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To the people of Rumedia, especially Cor and Thyss, whose lives unfold before my very eyes.  May they find peace.
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Cor retrieved the scroll from the corner of his small square office.  As he picked it up, he shook the dust from it, watching gray specks float to the floor as they glinted in the afternoon sunlight that shined warmly through his single window.  He had thrown it there over two weeks ago in disgust at his inability to put what he thought and felt down in writing.  It seemed he was always on the edge of some thought, some great understanding and then he lost it entirely.  He dropped the partially unraveled scroll unceremoniously onto his table, a table which took up most of the room’s available floor space, and then turned to look out the window.

It was a warm day in Byrverus, as the summer months were almost upon the city, but not so hot as to make things unbearable.  The city, recovering well from the destruction and loss of life from a few years ago, seemed to buzz as the people went about their tasks like busy bees.  He could see much of the city from this room in the Crescent, and he couldn’t help thinking the city still hadn’t regained all of the life Nadav had stolen from it.  “Would it ever?” he asked aloud, though there was no one around to hear the question.  

Even with such thoughts, this day had seen one of Cor’s better moods in recent days, and he even considered that he may leave the Crescent tonight to attend King Rederick’s table.  Thyss had been after him to show his respect to the king more of late, but more for the friendship the two men shared than anything else.  As she pushed him that direction, he sometimes wondered what happened to the golden haired sorceress.  She was so different now – the woman he met in Losz those eight, nine, ten years ago had little use for such niceties.

Cor supposed they had all changed, for better or worse.

As months and then years passed since Bloody Gorge – where the war ended – the Lord Dahken had found himself less drawn to others.  He no longer walked Byrverus’ streets to see how the city and people recovered.  He no longer visited amongst the soldiers of Aquis who had saved all of the Shining West, if not Rumedia, just as he no longer stood among them telling and listening to stories of the war or Bloody Gorge.  He rarely attended Rederick’s Council, allowing Keth to cast both votes on matters that needed such, and he claimed that it was better that way, since Keth was so much more level headed than he anyway.

Cor hardly ever ventured through the Crescent to seek out, watch or train the younger Dahken either.  It seemed so unnecessary to him, for he had Keth and Marya for that.  What could he teach them anyway?  Keth and Marya taught them how to fight, how to find what powers they had over blood, and Cor no longer needed steel.  What he had done at Bloody Gorge proved that fact and that anything could be blood if and when he needed it to be so.

He looked down at the scroll that he had laid not so elegantly on his heavy desk.  On this scroll, he had tried to write words and thoughts such as these, explanations as to why he no longer felt drawn to the people and things around him.  A long time ago, a giant spider or a lone Loszian necromancer seemed a threat to the Dahken, and later it was an army of walking corpses.  He’d defeated them all and even slain gods.  What more could matter?  He wanted these thoughts written down so that, in the future, others would understand why Lord Dahken Cor Pelson suddenly faded from the world he helped create.  Perhaps such is the task of men like Ja’Na and the Chronicler, he thought as he flicked at the scroll with a lone finger.

A child’s voice echoed through the halls beyond his door, and Cor smiled at the sound.  It was a high pitched scream, but out of happiness or joy rather than fear or pain.  Somehow, he knew it wasn’t his son’s voice, nor was it nearby, but the feelings it evoked immediately allowed Cor to dismiss any thoughts of writing on his accursed scroll.  He shuttered the only window and left his office, closing and locking the door with a simple brass key before plodding down the hallway.  He knew where to find Cor’El.  

About this time every afternoon, the Dahken broke away from any studies or training to do as they pleased until the evening meal.  Cor’s son could usually be found among those that were between five and ten years old, though he did not always involve himself in whatever amusements they enjoyed.  Often, he would just sit and observe.  

Cor’El was different from other children, even the Dahken, because he knew from birth that he controlled power that others did not.  Cor remembered his son exuding heat as a newborn, much like his mother in rain or cold weather, and there was always what he had done at Bloody Gorge.  Cor’El had saved his mother with the power of Garod, his rash and arrogant mother, from Loszian magicks that surely should have killed her, and he was barely walking at the time.  At seven years of age, did he know how different he really was?  Or perhaps it would be better to ask, did he know how powerful he truly could be if he truly willed it?

Cor prayed not, but to whom he prayed he wasn’t sure.  He had no use for the gods anymore, nor had he for a long time.

Cor reached the end of the hall and found the source of the child’s voice.  A stair led down to the ground level of the Crescent as well as an exit, but at this point was a window that looked down onto the street below.  Window was not even a fair assessment, as it was shaped like a kite shield turned upside down, and it was large enough to admit a fully grown man, so long as hunched his back and bent his legs.  It was from beyond that open portal that Cor heard the sounds of children, stamping feet and shrieking voices intermingled with normal city street sounds.

About a dozen Dahken children played in the street below, running after each other and using the occasional passerby as an obstacle behind which to hide.  It looked to Cor like they were playing “Plague”, a game in which one child has the plague and must touch another child to pass it on and heal him or herself.  The newly stricken child would continue to chase the others, though the newly healed child was immune until the next plague victim was selected.  It was a game, like many childhood games, that was both endless and, in fact, rather grim if one thought about it for just a moment.

Cor’El ran with the children below as they all evaded the oldest of those that played, a Dahken boy of Tigolean blood whom Cor thought was named Hun.  Hun had been found among the Tigolean nobles two years before, and Naran had convinced the boy’s parents to send him to be with the other Dahken in Byrverus.  Not to be separated from their son for long, Naran had to buy the boy’s parents a small but lovely home near the Crescent.  Hun had to be ten, Cor thought, and so he was larger and faster than the other children.  

Cor smiled.  As a group of the children dispersed suddenly, Hun found himself nearest to Cor’El, and Cor’s son squealed in fearful delight as he narrowly avoided Hun’s grasping fingers.  Cor’El ran away and turned hard to the right just in time to avoid running headlong into some random citizen.  Hun was not so lucky and barreled into the man, causing him to fall to his ass and curse all of the running children.  Cor’El crossed the street and scrambled up and to the top of a large section of rubble left over from Nadav’s destruction.

Cor’s eyes narrowed, and his face grew serious for two reasons, the first of which being that his son was so ignorant of any danger in climbing a seven foot pile of rubble.  His other concern was just that this particular pile of rubble still existed.  It had settled and was mostly packed down, but under the smaller rocks and pebbles was one large piece of granite.  Apparently this piece of granite was one of the only things supporting an old thirty foot tall shrine directly behind the rubble.  They could not remove it without first removing the shrine, and it was determined that the project could wait.  After all, the shrine wasn’t going to fall as long as the granite chunk under the rubble pile stayed put.

Hun regained his feet and charged over to the bottom of Cor’El’s perch, with the single minded determination of a child and heedless of the fact that there was easier prey.  He started up one side, and Cor’El immediately moved to jump down the other.  Hun saw this coming, and Cor’El barely made it back to his high point before the older boy’s fingertips touched him.  Hun moved to the rubble’s center, so that he could easily move left or right, and placed one foot on its side.

“I’ve got you now,” he said in a heavy accent, a glint in his eye.

He slowly started his way up toward Cor’El, and Cor knew that his son would soon be afflicted with the plague.  Hun went up the rubble with measured movements, being careful not to take his eyes off of his quarry.  One misstep, one moment of not watching and Cor’El might have just been able to slip off to one side.  Hun climbed over half way up the side and, with his superior height and reach, was well able to touch Cor’El.  

He took one more step, relishing his victory, and that final step was one too many as some of the pebbles and small stones shifted under his weight.  His left foot slid back toward the street and, suddenly off balance, he lunged for Cor’El, but it was in hopes of saving himself from falling rather than passing the plague.  His fingers lightly brushed the brownish-gold of Cor’El’s tunic before the boy slid uncontrollably down onto the paving stones in a rain of small rocks and dust.  His legs flailed as he went down, and at the bottom he landed his full weight on the left, causing it to bend unnaturally.  Hun’s scream pierced the air, this one not so gleeful or joyous, and accompanied with a sound not unlike the snapping of a handful of wet twigs.  

Cor had killed enough men and seen enough to die to know the sound of a bone breaking, and he immediately turned and bounded down the stone steps leading to the ground floor.  Once there, he turned the corner and sprinted through the doorway that was guarded yet kept open during most of the day.  He crossed the street where the Dahken and several Western children had gathered in a throng.  He could see over their heads easily enough, but Hun was hidden from view, lying on the street.  As Cor pushed his way gently through the children, he found Hun leaning against the loose pile of rubble, his leg bent and twisted sideways at the knee, and Cor’El knelt down low next to him.

“I can help you,” Cor’El said to the other boy, who grimaced in pain but, to his credit, did not cry.  Cor’El continued in a low, serious tone.  “Tell me what you want.  I can fix your leg.  It will be as if it was never hurt.”

Cor found himself frozen in place as his son made this offer, and Hun nodded while biting his lower lip, probably to keep from crying out.

“Or,” Cor’El offered, “I can take all pain from you.  The world’s full of pain, and you don’t need to feel it ever again, if you want.”

Cor heard the words, as they all did, and watched as Hun’s face changed.  It went from a visage of pain to calm and then confusion.  Cor realized that he shared the boy’s confusion.  What did Cor’El mean by his words?  He shook off the feeling and realized as if struck by lightning that he’d been watching the scene as if in a fog.  He moved forward to stand right behind his son, and the older boy’s eyes moved up to the Lord Dahken’s face.  Cor placed a hand on his son’s shoulder, and Cor’El turned his head to look up at him.

“Go to my room, Cor’El,” Cor said, holding out the brass key to his door.

“But...”

“Don’t argue with me.  Go there, and I’ll be there in a moment.”

The children, Dahken and Westerner alike, parted as Cor’s son stood glumly and began to move away from the fallen Hun.  He passed between them, and they watched him silently, showing no hint of their thoughts.  Cor, too, watched his son walk away slowly.

When the boy reached the doorway leading into the Crescent, he stopped, turned and said, “It’s not my fault.”

“I know,” Cor replied, “Everything is all right.  Just go inside, and I’ll be right there.”

Once he knew Cor’El had started up the stairs inside, Cor turned back to and knelt beside Hun, who was again grimacing in pain.  He looked little different from other Tigolean children with epicanthic folds at the corners of almond shaped eyes and silky black hair, grown long and braided.  Of course, the gray skin of the grave, the tell-tale sign of the Dahken, replaced the normally bronze, brown or mostly yellow complexion of a Tigolean.  In addition to stifling the pain on some level, Hun’s biting of his lower lip also seemed to suppress a cough.

“I’m sorry it hurts, Hun,” Cor said, “but you’ll be all right in just a moment.  I’m sorry this is going to hurt quite a bit, but it won’t last.”

Hun nodded and squirmed a bit as Cor’s hands touched his twisted and broken leg.  To an ear piercing scream and the revulsion of the other children, Cor firmly and quickly moved Hun’s leg to a straight position.  It didn’t need to be perfectly set as a physician might; it only needed to be close enough, and the healing would do the rest.  Cor laid his hands on the boy’s knee and leg, and soft warm light emanated from underneath them.  Some odd sounds, some pops and a crack, emanated from the knee, but the pain faded from Hun’s face as Garod’s power healed the injury.

Of course Cor knew he could access the power with or without Garod.  It had been bred into him, supposedly.

Cor stood from his kneeling position and held his open hand out to Hun, who took it gladly and marveled over his completely unbroken leg.

“Thank you, Lord Dahken,” Hun said.

“You’re welcome,” he replied, and he turned to the others who looked upon him with new awe.  They had all seen Dahken heal themselves when they attack, and even Marya heal others when she herself was wounded, but none had seen the power of Garod work upon a Dahken.  “I want you all to go back in the Crescent.  I think that’s enough of playing in the street for one day.”

Cor made his way back into the Crescent and up the stairs as the children filed in behind him, and he found his son right where he expected – sitting in one of the heavy oak chairs that sat on either side of his desk.  He looked defiant, his mother’s fire showing in his eyes and on his face.  He looked so much like her so often, and he had a willfulness to match.  Cor didn’t move to the other side of the desk, but instead leaned up against it as he looked at his son’s golden hair and gray face.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Cor’El repeated, his face turning to a pleading expression.

“I know.”

“He just slipped and fell.”

“I know,” Cor said, nodding.

“Then why are you mad at me?” Cor’El asked, his expression turning again, this time to the longing of a child needing answers.

“I’m not mad at you.  Why would you think that?”

“I was going to help him.”

Cor shifted uncomfortably and rubbed the fingertips of his right hand back and forth across his forehead for just a moment.  He stopped and instead stroked the stubble of his chin for a moment while returning his son’s innocent gaze.  “How?”

“However he wanted me to.”

“You gave him a choice, I heard.  You offered him healing or something else.  What were you going to do to make it so that Hun would never feel pain again?” Cor asked, leaning forward slightly.

“I could’ve made him go away.  He’d’ve never hurt again,” Cor’El replied immediately.

Cor knelt down next to the chair to bring his eyes to his son’s level, and he put a hand on the boy’s leg.  “You mustn’t say such things to people.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not right.  You must not use what you can do to take from others.”

“But if he wanted me to, and I can...” Cor’El started, uncomprehendingly.

“No,” Cor interrupted, “you can’t do things like that, even if Hun had wanted you to, even if you did offer him the choice.  You have no right to do such a thing, even if you have the power and even if he asks you to do it.”

“But, I’ve heard the stories,” Cor’El persists.  “I know you’ve done things like that before.”

“Yes, in war, against an enemy who would destroy everyone and everything.  I was protecting the world.  Does that make sense?”

Cor’El looked blankly back at his father, and the emptiness of the gaze unsettled Cor a bit.  After a moment, he said, “I think so.”

“Believe me, and believe it to be true.  Don’t worry,” Cor said with a reassuring pat of his son’s leg, “you’re still just a child.  It will all make sense in a few years.  I had no knowledge of such things when I was seven, and I’m not angry with you at all.  All right?”

“All right.”

“I love you, son.  Now, I think we may have two hours before supper at King Rederick’s table.  I wonder if we both shouldn’t bathe before we go.”

“You’re going?” Cor’El asked with upraised eyebrows.

It may be bad that my own son is surprised that I’m attending Rederick’s table tonight, Cor thought.  “Yes, for a little while at least.  Your mother has said I must, for I have been too lax in those regards.  Go, and find a bath.  I’ll be along shortly.”

Cor’El slid out of the chair, carefully lowering his feet to the floor, and left the small square room.  Cor watched him go until the boy turned to the left to follow the hall that led to their private chambers, and once he was gone, Cor looked back at the scroll that lay on the top of his desk.  He stared and wondered as it mocked him.
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The God of Blood smiled; at least, he thought he smiled.  It was always so hard to tell when one was nothing but a puddle of blood in a dark room that didn’t actually exist.  Had he felt the need to take his human form, or rather his mental image of what he thought he used to look like, he could have also made his Vault appear as something physical, such as a room.  A mirror in the room would have reflected his human appearance and tell him that he did in fact smile.  As it was, he had only the feeling that used to accompany such an expression.

As he thought on this, Dahk sighed; well, he thought he sighed.

Sudden bright, white light obliterated the blackness that was existence within his Vault, and he looked around, squinting in the harsh fluorescent light at the lab around him.  It interested him that his first subconscious inclination was to create a fairly typical and early twenty first century laboratory, clearly set up for both hematology and genetics simply based on the presence of a coagulation analyzer and a refrigerated centrifuge.  He could have created anything, but he created this.  And why such an ancient lab? he thought.  

What would the shrink say about that? he wondered, thinking of Doctor Paul Hingham.  “Never mind, he wouldn’t say anything about it,” Dahk said aloud to no one except the empty lab.  

A woman in a white coat suddenly appeared, looking into a microscope, and she looked up from her work.  She was perfect – not too tall, olive skinned with long dark hair restrained in a bun for lab work and very, very well proportioned.  Did he have an assistant like her once?  Or maybe a student?  There was no doubt she was someone from the recesses of his mind, found in the distant past.  Had he fucked her?  Gotten head under the counter in the lab?  God, he hoped so, but probably not.  Doc was way too shy back in those days to even suggest a date to such a woman, much less proposition one like that.  And too short; he was always too short.

“I’m not sure there’s much of Paul left in that pyromaniac nut job,” Christina replied, mirroring his own thoughts.  She asked, “Doc, would you come look at this for me?”

He came out from behind one counter and started across the room, catching a hint of movement in the corner of his left eye.  Turning, he beheld himself in a full-length mirror.  Oh, there it is, he thought.  Doc looked himself over and saw exactly what he expected.  He wore a burgundy button-up, long sleeved shirt that was tucked into black jeans with a black belt.  He looked a little pudgy, as always, and his burgundy shirt looked blood red in the fluorescent lights.  He sighed as he ran his hand over his scalp, feeling the odd texture created by shaving one’s hair to three eighths of an inch with electric clippers.

“You look fine,” Christina called from her place near the microscope perhaps fifteen feet away.  “Will you please come over here?”  He took one last look and turned back toward her.  She watched him expectantly, standing about a foot away from the counter with both hands on its surface, just to the right of the microscope.  

Doc sighed again, for what reason he didn’t know, and walked the last few feet to where the counter ended, where he turned the corner and headed toward her and the microscope.  He had to pass her in cramped quarters, stepping sideways and facing the counter.  When he was immediately behind her, she pushed her rear end up against the front of his jeans.  It was a nice, round and firm ass to be absolutely sure, even though her stereotypical lab coat obscured it.

“Hey there, we have work to do,” Doc admonished, though his tone held no hint of reproach as his jeans tightened.

“I know, but work should be fun,” she said back with a mischievous smile.

He placed his right hand momentarily on her right hip, feeling the perfection of her figure as he moved past her to the microscope.  An image flashed through his mind of Christina’s naked and perfect back straining in front of him as her face with its distinctly Italian or Greek bone structure turned upward to the sky in almost angry ecstasy.  Maybe he did fuck her.  Or maybe he’d just jerked off to the idea so many times that he thought it actually happened.  In here, what is that?  Mental masturbation? he thought, and he blurted a short laugh at the idea.

“What?” she asked, suddenly cross.

“Nothing, sorry,” Doc replied as he bent over to look into the microscope.

“Is that what I think it is?” Christina asked, suddenly sounding like the all business lab assistant she was.

Doc turned a ring on the right eyepiece of the microscope and almost whistled as he sucked air in through his teeth.  “Yes,” he replied.  “Yes, it is.”

“Then it’s time for you to make a call, isn’t it?  You’re going to be leaving me soon,” she concluded, and a horrifically sexy pout came across her full lips.

Oh, those lips...  “Yes, I’m afraid it is, but you’ll always be up here,” Doc replied, twice tapping the top of his skull.

He moved from the microscope and passed behind her again, and he was mildly disappointed that she didn’t repeat her earlier maneuver.  By the time he’d walked five feet to his computer terminal, Christina had disappeared, her words echoing in his mind the only sign that she had ever been in the lab with him at all.  

Doc tapped the screen to wake up the computer and accessed the communications network.  He waited for the system to process his request and then struggled as the system asked for his access code.  It amazed him that with everything he knew about genes and blood, plus his limited understanding of mathematics and other sciences, half the time he couldn’t remember a simple damn six digit number.  Finally, it came to him, and when he touched the position of the first digit, a mini-screen opened with a numeric keypad.  As he entered each digit, the cursor immediately moved to the next.

“Accessing communications network,” a female voice precisely said from a speaker hidden somewhere on the side of the computer’s screen.  “Ready.”

“Admiral Zheng, this is Doctor Harold Brown.  Please respond,” he said.  

He pressed a shortcut icon on the computer’s screen, and some ancient, single player card game popped up on the screen.  After a minute or so, he reached to his right and pulled over a rolling chair with a flat, round cushion and no back.  The cushion itself was a black synthetic material made to look like leather, and the frame and wheels seemed to be made of polished steel, though it was probably some metal with chrome plastic glued to it.  Doc leaned his head heavily in his left palm while he dragged cards across the screen with his right index finger.

The whole thing was stupid he knew.  It wasn’t like he really sat on this damn rolling lab stool, playing an electronic card game while some comm message made its way to somewhere.  The whole lab, Christina, the computer, all of it was a fabrication of a bored and a possibly broken mind, trying to put the non-physical into physical terms.  It was all in his head, all in his Vault.  He wondered if that’s what kept him sane, kept him grounded in what his existence really was, while his friends and colleagues had slowly lost themselves over the centuries.  Millennia.

After only seven minutes, the card game bored Doc to tears, and he yawned long and deep.  He wondered at the likelihood of some other game being on the server, something substantially more violent and pulse quickening, but before he could check, a box popped up over his card game that said, “INCOMING COMMUNICATION.”  With a very slight amount of hesitation, Doc tapped the box, and it widened to encompass the entire screen.  A round face with yellow-brown skin, a full and neatly trimmed white beard and black, military cut hair appeared before him.  Admiral Zheng’s black eyes, a very uncommon trait even among the Chinese, stared back at him.  Combined with his emotionless face, they were cold, calculating, almost like a shark’s.

“Admiral,” Doc nodded.  “I didn’t expect a reply so quickly.”

“I have been in a stationary orbit on the far side of Arcturus IV for some time,” the Iron Chinamen replied in impeccably precise English.  “You look well, Doctor, for someone who does not have a body.  What is that behind you?”

“An old lab of mine, I think.  This is all a residual mental image, I believe.  Talking about looking well, which one are you?”

“Excuse me?” Zheng replied, but his face betrayed no expression despite the authority in his tone.

“I only meant, are you the real Admiral Zheng?” Doc asked.

“We’re all the real Admiral Zheng.  I have gone to great risk to enter this planet’s orbit, Doctor.  Why have you reached out to me?” Zheng asked.  Again, his face showed nothing, but the man was not known for his patience.

Doc leaned back with a smile and almost fell out of his chair, having forgotten that the stool had no back.  He caught himself just in enough time to make the motion appear almost natural.  “The mission’s complete, Admiral.  There’s finally one who’ll do.”

For the first time in his life, Doc saw something from the Admiral other than the blank, cold stare, and yet oddly enough, this great and sudden reaction was in fact nothing.  Zheng’s face did not move a millimeter.  He was so motionless, in fact, that Doc was afraid that the comm had failed completely.  Just as he lifted a finger to check the connection, Admiral Zheng spoke, “You are sure?”

“Absolutely, Admiral,” Doc answered with a slightly smug smile.  “He’s seven years old, and he meets all the criteria we need.”

“Very well.  There are some final preparations to be made.  I must leave.  Expect my return in approximately five local years.”

“That should be perfect,” Doc nodded.  “The boy will be at or closer to adolescence at that point.  I’ll make sure he’s well ready by then.”

“Excellent work, Doctor,” the Admiral commended, and there might have been even the slightest hint of approval in his tone.  “I hope you are ready to have a body again.” 
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The Chronicler Paul Chen
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Through the station’s incredible computer and power resources, Chen saw everything that happened in or near Rumedia, and Dahk’s sudden activities were absolutely no exception.  Chen was powerless to do anything to stop the gods’ attempt at communication; clearly they had their own access to the computer systems as well, which made sense as they were just as aware of everything that happened on Rumedia as was he.  Chen observed the conversation as it passed through the system, and a sick feeling appeared in the pit of his stomach or, rather, his virtual stomach.  As the two conversed, the sick feeling grew.

What is he up to? Chen thought.  Something’s not right.

Chen looked into Dahk’s Vault and found his sight completely blocked off from the inside.  He’d experienced that once or twice before in the past, usually with Garod or the elemental gods, but never Dahk.  He stood in the dark wearing his deck fatigues, the mental image of his body whole and untouched from the Chronicler’s chair, before two huge and ornately carved double doors.  They went as far upward as his eyes could see in the dim light, dim light that had no source, and each door had a large keyhole at eye level.  Maybe carved was not the right word, as they appeared to be made of wrought and hammered iron.

He pushed lightly on the right hand door, and it seemed as solid as anything he’d ever touched, showing no sign that it may give.  He pushed on the left, harder, to the same effect.  He rapped his fingers painfully on an iron relief of a European style dragon.  The sound echoed through a great room that he could not see, but that was the only response Chen received.  He turned his head and laid his left ear on the ice-cold iron, hoping to hear any sound from beyond the doors.

“Go away,” something whispered.

“Let me in, Dahk,” Chen called out, backing a few steps from the doors.  With no answer after several minutes, he said, “What have you done?  Let me in.”

“He obviously doesn’t want to talk to you.  Why don’t you leave him alone?” asked another voice from somewhere in the darkness behind Chen.

Chen turned from the iron doors and stepped willfully away from the gloomy light, following the voice that he knew to be Garod’s.  After just a few steps into the dark, he suddenly appeared into light again.  A Caucasian man of about forty sat upon a throne of solid platinum.  His black hair was peppered with gray, as was his neatly trimmed goatee, and he wore rich robes of silver silk.  Torches burned brightly in stanchions of gold to either side of him.

“Could we dispense with the aggrandizing trappings?” Chen asked him.

“It is all I have left,” Garod responded, and he almost sounded depressed.

“But it’s not real,” Chen argued, reinforcing the fact to himself as much as Garod, but he then shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

“What do you want from Dahk that you must bother him when he clearly does not want to speak with you?”

“Doctor Harold Brown,” Chen said to emphasize the god’s real name, “has betrayed you and your fellow ‘gods’.”

“Are you not late with this announcement?  When we realized the wrongfulness of our doings here, we all swore not to directly interfere with the peoples of this world.  Dahk betrayed that, but his betrayal has led to the destruction of the Others.  Yes, it upset the balance here a bit, but the ends justify the means in this case.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Chen explained, and his brow furrowed a bit in confusion for just a moment.  Then the realization struck him.  “You don’t know, do you?  Are you so caught up in your own self-pity, your own self-flagellation that you’re blind to what’s going on around you?”

“Of what do you speak?”

Chen turned to his left and motioned toward the expanse of blackness stretching into the darkness.  From nowhere appeared a screen, not unlike an old twenty first century flat screen television, suspended in midair as if mounted at eye level to a wall that does not exist.  He watched impassively as Brown’s communications with the Admiral played upon the screen, split in two with the Admiral’s face on one side and Brown’s on the other.  Chen watched as Garod’s dark mood seems to deepen and darken.

“What has he done?” the sullen god asked.

“I don’t know, but I think the others need to know, too.”

“What others?”

“The other gods,” Chen replied, a tone of condescension arising in his voice from his host’s lack of understanding.

“Why can’t you just leave everything be?  Why is it so important that you must damage our calm here?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.  Because the Admiral, and you people, have broken so many laws, both SACA’s and God’s.”

“You speak of God?” Garod asked, a thunderous life returning to his voice, energy to his form.  “You don’t even know if you believe in this God, this nebulous, omnipotent being you joined your precious Service to seek, and you ignore what sits before you.  If it is God you seek, you need look no further!”

“You are no God.  You’re just a pathetic, broken old man, who won’t even use the power he does have to stop evil people from doing wrong.  I don’t know why I bothered with you.  You have no answers and no sense of justice.  You’re nothing, a ghost in a machine.”

As Chen spoke, he watched as Garod’s face drew red with fury, twisted and dark.  He knew that a blow, a strike of some sort was coming any moment, and he was willing to accept whatever pain it entailed, for he had said only the truth.  But none came.  He found himself in absolute darkness, cast out from Garod’s Vault just as easily as he had come.  

He felt his corporeal body, sitting in its chair and attached to machines, muscles atrophied and withered from lack of use, but his residual mental image, what he had come to regard as his real self, sat in the captain’s chair of the Herbert Walker as he considered the situation.  His real self?  But it wasn’t real, just as Garod’s image of himself was not real.  Was he growing as insane as the gods, lost in the fantasy world of the computer?

We’re all the real Admiral Zheng.  The words echoed in his mind, replaying with the exact tonality and cadence of the man known as the Iron Chinaman.  He had known the Admiral was ancient in terms of the passage of time planet side.  That happened with faster-than-light travel and the time dilation it caused.  The man may be in space for a year, while seven passed on Arcturus, thirty on New Earth and a hundred on Mars.  But what if...  There’s more than one?  Cloning of human DNA for any other purpose than cellular research and testing had been ruled illegal by the SACA charter hundreds of Earth years ago, but, then again, Zheng had already violated so many laws and regulations.

I hope you are ready to have a body again.  Admiral Zheng’s final words carried tremendous weight when coupled with the implications of human cloning.  Could he really pull Brown’s mind from this massive installation’s computers and restore it to a body?  Was that how Zheng appeared to be ageless, even though he had been around since the beginning of SACA?  And he was always wherever he needed to be whenever he was needed.  My God, how many of him are there? Chen thought.

Chen started to allow his consciousness to drift fully into Rumedia, again taking on the persona of the Chronicler.  As he did so, he wondered precisely what plan Dahk and Zheng had for the son of Lord Dahken Cor Pelson.
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King Rederick
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The ruler of Aquis, and de facto leader of the Shining West, sat at the desk in his chambers reading Menak’s dispatch for at least the tenth time in the last few weeks.  He could nearly recite every word on the scroll by heart, not that he needed to, not that it would help.  Immediately upon reading it, he had sent the messenger back to Menak’s lands requesting the Loszian make his way back to Byrverus at once.  He finished reading the scroll again, and sat back in his chair to consider it carefully, not so much slouching as using the high, heavy wood back to support his wide and muscular frame.  He rubbed at his eyes, which so often felt tired or burned when he closed them, and the palm of his hand made its way up his forehead to where his reddish hair had begun to recede a few years ago.

As he thought about the word revolt, which Menak had used on the scroll several times, he stared across the oak desk, the same piece of furniture at which sat Queen Erella on many occasions.  On the far side of it was a lower back chair made of the same oak and stained the same shade of medium brown.  Though its workmanship matched his, its details were less ornate, simpler more utilitarian despite the rich, plush cushion in its seat, as if to hammer home that the person who sat in said chair was surely the servant and not the master.

Opening his eyes, Rederick beheld a black armored young man with seemingly dead, gray skin sitting across from him, his face skewed in anger.  The Dahken then stood and leapt up over the desk, somehow upending neither the chair behind him, nor the scrolls and parchments strewn across the king’s desk.  He watched as an open, black mailed hand reached for his throat, growing inexorably closer.  Though it took an eternity to reach him, Rederick found himself unable to move from its longing, hateful grasp.  The cold, black steel encompassed his throat, threatening to rend his flesh and crush his windpipe.

And the king awoke as the doors to his chambers softly closed.  

“I’m sorry,” sounded Mora’s soft voice.  “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Rederick stared at the empty chair across from him, pondering what he just envisioned – a Dahken, not unlike Cor, clearly intent upon murdering him.  Why would such a vision come to him now?  Or perhaps it was merely a dream, a residual haunt stirred up by the dark ghosts of the pasts.  Just a dream, King Rederick thought.

“No, it is all right.  I must have dozed off,” Rederick replied, pushing himself upright again.  

He lifted his eyes to his queen, noting the slight concern in her face.  Her dark hair and Western features were never more beautiful to his eye, either made so by years of their marriage or the belly that had swollen to clearly show her as a mother well into the last few months of pregnancy.  That and her swollen breasts contrasted sharply with the taut muscles of a warrior’s body, a Paladin’s body.  Watching his eyes, Mora gently touched the underside of her belly with her right hand, her only hand.

The day she had announced her pregnancy to him was the happiest in years, for the last several had been fraught with hardship and no small amounts of bloodshed.  Rederick hadn’t fathered a child in decades, and honestly, he didn’t know he was still capable of it.  Mora of course, despite her Paladin’s dedication, was still young and strong.  That she had chosen to be with him as wife and Queen of Aquis still mystified him, but he loved her in a way that he had forgotten after the death of his first wife, Red’s mother, so many years ago.  Every time Mora smiled at him, he felt as if Garod’s light shined upon him.

“You’re worried about that business in Losz,” she deduced, approaching him.

“East Aquis,” Rederick corrected.

“East Aquis, of course.  Old habits,” she explained as she circumvented the desk to stand behind her husband.  Mora placed her hand lightly on the back of his neck, and he could feel the permanent callouses from years of swordplay, despite the tenderness of her touch.  “Then you should be happy to know that Menak has arrived in the palace.  He came straight away upon receiving your return message.”

“So, it was worth letting him place one of his stones in the palace, eh?  Despite some people’s misgivings?”

“Please don’t make me say you were right,” she pleaded, picturing the smug, lopsided smile that she couldn’t see as his face pointed away from her.

“I won’t, and only because I love you.  Now that Menak has arrived, perhaps I should call the Council together?”

“Everyone is here except for Red, and that cannot be helped,” Mora nodded.  

Lord Red had been sent north a few weeks previously to mediate a dispute between an independent freehold of farmers and one of the Northmen clans.  It was felt that sending such a prominent figure, a member of the King’s Council, would keep the situation from elevating to bloodshed.  For if it did, the farmers would surely be slaughtered, and Aquis would have to retaliate in force.  An invasion of the North would cause Clans to unite, and full scale war with the Northmen had never worked out well for any force in history.

“The Council will meet an hour after dawn tomorrow then,” King Rederick concluded.  “My love, I would be indebted to you if you would handle the details.”

* * *
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King Rederick’s eyes traveled down the length of the table at which his Council had met for nearly a decade.  A table of its like – a solid and sturdy table, made perhaps of elm with a reddish stain, that was about ten feet long and three feet wide and could comfortably sit the Council – was in short supply in the days immediately following Nadav’s first defeat, and the king selected it because it was there and available.  Many carpenters had offered to craft a new table, something strong, immense and beautiful in its workmanship, something worthy to be used by King Rederick and his Grand Council, but the king would have nothing of it.  This well-made piece of spartan furniture had survived the destruction of Byrverus, occupation by Loszians and the slamming of mailed fists.  When he looked at it, Rederick hoped that history would view his rule as resolute as this simple table.

However, it wasn’t the table itself that he reviewed this morning but rather those around it.  Mora sat immediately to his right on a well-cushioned chair, leaning backward somewhat to ease the pressure that his child surely put upon her bladder.

Immediately to her right sat the newest member of the council, a priest by the name of Greyson.  He was a man of about thirty, young as the priests go and especially for having achieved so high a position as to be elected to the council.  He had the white skin and nearly black hair of a pure Westerner, with a full beard to match that he kept closely trimmed.  Greyson replaced Walthur at Council just a few months previously, once the older priest had finally admitted that his memory had failed immensely in the years since Bloody Gorge and stepped down from his seat.  The Convocation spent several days selecting this young man, and Rederick had found him to be most quiet and contemplative.  He seemed a mystery to most everyone, as no one really knew him personally, and he only seemed to go by the surname that announced him as Grey’s son.  There was no question that he watched and reported everything to the priesthood.

Then came the four Westerners to whom Rederick had given seats those years ago after he and Cor repulsed Nadav from Aquis.  Of course, Red's seat sat empty, as he was away in the north, and Joth's seat was occupied by his son, the noble having been killed by a broken neck when his horse threw him suddenly two years after Bloody Gorge.  When Pall Jothson had first come to Council, a wet behind the ears boy of only sixteen, he said or did little, always looking to the older noblemen for direction.  King Rederick watched over the years since, as the boy started to truly grow into manhood, and as he started to more understand the troubles of his lands, he had more and more found his own voice at Council.

To the king's left sat the foreigners.  At least they had started as foreigners, feared, mistrusted and even despised at first by the Westerners.  Immediately there was Menak, the Loszian gatekeeper of the Spine turned staunch ally in the defeating of Nadav.  The sorcerer still wore blood red robes over his spidery frame, furthering the distrust his fellows had for him, at least in the beginning.  He sat awkwardly at the table, for the wooden peg that served in place of the leg severed by Dahken Geoff so many years ago wanted to point straight out under the table top, occasionally intersecting his opposite, Mora.  Additionally, he had taken to wearing robes that were longer in the sleeves to hide his missing hand.  Menak made for a surreal mirror of the Paladin Queen.

Next was Karak, one of the Seven Lords of Tigol, and lord over almost a quarter of East Aquis, or what used to be known as the Loszian Empire.  There was uproar from the Westerners at the idea of a mercenary ruler sitting the council, besides the amount of land and wealth bestowed upon the Tigoleans for their aid in the war.  However, Rederick had quickly quelled this rebellion of raised voices with his own thundering tones.  The Tigolean lords had spent much in the war and deserved to be richly rewarded.  Also, if they were to rule those lands by the word of the king, their concerns would need to have a voice.  The Seven spent little time selecting Karak.  Rederick had seen the man fight as fearsomely as one of the great white bears of the north, and yet he was also the oldest and, most likely, the wisest among the Tigolean lords.

Last on Rederick's left came Dahken Keth, the stalwart friend and ally of Lord Dahken Cor.  Years of sitting the council hadn't changed the Dahken's calm, quiet demeanor, and he always supported the most even keeled response to any matter or crisis.  Keth should have been seated directly to the right of the man he had always viewed as his better, Lord Dahken Cor.  Cor's chair was immediately across from King Rederick at the other end of the table, and it was here that the king's gaze lingered for some time.  

The Lord Dahken was absent, though not notably.  After Bloody Gorge, Cor had slowly faded from view, leaving his Crescent less and less to sit at either the king’s Council or dinner table.  About three years ago, he’d shown up one evening, offering apologies and promises to be present and involved more; it had lasted for two or three days.

After Bloody Gorge, the remains of the armies returned to Byrverus, and it wasn't until then that Rederick called the first Council to begin the discussion of this new world they had created.  As Counselors arrived, some such as the Dahken and Mora, simply strode to their accustomed places, but as Menak and Karak took places on one side of the table, the Westerners made certain to sit across.  They showed their distrust plainly by having six crammed together on one side of the table, rather than sit amongst the three non-Westerners.  The king had sighed inwardly, though he understood the reaction, and he knew he could have ordered at least one to sit amongst Keth, the Loszian and the Tigolean.  Red would have been the most at home with such a thing, as he had fought alongside both Keth and Karak, but the king decided it would be best for the Counselors to earn each other’s trust naturally.  They still sat segregated, but Rederick thought that it had become more habit than anything else.

"It appears we are again missing one," King Rederick announced without ceremony.  When Cor's absences began, most of the other Counselors, especially the Westerners, had been derisive of the fact.  Eventually it had become commonplace, and none of them hardly noticed anymore.  Though, Rederick always hoped, and his patience had finally run out.  "I suppose we shall begin without Lord Dahken Cor's presence.

"Some weeks ago I received a dispatch from Lord Menak," Rederick began, with a motion to the Loszian.  "In it I read some disquieting rumors about Eastern Aquis.  I sent for him to come to Byrverus, and I called for Council upon his arrival.  I'll allow Lord Menak to speak."

"As you all know," Menak began, "we have faced many challenges integrating Losz -"

"East Aquis," Rederick corrected firmly.

"Yes of course, East Aquis," the Loszian agreed quickly, but Rederick detected a hint of regret there.  "Integrating East Aquis into the ways of the Western world over the last eight years has been difficult to say the least.  Bringing the
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