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​Chapter One
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As space became a field within which we poked and prodded, meandered and took up residence, what was once the great abstract became a world intertwined with our own. We have opened so many doors and behind each one, we find a mirror revealing our grim reflections. 

Eleanor Holtzer, Chaos Is a Museum & We Are on Display.

​

​

​“Scans indicate a clear landing area with minimal life-forms detected, Captain.” Navigator Finneas Scorbrandt kept his eyes on the projection in the air before him. “Nothing large enough to constitute a potential breach of IPL 12.”

Tyris Hughes nodded.

“Yara, take us down nice and slow,” he said. “Scorbrandt, eyes wide on that scanner for any possible disruptions.”

“This is my favorite show; you couldn’t pry me away,” the old navigator said, holding a thumbs up to the captain behind him.

​“Strap in folks,” Yara Meredith said, hands flickering from switch to switch and back to the sticks, expertly piloting the exploratory vessel The Cloudbell. “It should be a soft landing, but I’m getting a lot of pushback in the atmosphere. Could be heavy winds.”

Tyris clicked his straps together, pulled them tight against his chest, and closed his eyes. The Cloudbell hummed and breathed around him. With each beat of his heart, he felt a flutter of wings in his gut. The cacophonous sounds of Yara masterfully lowering such a behemoth faded into a gentle symphony of clicks and pulses at the periphery of Tyris’s senses, and a tingling fired through his fingers and spiraled up through his arms, exploding into sparks in his shoulders. Even in the perfectly climate-controlled cabin, he smelled fresh rain and felt a burst of wind. He was lying on a hillside, grass tickling his ears and a bird with four tangled wings chirping on a jagged blue rock to his left. Somewhere in the distance, he heard a drum beating in tripling rhythms that escalated until it became the sound of a waterfall. The hillside tilted and he let gravity take him, sliding down into a canopy of vines above a shaded meadow blanketed in neon flowers a dozen feet tall. He opened his eyes to welcome reality back in as The Cloudbell’s spider-like landing legs gently touched down on the surface of the planet.

“Easy as can be,” Yara said, letting out a breath Tyris could only guess she had been holding for the entire landing process.

​“Welcome to 0-M-6-Sentinel,” Tyris said. “The last unexplored planet in the Wind system.”

No ship had ever landed on the surface of 0-M-6-Sentinel. Preliminary scans indicated signs of sentient life, but the crew of The Cloudbell had no idea what they might find. Thanks to Finneas’s scans, Tyris was in no fear of breaking IPL 12, an interplanetary law prohibiting the willful display or distribution of technology to humans or humanoids not yet “elevated” to the levels of tech in question. Across the Wind, Tide, and Cliff systems there were roughly a dozen explored planets inhabited by humanoids not yet of sufficient advancement to sail through the stars. IPL 12 was instituted after the first encounter on one such planet, which ended disastrously for the crew involved. The sharing of technology with planets or civilizations not yet on equal footing with the advanced worlds was a complicated and deeply bureaucratic process involving dozens of councils, contentious votes, and senatorial arguments. It was all beyond Tyris’s area of expertise and interest. Tyris was an explorer for the joy of it. Nothing could match the ecstasy he felt as his boots touched down on a new planet for the first time. He clicked on his communicator, speaking to each crew member.

​“Souma, activate patterning procedures. I want this baby to blend in ASAP. Bridge, go ahead and boot up our displacer doubles. Once those tasks are completed, gather your gear and I’ll see you on the lift. We have a planet to explore.”

​

​#
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​

“Did you feel it?” 

A man, covered in crypt dust and bent beneath the weight of miasmic time, lowered himself into an ancient wooden chair. Much like the cabin itself, the rocking chair was a relic of a world that died long ago. The Order of Favored Consuls had a proclivity for broken things, not because they were broken, but because they bore the depth of their experiences. The truest form of chaos was the bending of time on the joints—nature in its perfect form.

A younger man preparing ingredients for a meal next to a boiling pot swinging over a fire marched across the room and closed the heavy stone door to the catacombs. It was clear from the build that the cabin, as ancient as it was, was merely a whisper in the winding tunnels of the future, when the catacombs were in use. The sepulcher beneath them was an amalgam of disparate ghosts and their memories, bound together to drift forward eternally. A great ethereal dreadnought ran aground on land that once belonged to it. The Order thrived in concentrated hubs of such spiraling energy.

“Can you at least shut the door when you come up from there? The air ruins my appetite.” The younger man huffed as he returned to the cutting board.

The older man laughed through labored breaths, adjusting in his seat. The groaning wood echoed through the cabin like the stiff bones of a matriarch refusing the clutch of death. 

“What use is a door when the very air around us pulses with history?”

“It keeps the dust and bugs out,” the young man said, dropping a handful of sliced peppers into the boiling cauldron. “And to answer your question, yes I did feel it.”

“It must be gargantuan, to cause such a rift in the shell,” the old man said. “A beast from the southern ocean learning to fly, or perhaps a vehicle of some sort, is all I can imagine leaving such a wake.”

“A vehicle?” The young man turned from the kitchen, folded his arms, and looked at his companion. “Wagons on wings would be a sight to see.” 

The old man smiled.

“Chaos can make even the mundane into something worthy of awe.” 

“Shall I go find out?” the young man asked. “It can’t be more than an hour from here. Our chapter is certainly the closest.”

​“Perhaps not, as busy as you are with such savory delights. We will see if Caradlass is interested. She has always been the most sociable,” the old man said, pulling himself to his feet. “I will fetch her. Praise the All-Consuming Chaos.”

“May it find purchase in all things,” the young man responded.

––––––––
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​Souma Calcarda, first officer of The Cloudbell, stood behind Tyris on the lift as the captain addressed the crew. Every time they landed on a new planet, a new station, a new moon, hell, even when they landed in a new city, Tyris would deliver a variation of the same speech he was preparing to give. He had come so far from the drunken cadet she first crossed paths with in Calamity’s Boy, the only dive bar worth a damn on New Corshari. 

​“Listen up,” Tyris said. “We have one job, and one job only. To explore, peacefully and respectfully. 0-M-6-Sentinel does not belong to us, and never will. We are visitors here, and we will treat this land and its inhabitants with the respect we would like returned to us. That is precisely why we do not carry weapons, only defensive tools. There will be no escalation, there will be no violence, we will not break IPL 12. We explore, observe, and bring with us enough open-minded grace and kindness to represent every planet we as a crew call home. Falinese, Dempierion, and Port Infinity all rest on our shoulders. From New Corshari to Bellow, we will not muddy the places we hail from with our actions.”

Souma laughed to herself at the mention of Bellow. If she wanted to muddy the name of her hometown, first she would have to dig it up from the trench of refuse it rested beneath. One of the poorest towns on the entire planet of Falinese, the only reason anyone spoke of Bellow was the Roadalero Mining Company, and typically the only reason anyone spoke of the RMC was the laughably long list of human rights violations they were responsible for. The benefit of being the very first mining company to break ground on a new planet was the overflowing vaults of wealth you could use to settle pesky lawsuits. 

​Tyris continued for a few moments, but Souma tuned him out. There was a reason he was a captain and she was not. She wasn’t the motivational type. He turned and nodded to her, indicating the speech was finished. She tapped a few buttons on the keypad attached to her arm and the lift shifted downward as The Cloudbell’s exit hatch silently slid open. She had already activated the patterning procedures, so to the naked eye, The Cloudbell and its eight extended legs that held the ship above the surface were entirely indistinguishable from its surroundings. The lift would be momentarily visible as it lowered the crew, but thanks to the clear scans, they would have ample time to dismount and send the lift back into the subvisible cirrus cloud of a ship. Just a patch of ice particles pierced clean through by the Falinese-like sunlight beating down on the planet from its singular burning star. 

Souma hopped off the lift before it touched down, already scanning the surroundings with both the naked eye and the environmental readout on her armband. It was one thing to land on a foreign planet with good intentions, and it was another entirely to see those good intentions through. She had seen how quickly the uninvited visitor could become the prey, or the predator for that matter. There was no letting down of the guard for Souma. Not on the planet she was raised on, and certainly not on one that was entirely unexplored. The lift behind her rattled slightly as the rest of the crew disembarked, and without turning around, she hit the withdraw command, sending it back up into the undetectable belly of The Cloudbell. 

Her immediate surroundings were alien to be sure, but not entirely disparate from a Falinese biome. Lush green grass long enough to tickle her ankles cushioned her heavy boots. Pockets of blueish-purple spiraling weeds sprouted upward here and there, the tallest looking to reach nearly four feet. The scent of uncovered root vegetables and woodsmoke accompanied the chirp of birds in a cocktail of calm. The land sloped up into small hillocks and dipped into dells, but at least within eyesight, she saw no mountain ranges. The air was mild, fifty-three degrees and rising according to her readout. A steady, pirouetting wind was circling The Cloudbell from the west and cascading northward at ten miles per hour. Souma’s attention then squarely focused on the edges of the glade. 

Where the rest of the habitat seemed to be most analogous to a temperate mid-northern environment like the vibrant woods surrounding the outskirts of New Corshari, the trees surrounding the glade were reminiscent of the deep southeastern edges of Falinese. The trunks were gnarled and long, with immense roots splayed outward like the open hands of giants. They bore no green or sprouting limbs along the trunk until the peak of each tree, at which point they exploded outward, creating a bloom of green and maroon streaked with lightning bolts of white. Some looked to have nearly twenty or thirty feet from the base of the trunk to the umbrella tops. Taken together, they created a breathtaking canopy, a sharp separation of the sky above with the ground below. While there were no limbs near ground level, many of the trees were bound with gray vines that emerged from the soil, some coiling their way to the impenetrable ceiling far above.

“Air looks clean,” Bridge said. “Hell, cleaner than New Corshari, that’s for sure.”

Of course, they had already known the air was breathable, or they would all be masked and connected to tanks. Bridge, The Cloudbell’s medic, was a man who let nothing go unsaid. It was simultaneously an annoyance to Souma and a comfort. She appreciated his unfaltering straightforwardness.

“If my old eyes don’t deceive me, those trees look fruit-bearing,” he continued. “Let me run a few scans on them before any of you go chow down. I’d rather not have to pump any stomachs right now.”

​“You heard the man,” Tyris said. He was on both knees near one of the sprouts of weeds. With one hand, he was absentmindedly brushing the grass, and with the other, he was using a V-DEC on the vibrant purple stalks. Souma could see now that the stalks were true purple, but as the wind bent them, they shimmered into a flickering blue for seconds at a time, then melded back to a resting purple state.

“Same goes for strange alien weeds, Captain,” Bridge said.

Tyris turned and smiled at the old man, then held up the V-DEC, a virtual deconstruction device used to determine the makeup of any organic matter to a startling level of accuracy.

“It’s just a weed, Bridge,” the captain said. “But I hear you. Hands off for now.”

​Talia Illumghast, The Cloudbell’s resident linguist, wandered next to Souma. Her eyes were nearly covered by large swoops of jet-black hair. She was much shorter than Souma, standing at only a few inches past five feet, although much of that was due to the heavy gravity of Dempierion, her homeworld. Nestled within her mess of hair were two spinning circles attached to embedded earpieces. 

Each member of The Cloudbell was equipped with language translating devices, but they were small, barely perceptible, and wedged into the skin behind their ears. Talia’s were much more complex. During one particularly uninteresting exploration of a barren moon in an equally barren corner of the Wind system, Talia had let Souma try one on. They not only translated instantaneously, but they also worked to dissect the intent and inflection of each word, phrase, and sentence that passed through them. As if that wasn’t enough, Talia often ran a secondary program that would translate everything she was hearing into whatever dead language was her current obsession. For Souma, the double voices in her head were maddening. 

As Talia stepped next to Souma, for a moment she could hear the program translating Tyris’s words into another language.

“Do you ever turn that off?” Souma asked.

“Hmmm,” Talia said. “I think so. But sometimes it’s hard to tell if it’s the program or if I’m just running through the words in my mind. Can you hear it?”

“Like a ghost crawling free from your brain,” Souma said.

Talia giggled. “I can turn the volume down a bit if it’s bothering you.”

“I can’t be coddled by Dempierion’s favorite child,” Souma said. “I’d never live that down.”

“That would be Dimesh, not me.”

To say that Souma and Talia had contrasting upbringings would be putting it mildly. Souma couldn’t think of two places more at odds than Bellow and Talia’s home of Prindira, a city of nobles and academics to rival any planet in the system. Even so, she couldn’t help but enjoy Talia’s company, blissfully unaware of the myriad threats that lurked in the periphery. It was in fact that lack of awareness that appealed to her. 

Souma’s armband let out a harsh triple tap beat. There was only one reason that specific sound would play.

“Captain!” she called. “We have a large problem.”

––––––––
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Tyris heard the concern in Souma’s voice before the words could even register. He jumped to his feet and rushed over to join his first officer, who was frantically tapping on her armband next to Talia.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Life-form headed this way,” she said. “It’s massive, and it’s fast. I’m reading thirty miles per hour and at least the size of a land vehicle.”

“Yara!” Tyris called out, keeping his eyes locked to the readout on Souma’s armband. “Prep the blast shield generators! Two facing westward, one facing north! Everybody rally behind them and brace for potential contact.”

He wasn’t sure if the terms west and north were even applicable on 0-M-6-Sentinel, but he waved a hand in the rough intended direction, and it was all Yara needed. The pilot went from leisurely stretching to rapidly tearing open her pack in a second. She pulled out three flat discs, each the width of a palm, tapped a series of commands into the face of each of them, then tossed them out in front of her like frisbees. As soon as they landed, a dark black shimmer radiated upward in an arch until a half-dome was formed. As soon as the shield reached its zenith, it blinked out of visibility but maintained its structure.

“Another life-form, coming from the southwest,” Souma said, pointing it out on the readout. “It’s close and getting closer. Looks to be humanoid, traveling at walking speed.”

“Let’s focus on the gargantuan thing barreling toward us for now,” Tyris said. He grabbed Talia by the arm and led her behind the shield, with Souma quickly following behind.

“It should come into view momentarily,” Souma said.

Tyris could feel it. The ground beneath him was shaking ever so slightly. A thundering pound in a quadruple rhythm echoed from the trees. The sound of four heavy paws hitting the ground in rapid succession. Between the wide and dense tops of the trees and the vined and rooted bases, he saw it. A beast larger than an elephant ran at full speed toward the clearing, its muscular shoulders slamming into trees and ripping vines loose as it went. There were two large bumps of fur on its back, and the rest of its body was covered in taut light brown skin over a labyrinth of fluctuating muscle. Its head was accentuated by two batlike ears, pointed and ridged. A cavernous mouth hung open, panting as it ran. Within rested a curled black tongue surrounded by tightly packed rows of sharp teeth. The beast broke through the tree line and let out a bellow that rattled and bounced through the environment in strange, unnatural ways. 

Just as Tyris thought the beast would turn its attention to his huddled crew, the masses of fur unfurled into magnificent wings. With one smooth motion, it lifted from the ground and soared to the southeast, flying directly above the captain. He looked up and noticed one last thing about the alien beast. A thick cord of rope was tied around its midsection, and hanging from the rope were what looked like dozens of human skulls, clanging together in a chilling death rattle.

“Tyris, the other life-form is here,” Souma said, keeping her voice low.

He looked down from the sky at the readout on her armband. The large form had rapidly disappeared, and the small life-form was a blip away from the center. He looked up and saw a woman across the clearing confidently striding toward them, waving a hand and smiling.

“Hello there!” she called out. 

Tyris could hear his translator hum as it instantaneously translated the words in a voice with a matching tone and pitch as the speaker. It was a dizzying effect if you weren’t prepared for it. The device was often loud enough to completely drown out the original speaker, leaving a discordant pairing of their mouth matched with a voice that wasn’t quite theirs. It resulted in Tyris often not knowing what language someone was speaking, without the disembodied voice reminding him of its origins. A whisper in his mind echoed. You are all different, but I have made you the same. With the stranger, her mouth seemed to align perfectly with the words that boomed from Tyris’s translator. The device then identified her language as a variety of the Wind system dialect continuum.

​She was speaking a language at least partially related to the language spoken by those on his homeworld of Falinese. The devices only worked one way, however. Dimesh Praav, The Cloudbell’s resident ambassador and sweet talker, stepped forward, ready to determine just how close their languages were.

“An honor to make your acquaintance,” he said, bowing slightly. “Hopefully my barbarian tongue isn’t rough upon your ears.”

​Dimesh had the unenviable task of determining if they were speaking the same language without immediately revealing that his group of compatriots had arrived on a ship hurtling through space only moments before. The woman smiled wider as she reached the crew, very clearly comprehending the words. She wore a tanned leather jacket with fur elbow patches over a blue dress cinched tight at the waist with a thick black rope. Her hair was pale blond and bound tight in two long braids hanging down her chest. While her garments gave away a certain lack of advancement in comparison to New Corshari, they had a timelessness to them. He wouldn’t have thought twice if he passed her in the food court of Quinn’s Market. The crew shouldn’t stand out to her either, as they all wore what they called “fresh planet fits.” Clothes as plain and adaptable as they could manage. It had backfired only once, on their first encounter with a species of alien who feared clothing of all kinds.

“I didn’t expect to be charmed by such a rogue this early in the morning,” the woman said. “My name is Caradlass. To whom do I owe the pleasure?”

“Dimesh Praav, m’lady. The pleasure truly is mine. I’m afraid we are quite lost at the present moment. You wouldn’t happen to have a map about you, or perhaps a few simply worded directions for a woefully aimless company such as ourselves?”

“Look at her boots,” Souma whispered in Tyris’s ear.

Her dress ended just above two heavy black boots laced up tight. They were crackling with energy that quivered through them like electrical currents. There was nothing fundamentally natural or unnatural about them, they were simultaneous in their nature. There was an inherent feeling of rightness in all the wrong ways around them.

“I can do you one better, my dears,” Caradlass said, still smiling wide. Tyris couldn’t help but feel slightly enamored by her immediate comfort in the face of this collection of clearly misplaced humans. “My companions and I live not too far from here. We would be happy to welcome you in for a meal and a hot stove if you would like.”

Dimesh turned to Tyris and the crew, a pleased look on his face as if to say, “Well that was easy.”

“We would be delighted,” he said. “A nice walk will give us plenty of time for introductions as well. I think I can safely speak for the rest of us when I say we wouldn’t mind distancing ourselves from that devastating beast as well. Should we be worried about that one?”

Caradlass laughed. “Only as much as you would worry about a bolt of lightning or a stampede,” she said. “Just try not to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Tyris did not feel comforted by that response. Evading lightning was one thing, a stampede was entirely another. Even still, the high of their expedition was practically incapacitating. In twenty minutes, they had seen and encountered more than they sometimes would on entire moons or planets. His fingers tingled and he felt a quickness in his chest, thrilled at what the next hours or days might hold in store. Yara cleared her throat behind Tyris, indicating that during the exchange, she had quietly retrieved the shield generators and was ready. 

He looked at the rest of the crew behind Dimesh, who was continuing to work his charm on their new friend. Souma’s eyes were locked on Caradlass with a look Tyris knew all too well. She was deconstructing her, looking for weakness, for signs of malicious intent, for deceit. Souma, the human V-DEC, breaking down humans to their components. 

​Next to the first officer was Talia, doing practically the opposite. Her head was tilted slightly up, and she slid her boot back and forth absentmindedly. Tyris knew that she was hearing the words being said, but was focused on how they sounded in the dead language she was currently studying. Last Tyris knew it was Piran, the language of an advanced civilization on Dempierion that had crumbled beneath the weight of their own brilliance. Or at least, that’s what their datadiscs claimed. 

​Bridge and Finneas, the two oldest members of the ship by a wide margin, were standing shoulder to shoulder, leaning in and talking among themselves. Souma and Tyris had a long history, but even theirs was rivaled by the two elders. Finneas had told Tyris that this would be his last mission. At sixty-five, the navigator was ready to retire and live out his days in the Eragesi countryside. Bridge was fifty-one, and when Tyris asked if he had thought about retirement, he
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