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One


The Astrig Ka’a

19.004329 AC (After Construct)
Age of the Half-Orc War

The hail of arrows seemed to hang in the darkness above – vivid arcs of green flame tracing their paths from further upriver. Eyes heavenward, the party squinted against the driving rain when a jagged slash of light seared their vision. Thunder boomed so close it felt like a mule kick to the chest. Deaf and blind they scrambled for cover.

D’avry slid hard into the mast, his pulse pounding as if to count down the seconds till impact. But even in that moment of chaos and terror, he could feel that overwhelming presence drawing down on them. Feel its power…its hate. Then the volley of arrows that had been lost in the blast hammered the shoreline around them. Arrow split rock. Unholy fire bubbled below the surface of the surging river — And still, the craft stuck.

Less than an hour earlier…

The bull caribou’s head swung to the side, antlers whooshing gently as the scent of danger or…perhaps something else, drifted on the barely perceptible breeze. He listened intently. Water like liquid light streamed from the long white hairs beneath his muzzle. Something clodded clumsily away further down the trail from which they’d come.

The seven cows of his harem grazed idly, knee- and thigh-deep in the milky azure waters of a river he knew as a dot on a skein in a tapestry of pathways that was branded on his psyche, or perhaps, even deeper on some generational memory.

Wait, seven cows …?

A few yards away further downstream, the current tugged at D’avry’s haunches as it washed over a shallow section of cobble. His head buried in the water, he was single-mindedly focused on a clump of stringy river grass. He was amazed by the texture and the complexity of the flavors. How did he not know that grass could be this good? D’avry raised his head from the soothing riffles of the high-mountain runoff to consider this experience when he sensed a change in the mood of his companions.

Suddenly alert, he scanned the herd to find the bull caribou staring directly at him.

Oh no, he thought. It’s happened again.

The pull. The compulsion had been at play.

How exactly did he get here? What was he doing with a herd of caribou? A jolt of panic broke the serenity of the moment as he strained to recall the moments leading up to this one.

Last he remembered there were…men… he was a man, not a caribou, and it was dark. The town…felt unfamiliar. And there was a dim alleyway. And it smelled putrid in the warm, breezeless inner recesses of what he recalled as a trading outpost along an overland route.

D’avry recalled he had been running. Before that there was gold. Not much. And silver. Quite a bit of silver, and other bits too. He’d been winning. A lot. There’d been a sketchy looking tavern he’d felt compelled to enter. Pulled as if by an undeniable force. And then he’d felt compelled to wager, and to drink. Things he did not often indulge in, since he was barely of age to do such things in his homeland, but he did much of this, nonetheless.

He recalled a malty, porridge-like concoction that made his nose tingle. And then there had been winning followed by more winning until the smiles and laughter grew less and less and a darkness descended upon the faces around him with much the same force of presence as the stench that filled that final alleyway.

That’s when he’d run. Stumbling and clawing, leaping over unknown obstacles into further darkness, down narrow streets, and a multitude of narrow, seemingly exitless byways until he’d found the one alley. And then the compulsion called to him again. He was terrified to listen, but he knew that these things had an expiration date and as awful and daft and completely impractical as the compulsions were, they were always right. And they were never as expected.

Even as the sounds of pursuit drew closer, D’avry had stopped, picked up what appeared to be a semi-dried nugget of maybe, possum scat, and drew a barrel-sized circle on the wall. And, as bodies tumbled into the alley behind him brandishing cudgels and long-bladed daggers, he just — stepped through.

Glancing back through the blackness into a space only slightly less dim, something had caught his eye. In the darkest corner of that alley. Something was watching, something blacker than black, with searing red eyes.

D’avry felt the subtle shifting of the Astrig Ka’a and his footing failed him. He went down flailing. The last thing he saw was his now human hand swinging wildly through the air before his head went underwater. Unimpressed, the bull and the other caribou cast their heads away and began to graze again as if nothing strange had occurred at all.

How he’d stepped through a wall as a human and then into a river as a caribou was unclear. What time had passed was also uncertain, but those details were quickly washed away by the frigid water, tumbling him like a dislodged chunk of flotsam.

He was uncertain what to do now. Other than not drown and not freeze to death and not get washed downstream. Bobbing and splashing across the current toward the shore with its grapefruit-sized cobbles and intermittent patches of sand, he struggled to find traction enough to haul his soaking, thankfully human body from the current.

His normally blond shoulder-length hair was dark with moisture and plastered flat about his angular face. His similarly angular frame, hints of it just visible beneath his finely tailored but well-worn long jacket, tunic, and trousers, all hung in a dark, muddled mess under the dim light of a dismally overcast sky.

As he climbed from the water onto the beach, each step squished slightly less than the last. He shivered and stumbled and slipped his way over the larger rocks, around the few scattered boulders and between scraggly branches of what bushes remained with bits of moss and refuse worn like badges of honor from the last time the river had risen that high.

D’avry looked about him at the barest spit of flat land gathered at the foot of an alpine forest. The tree line, breaking abruptly up on both sides of the river, formed the rugged notch of a long, J-shaped valley. Upstream, the river simply meandered away and out of sight. Further down it careened wildly left, tumbling over cottage-sized boulders, down and away into a thin, ghostly mist. The moist air echoed with the throaty thrum of what D’avry could tell was a meat grinder of a section of rapids.

In his estimation, there would be no exit upward from either bank. The mountains were too steep. Where he stood was most likely a portage if any trade moved through these waters, though, of that, he was skeptical. As it stood, he would have to choose either upstream or down or count on the compulsion to whisk him away elsewhere.

But that was not the way of the Astrig Ka’a, the Luck Magic. He had been brought here. From one place to another, for a purpose. Never his own, but a purpose, nonetheless. All that remained, he surmised, was to make do and let fate find him.

D’avry quieted his mind, silencing the discomfort of the cold. He made about the business of seeking a suitable place to light a small fire to dry his clothes and hopefully cook something for a morning meal, if he could catch it. Searching his person for any remnants of the previous night’s escapades he found nothing. Nothing except a lone copper, and apparently a seam to stitch in his inside left pocket… But that’s how the compulsion worked.

He would like to imagine that all those errant coins and gems had found their way into the pockets of orphans and widows, but reality rarely seemed to work that way. And the results of all the swirling eddies of cause and effect borne into existence by the Astrig Ka’ were quite remiss to reveal themselves.

D’avry had called it Luck Magic for he had no other name for it. He’d never heard of any such form of sorcery or enchantment. Even in all those texts, though he had not been looking for it then. He considered himself a poor kind of magician anyway. In fact, he had never really wanted to be a mage at all.

In his lands, the title Mage was more of a political term applied to those who dealt in the business of nations and interpreting the dreams of rulers or really bending the intentions of those rulers whom they affected to enlighten. In fact, he had had another life entirely but then, that life and all the possibilities it held were as much a memory as his escapades of the night before. And held as much meaning when one was wet, cold, and hungry, with no supplies or the vaguest idea of where one was.

Welcome to Druesday, he thought and forced the frigid muscles of his face into a slightly maniacal grin. Of all the things he didn’t have at the moment, knowledge of which day of the week it was, was the least of them. Druesday, Pinnick’s Day, Nander… meaningless. It was Lost-in-the-Middle-of-Nowhere’s Day at a quarter to Soaked and Starving as far as he was concerned.

A fledgling fire sputtered to life all on its own within a small, ash-filled circle of rocks. D’avry opened his eyes and seeing that it didn’t dwindle away, turned his attention to the copper he had unconsciously been worrying in his hand. Closer examination yielded nothing of interest.

It was plain, worn, made round from sixteen or so flat edges, and had a square hole in the middle. Markings were unimpressive but it was remarkably heavier than he had expected…but for all intents and purposes it was tipping cash from some unknown principality. Likely it would not be exchanged in local trade other than accompanied by a great deal more of similar, more familiar coin. D’avry resisted the urge to draw back and huck it into the river. Instead, he bent over stiffy and placed it, precisely, atop one of the larger half-buried stones of the fire circle.

He’d no sooner set it down than a flash of black and a whoosh of wings spirited it away with a caw and a click as a raven winged across the spit and continued away, north, toward the river’s headwaters.

Well! That’s that, I guess, D’avry thought resignedly as his eyes strained to follow the quickly diminishing speck; his heart still pumping from the encounter. Nothing but the still dripping clothes on his back to show for his endeavors over the last few months’ time.

His kit, he’d lost running from brigands, who in turn were running from King’s Guard, who, in their own right, were little more than the thugs they pursued. His pony, Nesbit, lost to ogres who apparently didn’t know they were only supposed to inhabit swamps.

His staff? Now that was a truly miserable thought. Taken by beavers! Beavers with a nearly impenetrable dam, so it would seem, thanks to the nascent properties of the enchanted jewel impressed upon the exquisitely carved handle of what had been his most prized possession. Among its many virtues, the staff had been especially good for walking with. Something he’d been doing a lot of lately…

He thought all of this, and his misery deepened. It was going to take some serious meditation to manage the quagmire of funk he now found himself wallowing in. By chance, D’avry glanced back the way of the raven-thief and caught a glimpse of light. Dimly. A barely perceptible twinkling in the muted gray of this most miserable morning.

What was it? A fairy in the middle distance? The last fading embers of a funeral pyre? Maybe an orc raiding party using the flaming corpse of a likely weaponless farmer as a standard?

D’avry’s thin, not-quite-delicate features framed a frown. His cobalt eyes, tattooed dark along the lower rims in the way of his people, fixed on a space between himself and the offending light.

Standing erect, motionless, as if to fool the trees themselves, only the fingers of his right hand moved, twitching in small, abrupt swishes and swirls at his side. And then, balling into a fist, they splayed out like water dousing a fire. And the fire, already struggling to summon heat from the ash pile it’d been summoned from, put up little resistance. The flames winked out, the beggarly warmth disappeared, and smoke tendrils grew slowly skyward. D’avry noticed this and his hand, still close by his side, twitched again. The tendrils slowly circled in tighter and tighter spirals until, in a pitiful poof, it was as if they never were.

A blast of cold air whipped up, causing him to shiver involuntarily, and spit out sand while blinking away grit through bleary eyes to see the concerning light more clearly. The wind had come from up valley and carried with it the faintest smell of…pork? Perhaps it was the workings of the Astrig Ka’a that caused his senses to be more highly tuned at times but even this seemed entirely unlikely.

However, D’avry felt a tug, but this time it was not a compulsion of the Luck Magic, it was his stomach, which now remembered it was hungry. But it would have to wait.

Too often the unwary, looking for a meal, became one.

He smiled sourly, remembering the old monk who’d taught him that maxim. It was at the tail end of a week-long fast when he’d found himself hanging from his ankles in the forest, shaking stars from his vision and wondering why everything was upside down.

Again, his hand moved, this time sliding softly from side to side as if wiping away symbols in the sand. And, as he did so, he appeared more and more to be nothing but a lesser part of the greater forest.









Two


A Sign

The party, drifting at the whim of the chilly azure waters, was being pushed along by an increasingly fervent wind. And yet, they lay about the craft like rags about a laundry. None stirred but a man named Trask, a librarian, recently unemployed he mused to himself, who was fervently working to warm a sausage over a fire held in a large bronze bowl.

Crudely crafted, the bowl was suspended by rusty, soot-covered chains hanging from what looked like the craft’s solitary mast but was more likely some sort of rigging for lifting goods or fish nets. In fact, the craft was intended to be driven by oars rather than sails though none were evident except at the stern. There, a steering oar had been lashed in place to keep the craft moving in a straight line. It kind of worked. Sadly, the state of the craft bore a keen resemblance to that of its passengers.

A choking snort rose from what had been a steady choir of snoring and the rail-like man, whipped his head in its direction. Eyes wide, it took a moment for the look of prey-animal terror to drain from his face and to be replaced with a snarky smirk.

The man’s gray-blond hair was little more than a ragged stubble, except above his largish ears, where it was shorn to the scalp in three very peculiar but precise horizontal lines. He looked fairly acquainted with the elements for an academic but, his skin was oddly pale, at least that which could be seen beneath the grime of mud-ash and dried streaks of blood.

In contrast, his light blue eyes were clear and bright and seemed to burn with what some would describe as a zealous fire. To add to the set of seeming contradictions was a set of nearly perfect teeth that rested below a gnarled hunk of driftwood for a nose. The inevitable conclusion being that it had been broken and reset on more than one occasion. The previous night being likely the most recent such event since some of the dried blood still resided there.

To an untrained eye, his garments and those of his companions would suggest a boatload of refugees from a tavern fire, but a keen observer would pick out a powerful, soldierly form here or intricate scrollwork on a hasp-bound tome there, or maybe a blade, peeking from a scabbard throat, glowing faintly in the flat gray light.

Trask looked over his would-be rescuers. Gearlach, the towering man with a face like a granite slab was their leader. Dark, brooding, keen, he was a force of nature with an axe. It was because of him they’d gotten this far. The other three, men of the isles he understood, had an oddly confrontational relationship.

It seemed that the ranger and the thief had a problem with the mystic, or priest. Trask couldn’t be sure what the issue was since the subject of his occupation seemed to be entirely off limits. Odd. He’d only known them for a couple of days now. Except Liggo, the thief. He’d been sneaking into the chieftain’s camp in order to plan Trask’s rescue which had culminated only two days prior.

Out of a newly formed habit Trask scanned the water and shoreline behind him. He scanned the sky and then any bits of thinning vegetation on the hillside and then he scanned again within the shadows in between. The wind whipped, and he squinted in a quietly menacing way.

It was one of a short list of sour expressions his face adopted as a response to almost any circumstance. But, for the time being he was satisfied and turned back to the work at hand just as a flurry of feathers blinded him, pummeled his face and in an instant made off with his breakfast, squawking twice before perching atop the mast. The librarian’s slender hand flashed, and a dagger tip buried itself within an inch of the top of the mast. Intentionally of course.

The raven scrambled, squawking with outrage and in its haste dropped its prize. Without so much as a second glance, Trask’s hand stretched out casually and caught the falling object. But, to his surprise, it was not a sausage. It was a coin. And yet not a coin…a sign!

A bright trickle of new blood gathered on his cheek, as his eyes, burning anew, drifted downstream, surveying the great boulders at the far end of the notch-shaped valley and the bare spit of cobble-ridden beach that lay like an altar before it. Slowly, a faint semblance of a smile touched his face before fading into a kind of burnished resolve. It was the look of stone if stone could be angry. Angry, spiteful, and filled with an insatiable lust for vengeance.

Bedraggled, worse for wear, the party trudged in silence. The single-masted river boat, through no small effort, was now safely beached and laying over on its shallow keel on the shore. And, though it was only late morning, a haunting gloom had impressed itself upon the valley, punctuated now and then by the chill of a gusting wind.

Trask, his weather-worn cloak whipping like a flag on his gaunt frame, mounted the small rise to the head of the portage trail and then dropped his heavy rucksack with a thud. On his heels, an almost impossibly huge man with dark, ruddy skin and darker eyes did the same. The angular shapes protruding from beneath his heavy woolen cloak suggested armor, but it was clear that raw muscle accounted for the bulk of his frame.

He was terrifyingly huge. Anyone with any sense gave him a wide berth, except children, who to his infinite amazement found him irresistible. Smiling broadly, his outsized jaw moved to reveal similarly oversized lower canines. The man, though brooding and beastly in appearance, spoke with a clarity and insight that betrayed an unlikely intellect.

“Trask. You see a dragon for the shadow of a mouse,” said Gearlach, his deep voice at once easy and precise. The librarian crossed his arms and shot him a look but said nothing. The scratch on his cheek was now dried dark and faded into the background of dirt, dried blood and ash that covered all the party members.

Another man completed his trek and joined them. Dropping his heavy sack, he pulled back the hood of a close-fitting leather tunic. He had a thick black beard and greasy black hair slicked back to hang just above his shoulders in wisps that evoked the image of a pudgy, black hawk.

Thadding Liggo, looked a decade younger than both men and was shorter by a head than Trask and easily by two of the larger man. Though heavier set, his movements were smooth and efficient like a dancer or circus acrobat. A long knife with a worn stagwood handle and full bronze guard materialized in his hand as he casually began to tidy up the stubble on his neck where his beard ended and the grime of campaign began. A trick of the eye, most likely, seemed to cause the edge of the blade to capture more light than it rightfully should.

“A sign ya say?” he asked in a husky, almost drawling voice that was clearly not suited to the dialect of his two companions. They looked at him but said nothing, content to let the question hang in the brooding silence. He seemed unoffended.

The moment dragged on until Thadding Volkreek and Gemballelven Farn reached the others and, too, dropped their gear in a heap. Volkreek, light of hair with green eyes and an auburn-gray, mid-length beard, wore heavier garments and light leather armor. He also wore a longbow and hand-and-a-half sword upon his back.

If he appeared the ranger, the other newcomer, Farn, with his bald head, blond beard and stockier build was more the fighting priest. Farn, the third from Thadding was from the far isles rather than the main island like the other two. He had an ironwood mace hanging from his hip and rather than britches tucked into knee high boots, he wore a long leather tunic that ended in foot long leather strips just above his shin plates. The garment, much like the three men, looked tough and agile.

Like Trask and Gearlach, these three wore a layer of filth that suggested calamity for days before and probably more ahead, else they’d pursue at least a modicum of hygiene. With that, the circle of companions was complete. All eyes were on Trask.

The light-haired Volkreek stretched extravagantly and then, removing his black leather gloves, began to work the ends of a reddish mustache that was prominent above the rest of his auburn, grey and white speckled beard. He cast a meaningful look at Farn and then at Liggo before resuming with his mustache.

Trask’s eyes darted to the hawk-like Liggo and then Volkreek and Farn before finally settling back on the towering warrior. It was clear that his word was the final one within the small, dangerous looking band.

“Well, I don’t know what it means. But it defies logic that a bird would steal a sausage…from out of a flame …and leave behind just this coin, or whatever it is.” Trask burst out, while scrutinizing the copper-looking object closely and then again at arm’s length.

“Not enough?” the priestly Farn asked. “You’re right. I’d give fifty copper for a sausage right about now…” His warm brown eyes smiling at his own joke. He rubbed his bald head and seeing the dirt and dried blood looked up and began gingerly poking about for any injuries from the previous night’s activities that might still need attention. His accent was oddly light in comparison to Liggo. Volkreek didn’t seem to speak at all.

“Let me see this coin,” said Gearlach, motioning for Trask to toss it over to him. The scarecrow-esque man paused from inspecting it, eyed Gearlach skeptically, and then flipped it across the open gap between them.

The coin stopped mid-flight as if hitting an invisible wall and fell to the ground with a quiet clink.

The men shifted uncomfortably, but Gearlach remained stoic, “I knew you were here, somewhere,” he said, his voice conversational, lacking the menace one would expect from his appearance.

“You smell alone…Is that so?” he asked while staring at the empty space in the middle of the circle.

Seconds stretched on but then a thin, dark-eyed young man with wet sandy hair and even wetter garments materialized in the center of the group. D’avry stooped woodenly to pick up the coin.

“Th-th-thank you for returning this to me. I-I s-s-seem to have l-lost everything…else,” he said, looking about himself and patting his pockets for effect. He was drenched to the bone and his lips and skin were shades of blue-gray. Obviously, he had been standing there, quite still, for some time.

“S-so, you guys, l-l-looking…f-for…a mage?” he asked, wondering if this was what the Astrig Ka’a had plopped him in the middle of a freezing river for. He looked at each of them but purposefully avoided looking at the tome poking out of Farn’s sack.

“A sign!” Trask said triumphantly, pounding his hand with his fist.

Gearlach rolled his eyes and returned his attention to the wet, magician pup. “Others…I asked,” his voice a low, menacing rumble.

That seemed to spark the others into action, heads swiveled as they scanned the deeply shadowed woods. Weapons materialized in their hands; Volkreek his bow, Liggo now with two of the heavy woodsman’s knives glinting in the wan light and Farn, mace in hand and tome cracked to imbue his face with soft light that set his eyes deep in shadow. His lips moved feverishly as he whispered unintelligibly to himself.

“Hmmm? Oh, yes…Uh, no.” D’avry replied absently. His gaunt features accentuated by the onset of hypothermia causing him to resemble a shivering cadaver.

“Now, that we’re all, h-h-here, do you…do you mind?” He asked motioning in the direction of a clear space just a bit further beyond the trailhead. It seemed to be the intended campsite for the portage, complete with its own fire circle and rocks to sit on.

Working his hands with starts in obscure figures and patterns, without waiting for permission, he shuffled rigidly in that direction. Trask cast a quick glance at Gearlach and seeing him raise his eyebrow appraisingly but refrain from drawing steel, allowed D’avry to press by. Just then a couple pops and sparks burst into a vertical column of flame filling the fire circle ahead.

Stripping while he walked, he laid everything but his underclothes on the closest rock and turned his skinny backside so close to the wall of flames that he appeared almost to be a shadow within them. His shoulders drooped as he rolled his head side to side, soaking in the heat.

“Please, m-make yourselves useful,” he said, jerking his head toward the wooded hillside. “This spell won’t last forever. It’ll need fuel…event…eventually,” he struggled out.

Liggo rolled his eyes and leaned over to Volkreek, “The stones on this cub…,” he murmured. “He’s as bad as Trask.” This caused the ranger to suppress a smile and shake his head.

D’avry looked out past the party of adventurers, something caught his attention. If his eyes weren’t failing him, it seemed a second light had appeared at the end of the valley. A shiver went up his spine and if it was possible to feel a more bone-chilling cold, he did. Only now, instead of aching ears, toes, and fingers, he was preoccupied by a deep foreboding and a renewed sense of his own mortality.

Sometimes the Astrig Ka’a, when not directly twisting events as they unfolded, would manifest itself in the form of a heightened awareness. Other times the pull itself felt as though imbued with a character of its own, the way that a single word could convey humility or caustic spite. Only now, the pull of the Astrig Ka’a felt thick and cumbersome, like a raspy bowline tugging at D’avry’s ankles, indeed, at the entire party. And in this instance, the bowline was whipping overboard. Tied to the heaviest of anchors. Driving to the bottom of a very deep and very dark end.

“What have you done?” he whispered, staring into empty space. And then burning holes through Gearlach, teeth gritted, “What have you done!”

D’avry snatched his still soaking jacket and britches and whipped them on, hopping and pulling on his boots, half stumbling as he drew up square to Gearlach, his head barely even with the man’s breast plate. The mages’ eyes darted to Gearlach’s great axe, the edge of it glinting wickedly in the diminished light, now only inches from his face.

Still, he pressed. “Do you feel that?” he asked, pointing upriver, eyes feral, each word dripping with meaning.

The wind, forgotten, whipped now like a trumpet’s blast, and all eyes shot upriver to the way from which they’d come. To a glimmer, now easily identifiable as firelight but nothing that could have been mistaken for something so mundane.

It was at that moment, in the uncertain silence, that the weather broke. Sheets of water and lightning romped in the sky making it feel a thing alive and the band broke for gear and weapons. Slipping and scrambling on what moments ago was dry and well-packed trail.

D’avry yelled out, “To the boat!”

And each of the companions drew up short from their scrambling. Their faces, finally visible for the showering rain scouring layers of dirt and ash, stared at him jaws slack.

“This is a portage for a reason, cub,” Trask spat over the din of wind and rain and thunder. “That way is impassable,” he said, pointing to the section of river that was just out of sight but whose roaring filled the air with a constant drone. He returned to his gear.

“To. The. Boat!” D’avry yelled, “or die on this hillside!”

He spun, slipping again before catching himself and then strode back down the trail. The trail that even now was beginning to wash out with muddy streams pushing mats of pine needles from the tree line.

Gearlach’s eyes followed the odd young man stomping across the cobbles. The chaos in his mind a dark mirror of the now hemorrhaging sky. It seemed at first that he would turn to the portage trail but then he paused. His attention drawn to the single-masted river craft. Beached less than twenty minutes prior, it was pitching wildly now. Heaving up on its keel and then slamming down hard against the rocks. Indeed, the sudden downpour had seemed to reinvigorate the river, its waters swelling, rising visibly.

“Maybe the mage is right,” he said in a voice unheard over the din of marble-sized drops angling down to explode against the snotty hardpack. But Trask saw, Volkreek, too, as he paused from his preparations, the muscles tensing in his jaws, the barest shake of his head telling Trask that this was a madman’s errand. He returned his gaze to see only the dark-eyed giant’s back, his feet moving with purpose to follow the misguided mage.

Liggo and Farn followed without pause. They steadied themselves on the glistening rock outcroppings, treading carefully so as not to lose the contents of the heavy sacks slung over their shoulders. They picked their way down to the sand of the quickly diminishing shoreline. Already water sloshed over cobbles near the hillside creating an island from the spit of rock where they’d left the boat.

Sign indeed! thought Trask darkly before following suit. He took up the rear behind Volkreek the ranger, whose hooded cowl still lay about his shoulders. His face cast heavenward while streams of water poured over his brow and cheeks, blurring the varied colors of his beard into one dark, glistening mass.

In that instant, Trask had a vision of that same face, only with streams of blood running down it. An expression of serenity cast by lifeless, unblinking eyes still staring upward, but at a blood red sky. His chest tightened. Trask swallowed deliberately, forcing himself to inhale deeply through his battered nose, the charge of electricity detectable within overtones of mud and moss. And on his lips the faintest taste of blood, reconstituted by the pouring rain, now running in steady streams from the gray stubble on his scalp.









Three


Last of the Long Rifles

00.000001 BC (Before Construct)
Dawn of the Construct

Capt. Maj. Rutker Novak could not pull the trigger. Not yet…

Sweat had long ceased pouring down his face and the former dull ache between his temples has been replaced with a full-blown New Year’s parade shoe-horned into a steel drum. He was beyond dehydrated. Now flirting with heat exhaustion, his skin felt sticky-dry, and he struggled to focus on the crosshairs and the sliver of daylight beyond.

Unfortunately, it was only going to get hotter. They didn’t call the Novak Long Rifle the ‘Widow Maker’ for nothing. Its baffles would allow him the stealth he needed to hide from the merc in the Osiris mech — read as seventy-five tons of robotic firepower. But that same stealthing ability would just as likely fry him if he had to wait too much longer. It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened to a pilot, he thought bitterly.

He needed one clear shot.

He would only get, one clear shot.

With the sniper mech’s single 20mm Emag Cannon he could have nearly disabled the medium transport his family and the rest of the delegation had crash-landed just hours north of his present location. But it was the manual-feed that presented the problem. Unless merc boy and his buddy further up the canyon lined up in front of one of the narrow crevasses he could see through from this vantage point, he’d be loading the next round while the entire cave came crashing down around his head in a fiery avalanche of rock, particle beam and rocket fire.

He proceeded to wait. A crackle of static burst through the mech’s comms. They were jamming him. Shoving a multi-band pulse through the air, trying to find where they would sink; invariably, his receiver. The cave should have provided adequate protection, but his thumb brushed the electronics ‘All Kill’ button, just in case.

Now, he was completely cut off. If their buddies showed up, Colonel Dexx wouldn’t be able to notify him that he’d have party-crashers. Worse still, his wife Katherryn wouldn’t be able to fill him in on the hunt for their presumed saboteur either. She imagined it was the Colonel. She was sharp, stunningly clear-sighted, but that would be a quarter Daywork he didn’t want to lose. Not with his family and the Epriot-Delvadr peace treaty on the line.

The landing bay explosion was no lucky shot by ragtag privateers. Nearly an entire platoon of Marines had been annihilated with almost zero collateral damage to the delegation transport, Xandraitha’s Hope. He thanked Maker for the safety of his family, and the truce-critical cargo they so carefully jettisoned, but claiming that it was something other than sinister intervention would be beyond naive.

Rutker grimaced, straining through the pain in his head while struggling to maintain focus. He wasn’t immune to ignorance at times, but rarely of that magnitude. Still, they were in the dark. Fending off curiously ineffective bandits while feigning major repairs to the grounded transport. He had been the obvious choice for retrieving the jettisoned packages due to his familiarity with the only serviceable mech in the hangar. And that was liberal use of the word serviceable.

The Long Rifle, aside from its illustrious heritage, was a death trap. No armor to speak of. Minimal sensors except for a handful of hummingbird-sized drones, and one cannon, fully as long as the mech was tall (when fully extended), which was to say a little more than twice his own height. Thankfully the cannon folded in half. Still, the mech was not something he wanted to be in while picking a fight with a mercenary horde on an unknown planet.

Why can’t this creep hurry up? he thought while feeling the heat pressure in the dark silence of the cabin continue to climb.

Dust and rocks spilled down the haphazard stack of boulders that made up the east wall of his spider hole. The ultra-low rumble of hover-buckets told him that merc two was making his way over the bluffs edge and down to his partner who was slowly picking his way towards the wide, pale, scar of a canyon below. The second mech was a dragoon-class, medium mech. He’d spotted it early due to its garish, neon-punk paint job. That’s how he’d known they were mercenaries rather than standing army. He’d never truly been fooled by the pirate ploy.

Rutker backed out the magnification to give his eyes a break and stretch his neck, knowing it’d take a moment or two before the other mech was close to lining up. A few glowing dust motes danced in slow motion between him and the darker shadows of the far wall. Suspended in the angular columns of light, they twirled near the edges and then quietly winked out of existence.

Rutker tried to swallow. The click and pop of thick saliva assaulted his ears and seemed to fill the space inside the mech’s cramped cockpit. He cracked his neck and leaned forward, hands back on the controllers. Blinking his eyes wide, he brushed the ‘weapons hot’ button though he could have just used the HUD’s ocular recognition or simply whispered the command.

Rutker adjusted the zoom manually, not leaving anything to chance. Judging by the speed of the second mech there was a chance that the two could, possibly, line up as the Dragoon reached the farthest opening. The worst, shittiest angle. The last clean shot without having to move and possibly give away his position.

Rutker focused even more intensely. There was nothing else he needed to see. The big mech moved again and stopped. Again, static burst through the cockpit. But to Rutker, the world didn’t exist outside of a three-by-three square centimeter patch of sun-faded metal, high and left of the Osiris’ rear bucket vents.

He imagined his father in this exact same model but years before. Eyes focused, drawing in a slow, deep breath and letting it out in one smooth stream. Waiting to squeeze the trigger in a complete union of man and machine — brain and body.

To Rutker, it felt like it was his father’s ghost that was driving the Long Rifle now. Who’s to say it wasn’t?

Suddenly, a blur of movement crossed the magnified field of view. Merc One, the big guy he’d seen earlier in the Osiris was moving again, but Rutker couldn’t see Merc Two yet. Panic pierced his gut.

Wait…was that pink? Did I see pink!

…can’t tell…

At the last possible moment, he eased the trigger back in the control stick hoping against hope that it was pink. That the Dragoon had entered the gap behind the Osiris. And then… silence.

Of course, the pause was only in his mind, adrenalin-juiced into hyperdrive, racing faster, making the seconds stretch out like minutes.

But then, without warning, the concussive blast of the Emag charge exploded through the cannon rails, propelling a hyper-dense armor piercing round to unimaginable speed. The violence of the explosion was compounded by the close quarters. It rattled his insides and knocked loose bowling ball sized chunks of rock that filled the partially shadowed cave with billowing clouds of dust.

Shafts of morning sun, once crisp and crystalline, now barely pierced the vaguely luminous mass of swirling dirt and grit. He couldn’t see through the glowing haze if he wanted to. Instead, he toggled the zoom out as he heard armor and engine bits still falling to the ground outside, thrashing drought-stunted trees and littering the twisting canyon stream with half-molten debris.

“Baffles off,” he gasped through parched vocals. Luckily the mechs onboard intelligence would recognize his whisper from fifteen meters. Two quick flips of harness buckles and the antiquated sniper powered down, opening like a tri-petaled lotus flower forward and down toward the floor. No sooner did his feet touch the sandstone floor than he was running, pistol in hand, sandbag legs pumping towards the thin chalky crack that made up the entrance of his rock shelter. It took a highly specialized machine to fit into a space that tight. Rutker could barely see through the dust and crystallized sweat caking his eyes. But all he could think of was water.

No. Personnel and comms first. Keep it clean, he thought and forced himself to do things the way his father and granddad had taught him. The ECD, too, though they were late to the show. Much as always.

He leapt two bodies on the way to the larger half of the wreckage, and then realized that there was no use coming back to check vitals. It was the same body.

The Osiris, also, was sheered into upper and lower halves.

But no pilot?

That was unfortunate. And there was trace power showing up on his wrist display, which meant that conceivably a beacon could still be operable.

I’m not going to hang around for the sequel, he thought while watching thick, acrid smoke spiral into the sky above, making it a moot point.

Still, he had to get water every chance he could get. His headache returned now with the pause in the action. Head pounding with crisp peals, he squinted through the pain as he made his way to the stream. Still, something felt out of place…

Just then, heavy footsteps thudded from behind him, and his vision exploded into white hot shards. Propelled into the side of what was left of the Osiris’ foot armor, he clung to consciousness, but numbly, straining to clear his head. His attacker slammed him hard from behind again. Warm breath was on his neck and ear and the pungent stench of fungus attempting to colonize a flight suit filled his nostrils. He felt kind of certain that it was his missing pilot, but his brain wasn’t clear, and his face was busy smearing a crimson Rorschach splotch on the metallic plating, making it hard to confirm his suspicion.

His odds of surviving this matchup were quickly diminishing but years of training inhabited a small, still functioning part of his mind. There, was kept a library of martial drills, lifetimes of hand-to-hand combat — all too many with real lives in the balance.

As his face slid toward the wreckage of the mech’s hover bucket, the increasing sensation of heat through his cheek created the linkage to reality that his brain needed, and training took over. Dropping one shoulder he pressed his blood-smeared face hard against the mech and made a tiny gap as he cleared the quad-barreled muzzle of his Rawling Midget from its holster and buried it into folds of flesh and squeezed off two rounds, mass-center of his attacker.

It is my pilot! he thought in a happy stupor even as his legs buckled, and he had to lean against the wreckage of the mech to stay vertical.

Amazingly, the man sat back up from his new position, meters away. The second charge clearly had brought him off his feet. Rutker saw now that as well as being nearly round; the pilot was easily a head and a half taller than himself.

How’d he fit into the cockpit! he wondered. Rutker, himself, was a solid two meters tall.

It was clear that the merc had had the sense to wear electro-shield body armor. Which also meant that he’d soaked up a substantial amount of the Midget’s energy cell.

Not a problem. He’d seen two still attached to the other merc’s vest, though he didn’t relish the task of scavenging gear from just a torso.

Meanwhile, the massive bulk of the stunned pilot was still sitting there. It didn’t mean he’d be getting up though.

The man’s eyes rolled back, resembling two glowing dust motes set in carbon and blood-streaked flesh. And then he fell back and began to twitch.

An entire pirate army combing the landscape for him, his wife and kids holed up in a crippled starliner. An interplanetary war hanging in the balance over the retrieval of two jettisoned packages…and he was sitting now, chest deep, in a creek not fifty yards from the smoldering remains of two renegade mechs and the twitching body of one their pilots. Yeah, that seemed about right…

Rutker’s mind drifted to his dad. How his father had done it. Played sleight of hand with fate for all that time. But as good as he was, it still didn’t matter in the end. The Godsend that Rutker’s grandfather had created had helped save a young republic and made Willem Novak a hero. But then it also killed him. Which, killed them both, really…

Sometimes, all it takes to bring a strong man down is a single blow. Willem had taught Rutker that…as well as a thousand other things. He took solace in the fact that his father had lived his forty some-odd years well. If not well, then at least with purpose. Protecting your family from an alien invasion was purpose enough, Rutker thought. And now, he was going to go make peace with them… That, too, seemed purpose enough, if not a little bittersweet.

Three wars in forty years on five separate planets. Well, one was a very large moon, but that didn’t really change things much. He wondered when the quality of life you were fighting for finally succumbed to the kind of life it took to win it. But he didn’t have an answer for that.

Yet here he was just the same. Living in the aftermath of so-called victory. He would have given anything for a fully loaded Phalanx trans-orbital fighter right then. That would make this a fair fight… instead of a bug hunt. He didn’t appreciate being the bug either.

Right then, Rutker could hear only the clamoring stream. As far as his eyes could see was nothing but boulder-strewn hillside with a few scraggly trees upon it. The hillside tumbled down to a wide valley that was hazy with dust suspended in the heat emanating from its sunbaked, pale-alabaster surface.

It was almost serene in the wake of the battle but the hairs on the back of his neck were beginning to crackle. There was something still out there. Man, or machine? Creature? He wasn’t sure. The hillside was full of pockets and stretched for miles. Each fold, each buckle…who knew what could disappear out there. The whole place had a spooky feeling to it, like an unholy blanket laying over the top of it all.

Now I’m just creeping myself out, he thought.

On the other hand, it could be the fact that he’d been sitting in the freezing water for several minutes and was actually beginning to feel the cold.

He stayed a few more minutes just to be certain that he’d lowered his core temperature as much as he could before the ride down the canyon and whatever lay beyond. Once he got down to the valley floor, there was nowhere to hide. He’d have to run in stealth mode for sure, otherwise he’d be visible on scans from the air, from orbit, from well-equipped ground units…

Rutker hoped beyond anything that Katherryn would make the first comms rendezvous. She’d promised him every six hours. He had had to make her promise. She wanted nothing to do with the possibility of bursting out radio static while he was running and hiding from half of the pirate horde that they had watched streak into the sky after their impromptu grounding. She’d radio if she could. Otherwise, he’d worry. And that wasn’t good either. Time to go.

At least the cold water was keeping the split over his eye from swelling.

Entering the cave caused that creeping sensation to return. He did a quick recon, arms full of goodies he’d scavenged, with the ominous hulk of the Long Rifle standing, hunched, in the corner. Maybe it was the scarce lighting, but the cave looked like a temple to an ancient deity. And he was the priest not knowing what kind of creature he’d woken.

He ignored the feeling of sacrilege as he stepped up and strapped in. The dash came alive with backlit, red-on-black contortions and landscapes. Why this particular model was trimmed in Delvic, he didn’t know. Being that it was the language of their sworn enemy. He’d have to muse on that later. Not coincidentally, Delvic was one of the few Rim World languages that he could struggle through. Maybe there was a thread of luck still winding its way through this impossible situation…

His eyes glanced across a set of markings hand etched into the overhead console above the heads-up display, but he couldn’t make it out. They looked like mad scribblings on the wall of a long-forgotten prison, but it could have been that it was just a long time since he’d seen handwritten Delvic…

He was doing it again, he realized, subconsciously forestalling the inevitable. He needed to get going, his family and the treaty hung in the balance and every hour on this planet made success less likely.

Each whirring step felt infinitesimally better, as his body conformed to its new home in the mech. He was sure he’d be walking like it was the day after rodeo for a month when this ordeal was over.

First mile’s always the hardest, he thought and flicked his left wrist back to wind the Novak up to redline. It started gliding forward in that oddly graceful manner he was accustomed to seeing. The mech was amazingly agile for all its albatross good looks.

It was time to check scans. Rutker flicked a switch, heard the pneumatic thump of dual air cannons as two coffee can sized projectiles shot a hundred meters into the air and splintered into twenty-four tiny whirring shadows. Suddenly, his horizon display tipped down for a scrolling 3D perspective on the surrounding terrain, the Novak’s gliding gait stretched out further, more efficiently assessing the terrain ahead with the enhanced resolution.

Rutker scrutinized the image and was surprised to find a city of some sort, or at least a colony. A good-sized colony, actually. Quiet, though, he thought. This bore inspection. He held his breath unconsciously as a pair of trans-orbitals buzzed through the high valley haze and disappeared to the north, their passing followed seconds later by a low, distant rumble. Great, he thought, mechs weren’t bad enough, now I’ve got fighters just aching for a good ground-and-pound…

Minutes later, a tight, gravelly voice reached out of the static haze in his ear buds, “Negative ROV1. No time. Christmas is northeast of the city, in the foothills… pretty broken up. We’ll refer to this delta as Mongoose. Copy?”

He didn’t respond. Colonel Dexx wasn’t breaking up too badly, but Rutker deigned to keep the good colonel in the dark at least half as much as he did his second-in-command.

He was irritated that he still hadn’t heard a peep from Katherryn. The six standard hour mark had come and gone without contact. He didn’t waste time imagining all of the reasons why she wouldn’t have reached out. That’d have to wait till later. He couldn’t do a thing at this point and knew she could take care of herself and that the boys were with her. They were just as squirrely and drawn to mischief as he himself had been, if not more.

He threw out a quick prayer, hoping someone would hear it. Having it answered would be nice. Being back in the cockpit of his Phalanx fighter right now, doing Mach six, two hundred meters off the hard deck would also be good. Instead, it was going to take him a solid four or five hours before he was within visual of the next delta; Mongoose, he thought it was. And that was if he ran straight across the valley. That’d be a short trip! he thought.

There were no gulley’s to speak of. No escarpment to follow. Just flat, vulnerable no-man’s-land between his present location and the first of two, all-important ‘diplomatic’ packages, whatever that meant. Whether Katherryn was right or not, Rutker didn’t believe the Colonel when he said he didn’t know what was in them. With all this interest, he could only guess…

Rutker slowed the mech’s pace, retarding the throttle to forty percent. Just enough to maintain operations and limited surveillance. He’d have to throttle up in a hurry to charge the cannon if, when, something came up.

What little cover he had dwindled into a couple of low hills and scattered groupings of long since burned out tree trunks. Even the, heretofore, clamoring creek had given way to a wide rabble of river rock the size and shape of human skulls. He didn’t look too closely. The sheer number made it impossible, but he still couldn’t bear to disprove his morbid imagination. Further on, the dry creek bed spilled out into a plain thirty kilometers across and that stretched even farther north and south. There was a vague brownish haze hanging over the whole thing that obscured the mountains in the distance.

The complete absence of scrub brush was an indicator of either high mineral content in the soil or of intelligent activity. The kind of environmentally negligent behavior that could have caused a whole city to turn into a ghost town…? Perhaps not. Still, he had to wonder what kind of ghosts lived there.

Eight standard on this planet, and he was ready to leave. Time was not a luxury he had at this point. No blips. Nothing but that creepy feeling that he was being followed, or maybe sized up? He spread the drones out, casting the net wider. Nothing but the beginning of a kind of web pattern to the flat waste of the valley floor before him. It was a vaguely unnatural pattern.

A closer look and the pattern seemed to emanate outward from the colony at the north end of the valley. And, if he wasn’t mistaken, it looked as though there were some darker bits to the web, like maybe there was a subterranean feature, rather than a series of dried-up streams or canals like it had first appeared. Rutker zoomed in. The dark spots could actually be holes in the surface… If that was the case, he could end up doing some inadvertent spelunking if he didn’t step with caution. The clock was ticking. Diminishing options.

“Let’s get this over with. Hammer down,” he said out loud to no one but the Long Rifle’s SortieNet AI.









Four


The Torrent and the Lantern Door

19.004329 AC (After Construct)
Age of the Half-Orc War

The mast lurched up and then down again. Lightning burst all around, casting everything in stark white contrast, and burning the after image into D’avry’s eyes. Instantly, thunder cracked so loudly it was hard to tell the difference between what he felt in his body and the deafening rumble all around him.

The stern of the boat began to slip downstream and looked as though it would depart without them until it struck hard against rock. It held, but tenuously. Cold water poured into his boots as he clung to the railing with both hands. Unconsciously, he darted a look back toward the torchlight upriver and felt a jolt of panic as he realized the unearthly firelight was much closer than expected.
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