he wanted to whisper. I didn’t mean to be away for so long.


“I imagine,” the prince continued, “that he couldn’t bear the thought of living in a world where the person he shared his soul with was—” he paused “—absent.”


Obi forced his face not to do anything.


“I thought you were dead.”


“Well—” Obi started.


“Don’t you dare say ‘Well, I wasn’t’. Don’t you dare.” The prince glared at him, and Obi’s body reacted viscerally—this thing they had was muscle memory—his hand flexing and clenching in an aborted attempt at reaching out for some part of George he could hold on to like an anchor—his hand, maybe, or the back of his neck. “It’s been three years. You lied. I saved your life, and you thanked me with coldness and deception.” The prince closed his eyes, his mouth a grim a line. “I cannot even find my anger, anymore.” His eyes opened, and Obi realised he had forgotten just how green they were. Just how easily they saw through the theatrics and the persona to settle directly on the truth.


“Why,” asked the prince, sotto voce, half-devastated, half something else Obi couldn’t name, “are you here?”


Somewhere within himself, Obi found the willpower to break eye contact and step neatly around him. The prince whirled around, raking his hair out of his face.


“You know if you cut it, it wouldn’t get in your eyes so much,” Obi said, smiling weakly. “You look good, though. Maybe it’s the crown, I’m not sure yet. Perhaps I need a closer look.”


“Do not do this. Do not—” The prince made a choked sound. “You cannot just waltz in here and act like nothing has changed.”


“Well, if I can’t waltz then it’s your fault,” Obi said. “You taught me.”


The prince took a breath. “We were nineteen-years-old. The way I felt for you—”


“Don’t,” Obi said, aware he was being cruel, but unable to stop himself. “I’ve had a really long day.”


“You left when I needed you most,” the prince replied. “Would it do you such an injury to take something seriously? Do you not owe me at least that? At the very least?” His shoulders slumped the slightest bit, and Obi wanted to go to him, to lift his chin with his hands, and say, hey, everything is going to be alright. But he couldn’t, not now that he’d ruined everything good between them, so instead he bit down a maybe and looked up.


“George, I can explain—”


The prince held up a hand. It was a thoughtlessly regal gesture, and it instantly killed the explanation on Obi’s tongue. He realised that he had just said George’s name aloud for the first time in three years. It was the name used only by those closest to him, an informal name his eccentric father had used since he was a boy. When he ascended the throne, it would change. Everything would change. Augustine, Obi thought. I don’t even know who that is. Who would I be to him?


The boy who—no, the man, who was second in line to the throne, after his father the Prince Regent, who would become, formally, King Augustine I, upon his ascension, stared at Obi with old anguish in his eyes.


“Well, you can’t do it here. Come to my rooms, we can get some food brought up.” He gestured at Obi’s lean frame, at his high, pinched, and jutting cheekbones. “It might do you some good.”


[image: image]


And the planet remembered her name. Mother, She had been called once, though She did not know by whom. Struck by this newfound knowledge, and hungering for more, She sent one of Her heroes back in time, to the chaos that churned at the beginning of it all. It was Sensit She sent, and so it was upon Sensit She bestowed the first of Her gifts. A sword, made of crystal, shot through with gold, and imbued with powers that would reveal themselves, in time, and when if he proved himself to be worthy.


‘A Complete, Annotated History of Chasca, Including Relevant Translated Mythologies. Chapter: Scroll the


First’ by I. Nisomn, ex-acolyte of the Aonian Archives.


(Archivist’s note: The replacement of ‘when’ with ‘if’ in a contested revision to cast doubt on the inevitability of Sensit’s worthiness is interesting, in that it implies his worthiness was not inevitable after all. We had thought the title ‘hero’ assumed as much already and so find ourselves re-calibrating our own definitions of the concept.)






Chapter Three


[planet: Gahraan] + [location: The Lower Quarter] + [year: 6066]


The air inside the alleyway was cool. Asha’s eyes adjusted slowly, her vision still swimming with the images she had seen when she’d locked eyes with the stranger.


The boy with grey eyes. A planet, viewed from space, imploding. A gaunt woman wrapping her arms around Asha’s middle and whispering sister.


She shook her head, which ached just thinking about it. Now was not the time to be distracted—


A cold, bony hand slammed into her throat and squeezed.


Sharp nails dug into her skin as the stranger lifted her clean off the ground and swung her into the alley wall. She crashed against it, teeth slamming together, head ringing on impact. Bright white light bloomed across her vision as she fought for breath, her heels kicking uselessly at the wall.


Blazing eyes met hers.


“Stop moving,” came a voice like gravel, “or I shall be forced to separate your head from your body and deprive the third and final prophecy of its chosen warrior.”


Asha thought, whatever the fuck that means, and kicked him in the crotch.


The stranger jerked backwards in surprise, dropping her instantly. With the sharp movement, the deep cowl of his cloak—already pushed back at an angle during their brief scuffle—slipped and fell around his shoulders.


She saw it almost in slow motion.


The black material falling past papery skin, across which thick black stitches ran in irregular seams, grey-browns and sallow yellows sewn together in patches like a handmade quilt, stretching ill-fittingly over a harshly planed and pointed skull.


The eyes that stared back at her, with a strange mixture of shock and anger, were so blue that Asha felt nauseous—it was a toxic colour, bright and sickly, that seemed to have no edge, fading seamlessly into the sclera, like a sapphire sky into thickening clouds, as though his irises were simply dissolving. And his pupils … jagged stars of black burst over the surface of his eyes, like dark cracks on the frozen surface of an icy pond. His mouth was a red gash, the teeth inside it thin, like needles. But strangest of all were the tattoos. Tiny, rune-like images etched into his skin, seemingly at random. Asha saw a pair of overlapping diamonds, a sword, several triangles. Something that looked like a double-headed axe. A crown. Many were faded, though some seemed newer. One, near the bridge of his nose, was still crusted in blood, no doubt from the needle that had recently drawn it.


They gazed at each other. Asha, sprawled on the floor, staring upwards in dumbstruck disbelief, and the stranger …


Well, Asha faked reverence every day to stay alive, but years of practice had never brought her this close to the real thing.


“You’re really her,” he murmured. “Aren’t you? The other daughter.”


Asha was barely listening. White spots swam in and out of her vision, the back of her head pulsing in pain where it had cracked against the stone wall.


“Get up,” came that voice again, and then there was a hand on her arm, yanking her into a standing position.


Scrabbling against the wall for support, she swayed on her feet, clutching her stomach.


“Who are you?” she asked, her voice weak with pain.


“I do not have time for the confused questions of a child. Your mother should have told you. I told her to tell you everything. Eighteen years, and—” he made a noise of frustration “—there is no time for this.”


“No! You have to tell me.” She coughed. “Please. I heard your voice in my head. When you looked at me, I—I saw things. What did I see? And how do I—how do I know you? Why is there something inside me that knows you?”


The stranger’s eyes darted to the mouth of the alley, almost as though he were watching for someone … or waiting to be discovered.


You’re not supposed to be here, are you?


“I’ll scream,” she blurted. “If you don’t explain to me what just happened, who you are, and exactly what you want from me and my mother, I’ll scream, and the guards will come running, and I’ll say I was attacked by an off-worlder. I’ll say that someone was trying to steal from the Emperor.”


Silence.


She tried one last time, measuring her words, speaking slowly, as though this would stop him from dismissing her again.


“What are you?” She needed to understand what had happened to her when he had looked into her eyes, how she had heard his voice echoing inside her head. “And how do you know my name?”


“What I am,” he said finally, “is the worst thing that has ever happened to you.” His mouth split open in a smile that seemed to Asha equal parts mocking and sad. “But you will call me Sentinel. The Sentinel of the Order of Legends.”


His name was nothing to her—another impossible thing in an hour filled with them. But she knew a cult when she heard one. You will call me Sentinel. She knew a threat when she heard one, too. The worst thing that has ever happened to you.


“Why? What are you going to do to me?”


The Sentinel shook his head. “That is the wrong question. But how can I blame you? Raised in ignorance by a coward, kept in the dark at the cost of—”


“What are you talking about?”


“Not what, who. Your mother, who would hide you and doom the galaxy, because she didn’t want to see another child get hurt,” he sneered. “You would think after the first one she’d be used to it by now. She knew I was coming for you. Did she tell you that?”


“No.” she replied, feeling two feet tall. “That—that’s not true. She doesn’t know you.” But even now she remembered his hand on her mother’s face. The way her mother’s eyes had closed.


“In this galaxy, truth died a long time ago,” the Sentinel said coldly. “There are only stories left, and this one we are living is being told by a master. After we die, it will pass into legend. So, all we truly have left is what we hold in our hands.” He looked down at her. “And you.”


“Me?”


“Listen very carefully to what I am about to tell you.” Chills erupted down Asha’s spine. “There is something starting—out there.” He pointed to the dark purple dusk and the stars beyond it. “Something that has been readying itself for many years, lying in wait for the right person, and I am so sorry to tell you, little girl: you are that person.” He pinned her with his gaze. Asha couldn’t look away. It was like staring out over a hundred-metre drop into the sea. “I wish that it were not so, because you are not ready, and I am unsure if I can make you ready. But we have run out of time, and so it has to be you, Asha. I don’t have time to teach you what it means to be a hero, so you must learn another way.”


Asha did not understand.


“When you looked into my eyes, you saw things that have not yet come to pass. The true name for this is a word in a language that is dead now, but we can name it calling. You are being called.”


“How did you know—”


“It does not matter. You will know in time. But you felt it, didn’t you?


His eyes are too blue, Asha thought, nonsensically. Like a warning on a desert snake’s scales: exposure to me will kill you, stay away. “Felt what?” her voice was a murmur.


“The golden light,” he said, then hesitated. “The prophecy.”


Prophecy? Asha barely knew what that word meant, but there was a feeling, growing inside her like a fast-acting poison. Cold wrapped around her limbs, her heart beating faster, and in her mind was a huge and darkening sense that something awful and incomprehensible was happening to her. Something bigger than her mind could hold.


The Sentinel reached into his cloak and withdrew a small black box with a slit in the top and a symbol on the side, a triangle with a tiny circle in the middle. It almost looked like an eye. He gave it to her, and she found herself accepting it, too numb with shock to do anything else.


“A long time ago,” he said, his voice like metal scraping on rock, “when I was a boy, there was no empire.”


That was three hundred years ago, Asha thought. That is impossible.


“There was no Emperor, the hundred worlds had not yet been unified, there had not been a galactic war. But there was a prophecy. Born of a planet whose prophecies always came to pass. Unfortunately, it went wrong. A great civilisation fell.” He looked pained, as though in telling her this, he was debasing himself. As though this nonsensical story was as sacred as a prayer, and she wasn’t worthy of receiving it. “Of that place, and that people, nothing remains. Except me … Or so I thought. A few years ago, I became aware of a great power flowing through the universe, looking for something. It eventually led me here, to your mother, and then to you.” His eyes bored into hers. “I’ve been waiting to meet you, Asha. I’ve been waiting a very long time. The prophecy is born again, and this time it will not fail, I will not let it.” His voice was a hiss now. “And I know now that chosen people rarely walk into the tempering fires of prophecy of their own accord. Sometimes, they need a push.”
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