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Prologue
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King Tybold, the 38th, looked up from the citadel’s massive gatehouse, the most fortified position of his walled fortress. Floating in the sky was an unholy abomination unlike anything he’d ever seen before.

He was a dwarf with a long, brown beard, wearing the ancient, iridescent plate armor that had become synonymous with kingship. He carried an ax and shield of the same glittering metal. They were long-rumored to be made of mythril, but in the past four-hundred years, it had become known they were actually made of a special sky metal called iridium. The armor and weapons had been a clever ruse by old ‘Two-Minds’ Tybold, the first bearer of the old family name. The ruse united the dwarves, leading to a peace that lasted right up until it was discovered. Lie or not, however, the armor was still a symbol dwarves could rally behind.

Feeling unnerved by the unnatural phenomenon in the sky, he’d dressed in the ancient armor, since it was the best in the kingdom, still unscratched after nearly a thousand years, the very reason it still commanded respect, for it was the finest armor ever crafted.

It was night and the stars shone as normal, providing enough light to see by, but in one spot there was a large, dark void, with a slightly silvery crescent, simply hanging in the sky, much the way the sun did. He had no idea what it was, but knew it had been foretold by the great sages that studied the stones of the land.

The king turned to his gray-bearded chief sage, asking, “What do ye call this nightmarish abomination?”

The gray-robed dwarf bowed his head and responded, “Me king, according to the records left by the Sky Children, they called it a ‘moon’. It’s like a small world, but much closer than the worlds the Sky Children came from, many eons ago.”

“What else can ye tell me about it?” Tybold asked, obviously disturbed.

“According to myth and legend, the appearance of this ‘moon’ is accompanied by dangerous creatures great and small.”

After a moment’s silence, the king demanded, “How do we get rid of it?”

“Me’s afraid that’s beyond the power of even the greatest wizards. However, me would advise keeping yer armies on high alert until it passes.”

The king grumbled, “Me already ordered that.”

* * *
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Weeks passed and the silvery sliver grew larger, until it became a terrifying, complete circle in the sky, a bad omen displayed for all to see.

During the start of the first night of the ‘full moon’, the king looked up and saw dark specs appear. He watched over the course of half an hour as they grew larger.

One of them, in particular, grew larger than the rest and then began to glow, filling Tybold with a sickening dread!

He shouted, “All soldiers, prepare for battle!”

He heard the shout pass down the line of the citadel’s gatehouse, knowing runners would be dispatched to inform the entire citadel, both soldier and commoner, alike. He was confident other fortress commanders would behave the same, sensible way.

The glow of the object gradually faded and it became obvious the hulking mass falling from the sky was aflame, spilling out great plumes of smoke!

Seeing the angle the thing was falling at and the way it kept getting larger, King Tybold groaned, “No! Not in me city!”

Thunder roared out of the object, which slammed into the heart of the citadel with earth-shattering velocity!

As the ground rumbled and the earth quaked, Tybold worried about the many tunnels below the citadel, where many an honest dwarf made their living, mining. Seeing the crater, he was certain many of those still below had been killed.

Following prior orders, the armies of the king were organized and began their march inward, to the center of the citadel!

Desiring to inspire his army by leading from the front, Tybold climbed down through the gatehouse, joining them. After twenty minutes of forced marching, the king’s personal regiment was first on the scene!

Much to his surprise, he saw a giant pill bug, about thirty feet across, curled up on itself, its armored shell made of dark metal that was still glowing red-hot in places!

The huge creature slowly uncurled, revealing a great many legs of the same dark metal.

Unsure if the beast was animal or machine, Tybold ordered, “Ballistas and crossbows, one volley!”

As ordered, the soldiers of his regiment raised their weapons and fired, releasing a veritable hail of bolts, which ineffectually clattered off the armor of the giant bug, even those that had been fired at the belly! The bolts were rapidly followed by a dozen shots from cart-mounted Ballistas! Unfortunately, even siege weapons appeared ineffective!

Seeing the failure of long-range fire, King Tybold shouted, “We’ll give them a taste of our axes!”

Screaming their defiance in unison, the king’s personal regiment threw themselves at the giant beast!

* * *
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Tybold lay on the battlefield, wounded and struggling to breathe, having been left among the dead and dying. Many of his ribs were broken, where he’d been kicked by the great beast. The ancient, glittering armor had finally been marred and bore a dent where he’d been struck.

Ironically, the armor had denied him a glorious death in battle, unless he perished by his wounds, which would still count.

Tybold lifted himself up to see the progress of the battle, one last time, fighting the fire of his ribs for the sake of the view.

He was disappointed to see his personal regiment had been reduced to a group of thirty, working away at the beast’s legs, cutting them off, one at a time. The survivors all bore weapons forged of sky metal, for honest iron easily shattered or blunted against the beast’s armor plates.

That unfortunate discovery had cost nearly half the regiment, before the others retreated and took on support roles, firing crossbows in the hopes of finding a weak spot, but the beast’s armor was segmented and layered, making it almost impregnable. Only the joints of the legs seemed to be weak enough for strong melee blows with sky metal weapons to penetrate.

Tybold felt disgust as he realized the beast was toying with his soldiers, consuming them one by one. As he watched, another victim was snapped out of the melee and held, struggling against the creature’s great mandibles! The dwarf screamed in agony as he withered away, his very life drained through some form of sickening, dark magic! The beast finished the meal and the dwarf’s remains showered down over the other dwarves, hitting them with black ashes and stray equipment!

As Tybold had seen before, the beast regrew its severed limbs, renewed by the burst of dark magic!

The beast was unbeatable through martial force, though his dwarves still stubbornly tried. Tybold subsided to the ground and coughed up blood, unable to maintain his posture.

He hoped the wizards of the Order of the Dawn, at their nearby tower, were faring better, angered by the irony of it: he hated magic with all his heart, but if dwarven might wasn’t enough, then magic was all that was left. Unfortunately, three of the monsters had fallen outside the city, in the plain surrounding the tower, which also explained why no reinforcements had come; the rest of his forces were surely engaged defending the walls, because who could have predicted the king’s personal regiment to have trouble with any beast, regardless of the size?

Tybold spat blood and cursed as he stared up at the abominable moon, only able to manage a whisper, “Ye evil thing and yer evil beasts! May ye fall to the blows of honest dwarves!”

Dawn burst upon the land, like a sudden fire lancing across the landscape and he heard a monstrous shriek! Propping himself up again, despite the pain, he saw the great armored creature struggling, as though it had been wounded by the light!

His few remaining soldiers rallied and quickly took advantage, severing many legs on one side, causing the beast to lose its balance! Just as Tybold was cheering, the great bug curled up into a ball and landed on them, crushing the life from them! His cheers turned to curses hurled at the monster, but to no effect.

It lay still for a time and then began to float into the air, soon streaking back toward the sickening moon it had come from. Other such creatures also rose through the air, all heading back to their home.

Tybold lay back and watched, confused. Is it over? What was been the point of attacking? Will me ever know?

While he lay and thought on the events of the night, civilians picked through the bodies, looking for survivors. Tybold was soon discovered and rushed away, for medical attention.

As he listened to reports of the damage to the citadel and surrounding lands, all he could think of was the sage’s prediction about how long the full moon would last: two more nights! The kingdom was a tattered mess and his armies had largely been consumed! How could we survive two more nights? Is it even possible? Even worse was the fact entire fields of crops had been drained of life and turned to ash, just like his soldiers.

In the end, bed-ridden Tybold gave a series of desperate orders, “Release the criminals from the dungeon and arm them. Arm the women and the children, too. Call in the retired and elderly to serve and arm the sages. Let the last kegs be rolled out and prepared, for we win or go down fighting! Let the wounded bear the kegs!”

* * *
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As night fell, Tybold was behind the reigns of a stripped-down wagon, loaded with four, thirty-gallon kegs of strong, dwarven ale, each prepared as the traditional ‘last keg’, readied in greatest strength, then purified by the alchemists. It tasted like a drunk’s piss, but that wasn’t the point: it was the most flammable form of dwarven ale, designed to be used as a last-ditch weapon, based on an old drinking song, titled Last Keg, about a dwarf with too many enemies and an excess of ale. By the end of the song, the dwarf was down to his last keg, but still had too many enemies to fight, so he strapped it to his back, stuck a rag in the opening and then lit the end, taunting and fighting to draw his enemies close, for one final trap, with explosive results.

Tybold was strapped to the wagon, having once more volunteered to lead the offensive. His broken ribs had been carefully looked over by the healers, who’d told him he’d be maimed for life, if by some hideous chance he managed to survive his suicide mission. They’d done their best, binding his wounds, and in the end, they’d soaked his bandages in strong herbs to keep the pain down, making him feel giddy and cheerful, with occasional fits of manic laughter, because everything was amusing looking, even though he knew it shouldn’t have been.

As night fell, Tybold watched the sky. Where the night before, there had been a small handful of dark specs on the moon, there were hundreds, if not thousands! King Tybold smiled in grim satisfaction, for those were odds in favor of the dwarves: with so many enemies, it would be almost impossible to miss!

The first creature to land was again one of the large pill bugs, falling in the crater from the night before!

Tybold screamed, “Charge!”

As he screamed and yelled, whipping his horses to maximum speed, Tybold raced ahead of the army! He was surprised by the appearance of many, many insects surrounding the great pill bug, each with dark, metal skin, just like the big one! They came in many shapes and sizes, with a small number walking on two legs, appearing armed with crude weapons!

Tybold’s battle horses fearlessly charged right through the ranks of the insects and at the last moment, he let go of the reins, then reached down to pull the pin that would release them from the wagon, allowing them to escape!

As Tybold careened toward the giant pill bug, he tugged on the ropes attached to the barrel stoppers! Eye-stinging alcohol vapors blurred his vision as he reached for one of the wagon’s torches!

Tybold could contain himself no longer, so he let out a great, howling laugh, hoping it would unnerve the enemy!

On collision with the beast’s legs, he slammed the torch into one of the kegs! One-hundred-twenty gallons of strong alcohol ignited as the vapors lit and then blew back, into the barrels!

The night was alive with burning, shrieking insects and the final echoes of the king’s howling laughter!

Three more wagons, driven by other lethally-wounded dwarves did the same, right on his heels!

* * *
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The commander of the local unit, young King Tybold, the 39th, dressed in the iridium armor of office, was both saddened and satisfied by the sight of his father’s death, knowing the old king’s wish had always been to die in battle. He was also glad to see the three explosions that had been on target, doing what hadn’t been possible the night before: the great pill bug’s already red-hot armor appeared softened, while the fourth wagon had lit a great many of the bugs on fire!

“Ballistas and crossbows, open fire!”

Ballista bolts the width of small tree trunks, tipped with iron, slammed into the glowing armor of the beast! Each strike produced a burst of black smoke and then the great creature slumped on its side, dead! The dwarves cheered!

The king shouted, “Now, ready yer ale and prepare to throw!”

Several hundred dwarves raised a bottle of ale with a rag in the end, lighting them with torches.

When the time was right, as the insects surged forward, the bottles were thrown, inevitably producing shrieks of insectile pain!

When the leading soldiers advanced, armed with sky metal weapons, they shredded the ranks of the insects. It wasn’t more than twenty minutes before the battle for the city center was won!

As young Tybold surveyed the corpse-strewn field, confident the city center was safe, he turned to direct his dwarves to fortify the walls.

Behind him, the corpses began to deflate with flatulent sounds, releasing black gasses into the air, like smoke! The young king turned just in time to be engulfed by the cloud! Before the black mist fully surrounded him, he took a deep breath!

Brief screams of pain erupted around him, coming from other dwarves that hadn’t been able to suck in a breath, instead forced to breathe the mist!

Feeling his eyes and nose begin to burn, he pinched his nostrils shut and kept his eyes closed as tightly as possible! The dark mist was damp and even though he wasn’t a wizard, he could feel the toxic magic of it, it was so strong in the air!

After a minute and a half of holding his breath, he felt the sensation pass and cautiously opened one eye. It stung, because the mist was still visible in the air, but it was nearly gone. Within ten more seconds, he released his nose and took a cautious breath.

The air stank of old death and decay, so thick he nearly vomited! Looking around, he noted the sad result of the dark magic: every dwarf that breathed the mist had been killed. He watched one of the last victims rapidly age, the hair of his neatly-trimmed bead growing three feet in length as his body became feeble and withered, briefly resembling one of the gray-bearded sages, just before crumbling as black ashes!

Rising from the ashes of the dead dwarves were translucent dwarves clad in white armor, with brilliant-white weapons! He’d never been one to believe in ghosts, but seeing hundreds of them rise into the air, Tybold wasn’t about to argue the point! Each spirit grumbled and fought as they were drawn along with the remnants of the dark mist toward many floating, cylindrical, white stones, with evil-looking arcane symbols carved into them! Their souls screamed and were absorbed by the stones, which zipped up and away, streaking toward the moon!

Staring in disgusted horror, he knew there was nothing he could do to save the stolen souls of his men!

Of the rag-tag army that faced the invaders, only a handful had survived.

* * *
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By the start of the third night, the dwarves had retreated into their tunnels, sealed the entrances and then collapsed them, entirely abandoning the surface, save only a few well-hidden ventilation shafts.

King Tybold, the 39th, didn’t like hiding like a coward, but since his citadel had gone from millions of dwarves to just a scant few thousand in just two nights, he wasn’t about to take any more risks to fight the invaders. The surviving humans and elves from nearby villages, a tribe of ogres and even some wretched goblins had opted to join them, as well.

He didn’t care for sharing his tunnels with ogre and goblin scum, but in the face of a common enemy, he preferred strength in numbers and it was clear they felt the same. Fortunately, with the population decline, the citadel’s deep food reserves meant there was enough to feed everyone for the duration of the invasion and then re-build.

It took them months of work to dig their way back to the surface, where they were able to confirm the catastrophe was over and the moon had gone, just as mysteriously as it appeared.

To keep the peace in the short term, Tybold gifted the ogres and goblins with enough rations to feed themselves for a year. Ironically, with the reduced population, he had enough to last a decade, even after the gifts.

Reports soon came in from every corner of the kingdom. The surface had been ravaged, with between eight and nine-tenths of all plant-life dead, turned to black ash. Barren lands had fared the best, seeming ignored by the invaders, while lush lands had been hit the worst.

Trees and grass became precious resources that everyone tended to and cutting down trees became a crime with a severe punishment. In the end, the elves used their great knowledge of plants and worked with the few remaining wizards to magically encourage plants to multiply at a phenomenal rate. It was also fortunate the ashes left behind were excellent fertilizer. Everyone, rich, poor, young and old, peasant and king alike, worked to care for the land, because it was necessary for their survival.
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Part 1
Black and White
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Chapter 1
Eden
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Eden woke feeling violently ill and unable to see. She sat up, slowly.

Chink! - The link between herself and the tube she’d been laying in disconnected.

“Drink this.” Her father commanded and pressed a small, plastic bottle into her hands.

She remembered her training, poked a small hole in the foil cap with one of her teeth and then sipped from it. Immediately, she gained a blurry view of a brightly-lit space. The cocktail of drugs in the bottle was incredibly bitter and was supposed to have been mixed with fruit juice, but that part seemed to be missing.

Her father moved away and in the background, she heard the little sounds a computer made when someone was using it, including the soft, audio feedback of the touchscreen. Her parents were also whispering back and forth.

Over the course of ten minutes, she sipped from the bottle until she took in a mouthful of concentrated fruit-flavoring, which she spat out, gagging on it! All the fruit juice had settled at the bottom and the drugs were floating on top! Ugh!

“Sorry, Eden, I should have warned you about that.” Her mother apologized, “The juice got a bit stale while we were out.”

Within moments, her vision finally cleared and she remembered she was in the back of a shuttle. Unlike most, it held a few suspension tubes used for keeping people asleep for years at a time, which had been patched into the shuttle’s power systems. She was sitting on the open bed of one of them. There was also a small reactor and one of the big energy banks from the colony ship, all patched into open panels in the walls, floor and ceiling, giving the room a dangerous look. Her father and mother were in the cockpit.

Just thinking of the colony ship brought back memories of her old life. Eden remembered living in the Northwestern Empire. Her father had once been a prince, in line to inherit the throne, but he’d married a common engineer, in defiance of his father’s wishes. As a result, he’d been stripped of rank and title. For the first ten years of her life, she’d been comfortable. Her family was wealthy and she’d never lacked for anything, but then, one day her father came home looking very worried, with a cut on his cheek. It hadn’t even become a scar before her parents volunteered for a colonization mission.

Eden’s father tried to get her excited about the prospect of exploring a new world, but Eden hadn’t been interested. She’d wanted to stay in the only home she’d ever known. The unwanted ‘adventure’ began with a long sleep in a tube, only to wake to a garden full of fruit, like the one she’d been named after, from scripture.

After a while it really had become fun, seeing a colony constructed, but then people got sick. She didn’t know why, but in the middle of the outbreak, there was a huge, city-wide panic, leading to everyone running away from their new homes.

When it happened, Eden and her father had just returned in the shuttle, having been out to collect some equipment from the remains of one of the old colony ships. Strictly speaking, a ten-year-old girl hadn’t been assigned the job, but her father wanted a bit of company, so she went with him.

When the big panic started, she stayed in the shuttle and watched as people fled, while her father went for her mother. When they were together, they left in the shuttle. She didn’t know why, but her father immediately flew it down into the water of the ocean. It wasn’t long before there were huge explosions in the distance, which even through the water were painfully bright, followed by a series of shock waves that jarred the shuttle!

They stayed underwater for the next few days, while her parents argued about what to do next. Eden didn’t understand most of what they said, but it was clear they hadn’t made much of a plan beyond escaping the city. They eventually made a decision to connect the reactor and energy bank to the shuttle, then hooked up three of the tubes.

Eden didn’t know why, but they’d slept again, just like on the colony ship.

Trying to shake the remnants of sleep from her mind, Eden rubbed her blue eyes and ran her fingers through her red hair, which was much longer than it had been when she fell asleep. She experimentally got to her feet, finding her stomach had finally settled. She ducked under some cables, stepped into the cockpit and noted they were still underwater.

Eden’s father had black hair, while Eden looked much more like her mother, with almost the same shade of hair.

“How long were we asleep?” Eden asked.

Dad responded, “A lot longer than I intended. The alarm I set didn’t wake me.”

“Why?”

Mom shrugged, “The shuttle computer shut down, so we woke when power ran low, instead.”

“How long?” Eden repeated herself.

“Too long.”

She watched in silence as they worked, not truly understanding what was going on, but she could see how worried her father was. Something was seriously wrong, just like the day he’d gotten his scar.

Looking out through the window, she stood on her toes, to get a better view. She could see the shuttle was at the bottom of the ocean and appeared half buried in mud. She imagined they were stuck.

After a long discussion about safety between her parents, her father fired up the engines, producing a quick series of loud popping sounds that rocked the whole shuttle! On the control console, a red warning light began flashing and her father used a string of bad words she’d been warned never to use! However, the shuttle started to drift upward, having been freed of the mud!

“Will it be enough?” He asked.

After a minute or so of watching the screen, her mother shook her head, “We’ll have to swim!”

* * *
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As a result of violently coughing up water, Eden woke, lying on her back in a bright orange, inflatable boat. Her chest ached on the left side, where she’d recently been jabbed with a needle. She was freezing and her hands were blue, but her mom soon gathered her up and held her close, warming her. She remembered the airlock of the shuttle filling with water and despite all the coaching from her parents, she’d panicked! When the doors opened, they dragged her upward. She held her breath until she felt like she’d explode and then breathed in water, quickly blacking out after that.

“We thought we’d lost you!” Mom sobbed and squeezed her, just a little too tightly.

Looking over Mom’s shoulder, she saw Dad, looking scared. He threw a used syringe overboard and then hugged them both.

When they finally let her go, Eden looked all around, noting they were in the middle of the ocean, with no land in sight.

* * *
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Eden stared across the boat to a blue, plastic tarp as it fluttered on the wind. She’d tied it down and tucked it under, but couldn’t forget what lay beneath. She desperately wanted to forget, but couldn’t tear her eyes away from the macabre sight. She was alone on the raft and her parents were...under the tarp.

They’d given her all the water, because the filter in the emergency kit was broken. They’d eventually curled up and fallen asleep, side-by-side and then after a long time, just stopped breathing. Her father had been first and then her mother. Eden didn’t know what else to do, so she covered them with the tarp.

She eventually fell asleep staring at the awful scene, wishing things were different, but starting to feel sick and feverish.

* * *
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Eden woke to a night full of stars so intense, they illuminated the ocean like moonlight. As she stared up at the sky, she observed colorful ribbons swirling around, some seeming aimless, while others moved with apparent purpose. The night was alive with them, like hovering fireflies.

As a blue one came down and floated just above her head, she reached out to touch it, finding the ribbon rapidly drawn into the tip of her finger, which started to glow. As she withdrew her finger, the glow stayed in the air, illuminating the raft in a soft, flickering, green light.

Feeling transfixed by the strange sight, she reached out to another ribbon, producing a soft, red glow. With a third try, she produced a blue light.

Applying a bit of imagination, the next became a fluttering, glowing, yellow outline of a butterfly that flew off, into the night.

She entertained herself for some time by making glowing images in the air, until her fever surged again, making her feel absolutely exhausted, so she laid back and fell asleep, watching the lights fade away, unsure if she was dreaming or awake.

* * *
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Eden was slapped awake by rough, calloused hands! She wasn’t on the raft anymore, but was instead on the deck of a wooden sailing ship! She looked up into the faces of three-foot tall, green-skinned men with sharp teeth, who smiled wickedly at her! It was still night.

She immediately half-crawled away from them, only to find herself bumping into more of them, because she was surrounded! The ones behind her laughed and shoved her forward, causing her to stumble and fall at the feet of the one that woke her.

They were speaking and jeering at her, but she couldn’t understand them. One of them shouted a command, but when she failed to respond, he punched her! Just as she was rising to her feet, another shouted something and then swept her legs out from beneath her with a kick! Yet another shouted, laughing and pointing at her as she lay on the deck of the ship.

Eden had no idea what was going on and no idea who or even what her captors were! She just wanted it all to stop!

As one of them roughly grabbed her wrists and pinned them to the deck, while another began clawing at her clothing, she started to get angry instead of just frightened, screaming in their faces! They laughed, but in that moment of white-hot anger, she knew she had the power to make them stop. She remembered the ribbons and the lights, knowing she’d shaped them with imagination, so she imagined the black, greasy hair of her two tormentors bursting into flame!

After a second or two of intense concentration, she was half-surprised to see it happen! She began to sweat profusely, the intensity of her fever growing!

The green men with burning hair ran around the deck of the ship, screaming in pain, while the others stared in fear, stepping away from Eden!

Having gained the upper hand, she paused to collect her thoughts and then rose to her feet, screaming, “Who’s next?”

Looking around at the strange, green men, colorful ribbons came into focus, swirling around everything, almost as if everyone and everything was secretly composed of them! They consumed her vision and Eden fell to the deck, sweating and unable to stand, her fever having spiked to a dangerous temperature!

Staring up at the stars, she took in a view not unlike a painting she’d once seen in a museum. It had been an ancient piece from old Earth, by Van Gogh, titled Starry Night. The ribbons swirled around the stars, as though affected by them, and Eden heard the stars whispering the hidden secrets of the universe, though she couldn’t quite make out the words.

As she lay, unable to move, a green-skinned woman that was taller than the men stepped over and stared down at Eden, not unkindly. She seemed to be made of flowing, glowing ribbons. She reached down and touched Eden’s forehead, her face creasing with concern.

The woman shouted a series of commands to the green men, who reluctantly approached and picked up Eden, just as she lost consciousness.

* * *
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The bed Eden woke in was almost too small for her, though she was grateful to feel much less sick. She had the sense quite a lot of time had passed, but knew she’d had a high fever the entire time. Her body ached, but she was getting better.

Seeing she’d woken, the green woman stepped over and pressed a glazed, ceramic cup to her lips. Eden drank the bitter tea, vaguely remembering drinking quite a lot of it. It tasted awful, so she reasoned it must have been medicine and clearly, she needed that, so she drank more deeply.

After drinking as much as she could stand to, she sat up, feeling her head spin slightly.

She was in a cabin of the ship, warmed by a cast-iron stove mounted on top of a section of brick floor, with a pipe to carry the smoke up and then somewhat sideways out of the ship. Most of the floor was varnished wood, as were the walls. Lining one wall of the room was a series of drawers and cabinets. The stove had a few items of greenish glassware on top, all held stable by a carefully-placed wire frame. The whole arrangement looked like something a chemist would use, though far more primitive.

The green woman sat opposite her on a couch and looked her in the eye. Eden took in the woman’s clothing, which was definitely a black dress designed for a child, with little, white kittens embroidered on it. It was clear from the fact she had wrinkles, however, she was no child and was actually rather old. Her black hair was graying at the roots, as well, but it looked poorly-cared for, frizzy and tangled, as though she’d never heard of a comb. Small, bone beads had been woven into her hair, seemingly at random. It was clear many of them had been there for years and were hopelessly tangled in. Each of her ears had been pierced by a set of four simple, gold earrings, along with a pair of silver bird skulls, dangling from chains that looked almost like spines, attached to silver clasps set into her earlobes.

As Eden stared back, the woman raised a hand. She closed her eyes briefly, in concentration, causing a dim, glowing, green orb to appear in her hand! She released it to float for a few seconds, before it faded away. She smiled at Eden, showing off her sharp, pointed teeth, then gestured to Eden, who got the impression she’d been invited to try doing the same.

Eden nodded and cupped her hands together, imagining a glowing, yellow butterfly. After a few seconds concentration, she pulled her hands away, revealing its fluttering form to the woman. Not entirely sure how or even what she was doing, she imagined it fluttering across the room, to land on the woman’s nose. It seemed to obey her thoughts, doing exactly as she desired! The green woman’s smile grew much wider as the illusory creature touched down on her nose, just before vanishing!

The woman stood and began rummaging in the drawers and cabinet until she found a deep wooden pan and a bag of fine, white sand, which she carefully poured into it. She laid the pan on the floor.

Returning to her seat, she gestured to the pan and then closed her eyes, to concentrate. Shapes formed in the sand, starting with a triangle, then a square, a star and ending with a simple line drawing of Eden’s face, causing her to smile. The old woman pointed at the tray and then at Eden, inviting her to try.

Staring into the tray, Eden imagined the surface of the sand smoothing, wiping away the image of her face, and then imagined a triangle forming, as though drawn with the tip of her finger, though she never touched it. She was delighted to see the sand perform exactly as she desired! Next, she formed a rectangle and then a butterfly. Finally, she cleared the sand and began drawing the old woman’s face.

By the time she was done, she was exhausted and laid down,to rest, while the old woman covered her with a blanket.

Before she fell asleep, Eden pointed to herself, saying, “Eden.”

The green woman pointed to herself, “Teni.” Then she pointed at Eden, “Cha’da.”

Eden shook her head and pointed at herself, “Eden!”

The woman’s voice took on a stern tone as she pointed at Eden once again, “Cha’da!”

Eden protested, “Eden!”

Without warning, Teni slapped her hard enough to hurt and spoke emphatically, “Cha’da!”

Getting angry, Eden remembered what she’d done to the green men that tried to hurt her, so she imagined the hair of the old woman bursting into flame!

The air suddenly became charged with a heavy feeling of energy in conflict, but nothing visible happened. The expression on Teni’s face made it clear she was concentrating, somehow countering Eden’s new power!

Moving fast like a snake, the old woman slapped her again, even harder than before, disrupting her concentration! Feeling exhausted and defeated, Eden relaxed and stared at Teni, in irritation.

Teni pointed at Eden, re-iterating, “Cha’da.”

Eden hated her new name, but knew there was no arguing with it. Instead, she rolled over and fell asleep.
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Chapter 2
A Weighty Matter
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The Steel Wizard, Captain Levi Jacobs, sat in the council chambers of one of the largest space stations in orbit, along with the rest of the Heart Forge council, including Ovick, Captain Joshua Aarons, Inorath, and Naomi Granger.

Levi was dressed in a black, glittering robe and a matching pointed hat, both outward symbols broadcasting his status as a wizard. He was twenty-two years old, with short, black hair.

Ovick was the clean-shaven dwarf in charge of orbital construction projects and the most senior member of the council, so he normally led the meetings. He wore a set of blue coveralls, his usual work uniform.

Captain Aarons was an officer in the pirate military and wore a gray coat with decorative, black stitching over a red shirt. He served as the liaison between the city state of Heart Forge and the space pirates. He was also commander of the local pirate outpost in the system, Harmony Zero.

Inorath was Levi’s familiar, a creature born and shaped from darkness, created by the imagination and beliefs of humanity. It had once been the creature under the bed and the creature hiding in the closet, from when Levi had been a child, terrorizing him for the energy it needed to survive, but when Levi met him during a war between legendary creatures born of belief and the human race, Levi took the pragmatic approach and offered the creature a peaceful compromise, by bonding as wizard and familiar. Though it could shape-shift to take any form desired, it was limited to having black skin and, optionally, blood-red eyes. Currently, it was in humanoid form, with indistinct edges. Inorath served as liaison between Heart Forge and the other legendary creatures who’d settled on the planet as part of ending the war.

The most recent addition to the council was Naomi Granger, representing the village of Doldrat, the only other known major power with advanced technology living on the planet. She’d taken the council seat vacated by the death of her father, just a few weeks before. She had long blond hair and wore the black and red uniform of the Doldrat military, because she’d also become captain of her father’s ship, Relentless. Though she lacked the pointed ears, her slender frame somewhat resembled that of an elf and Levi idly wondered if she had any elven ancestry.

Levi felt mildly irritated, because the council meeting was an extra one outside the normal, weekly schedule. He would rather have been on his ship, Ghost Dancer, because they were in the middle of adding an experimental new drive system and there were many details to oversee.

Standing in front of the council was a black-bearded dwarf scientist, wearing a white lab coat. It was rather rare for a dwarf to take up a career in science and the poor fellow looked extremely nervous. Levi had never seen a dwarf with such small muscles, either, since most chose jobs involving hard, physical labor or hit the gym on a regular basis. It wasn’t that he was unfit, just less muscular than average, appearing more like a gymnast than a body-builder.

Ovick spoke, “This young dwarf is Betmot. He’s a scientist with what me’s sure will be a long and interesting career ahead of him. Me recently read a proposal from him regarding a new sensor array. Me felt it was something me should raise with the council, so here we are. Speak yer piece, Betmot!”

The nervous scientist started, “Thank ye for the opportunity to speak to the council.”

He continued with a long explanation of the sensor array he’d designed to detecting gravity variations with extreme precision. In theory, if given the resources to build and test, it could do of all sorts of things, such as detecting the wormholes used for both FTL drives and teleporters, potentially even with the ability to track their destinations.

Tracking teleportation very much interested Levi. Heart Forge built and sold teleporters, but no one had ever been able to find a way to track them, which was something that would have been useful to him, just two years before, when an enemy had been snatched away right in the last moments before being killed. At the time, he’d had little recourse and been extremely frustrated.

When the presentation was over and the council voted, they were unanimous.

The meeting then turned to the question of what ship would host the project and Levi quickly volunteered, “Ghost Dancer can host it.”

Betmot shook his head, “No, me’s afraid even Ghost Dancer is too large. What me needs is a shuttle with minimal mass, to properly calibrate the sensor array.”

Levi adjusted his mindset and tried again, “Then Ghost Dancer will host your project and you can use one of her shuttles.”

“That would work.”

Levi requested a vote and it passed without argument.

* * *
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Levi stepped into the shuttle, where Betmot’s small team was hard at work, loading supplies and integrating the new sensors into the shuttle. Ghost Dancer’s best dwarf pilot, Tutec, had volunteered to fly the mission, because there was precious little for him to do while they were parked in orbit. Betmot had also recruited a young dwarf engineer named Kavrak, who’d pointed out several flaws in the design of the sensor array before they manufactured it. To round out the mission, Levi assigned an elf medic, a human junior officer whose primary job was to point out safety concerns and a few other volunteers to look after more mundane jobs, such as cooking meals, because Betmot’s plan involved flying around the system for nearly a month, with occasional relocation, via remote teleportation, to test the gravity sensors on various small and large masses, including several large asteroids and a few planets. Aside from the elf and human, the shuttle crew were all dwarves, because they handled being in a confined environment better than most.

As Levi watched, the last of the supplies were loaded and Betmot stepped over, beaming, “Captain, me’s happy to report we’re ready to disembark.”

Pointing at Kavrak, who was still working to connect the sensor array to the shuttle, Levi asked, “But it doesn’t look like he’s done working.”

Betmot shrugged, “We need to fly to interplanetary space to get started. That will take a bit and he can work on the way.”

Levi smiled and nodded, “Then you’ve permission to begin your mission. Just be careful out there and come back in one piece, okay?”

Betmot smiled back, “Of course, captain.”

Levi said his goodbyes, stepped out of the shuttle and then left the shuttle bay, to allow the room to depressurize. While the air was being pumped out, he headed for the bridge, where he could watch them depart on one of the camera feeds.

As the shuttle got smaller and smaller on the screen, he got a nasty feeling he’d never see then again. He tried to ignore it, but it persisted. He wasn’t sure if the feeling was just a matter of normal anxiety and responsibility or an actual premonition. Aside from being a wizard, Levi had a unique ability to reach across time to experience the memories of his future self, giving him an occasional glimpse of future events, but it was difficult to control and rarely easy to interpret, especially when he wasn’t the one facing danger.

One of the ship’s green-skinned goblin engineers stepped up to him and presented a tablet computer showing the current progress on integrating the new drive system into the ship, causing him to forget his vague feeling of disquiet.

The project was behind schedule and over-budget on supplies, because they kept overloading power conduits during each test. In theory, the new drive was almost as simple as a regular teleporter, but it had been modified to teleport the entire ship, rather than an external object. Inorath had proven the concept in its own ship, War-Maiden, but so far, they’d had endless trouble adapting the design to the power systems of Ghost Dancer.

Levi found himself wishing the ship’s old engineer and one of her prior captains, Scar, was around to help, but he’d retired and was busy building infrastructure for what would surely be a highly-successful shipping company, based on an interstellar network of teleporter stations.
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Chapter 3
Cha’da
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Six years had passed and Cha’da got taller by the day. The goblins of the ship briefly started jokingly calling her The Tallest or just The Tall One, though Captain Vang quickly ended that with a vicious, public beating of the one that started the jokes. As chief of the tribe, he was always quick to squash anything he thought was a threat to his rule, so naturally, he didn’t care for so much attention being drawn to the fact she was taller than him.

As she watched the sea ahead of the ship from the crow’s nest, her usual morning job, she thought about the past six years.

At first, adjusting to living among goblins had been strange and difficult, because their customs were complex, with a rigid caste system that had to be observed, which determined the order in which the crew ate, with the chief of the tribe and Teni, the witch, at the top. Technically, Teni’s magic made her more powerful than the captain, but she allowed him to rule, because she didn’t want to. The two of them ate together, indicating their status was equal. Below them were the captain’s elite bodyguards, including the first officer. As far as Cha’da could tell, she ranked just below them, but above the rest of the tribe, because they feared her power, which steadily grow as Teni taught her the secrets of the magic art. Below her were the men of the tribe, then the women and finally, the children ate last. There was even a complicated system that determined the order of who ate, within each caste. She didn’t understand it, since it didn’t apply to her, but largely looked like a matter of the strongest getting to eat first, based on some kind of pecking order established though aggression and intimidation.

Cha’da had her own room, a privilege normally reserved for the chief’s guards and higher, but as far as she could tell, it was a matter of simple expediency. She’d shared Teni’s quarters until she outgrew her bed. She knew it was a source of frustration to Captain Vang, but her quarters were nearly as large as his, simply because she was so much larger, she required the extra room.

She sighed as she searched the horizon. If she didn’t stop growing, then the captain was likely to try and kill her, something Teni had been warning her about, as though she had any control of her growth rate! Most of the tribe averaged about three feet tall. The elite guard and Teni were about four, while the captain towered over them, at just an inch shy of five. Cha’da was now five feet and three inches, a little taller every time she checked. She’d taken to the habit of hunching, just to show Captain Vang she wasn’t trying to challenge him.

As her mind wandered, she thought about her parents, seeing the contrast of her past versus the present. She couldn’t help but weep, she missed them so much! Life among goblins was hard, for they were a rowdy, dangerous bunch. She missed the softness and comfort of her old life, which was was completely gone.

Noon arrived, but Cha’da didn’t notice, since she was so consumed by her own thoughts and feelings. Behind her, a green hand reached over the edge of the crow’s nest and then a head, wearing dark goggles, cautiously poked above it. Seeing she was lost in thought, the goblin silently rose and perched his feet on the edge, steadying himself on the pole of the wind sock.

Grinning wide enough to reveal a set of sharp, yellow teeth, the goblin stretched out and placed his mouth near her ear, ready to speak, only to find himself suddenly flying through the air, end over end, eventually splashing in the ocean, far below!

Cha’da sighed to herself. With rare exception, the goblins all stank. They never bathed, except when she threw them into the ocean with magic. It was silly the way they kept trying to sneak up on her, as though she couldn’t smell them from ten feet away, without even trying. Down below, many of the crew laughed at her most recent dunking victim, who’d been egged on to try scaring her.

Within a few minutes, another goblin was on the ladder, calling up to her, “Well done! How do you always know they’re coming?”

“Magic.” Cha’da lied.

As she’d been taught by Teni, everything she did was supposed to be magic and everything was a show of strength or she would be killed. It was a tiring, but necessary game. Paranoia was a cloak of protection and inducing terror was power beyond magic. Relax for even an instant and death would come on swift wings.

The goblin, Umak, reached the top and informed her, “Your shift is done and the witch has demanded your presence, for your afternoon lesson. I’m here to take your place.”

Cha’da nodded and climbed down the mast. Looking around the deck, she saw the crew working hard to get a little extra speed out of the sails, since there was a storm growing behind them and it was best to find safe harbor before it hit them. Like all of the day crew, aside from herself, Umak wore goggles to protect his dark-adapted eyes from the glare of the sun. She walked the deck until she reached the stairs heading below, navigating the narrow halls. It was strange that the ship was sized for humans, rather than goblins, but she gathered it was stolen.

When she reached Teni’s quarters, she knocked.

“Enter.” The old crone called out from inside, sounding weaker than ever.

Stepping inside, Cha’da looked on the familiar room she’d spent so much time in. Teni sat on the elderly couch, holding a bloody rag to her mouth. In front of her was the small, folding, wood table she often used for mixing herbs for her potions and teas. Lying in the center of the table, stained pink from recent exposure to blood, was a goblin’s sharp molar, though it had been wiped clean. Beside it was a pair of pliers.

With every day that passed, Teni looked more ancient and gnarled, her wrinkles deeper and the bones of her legs more warped by some kind of degenerative disease. Cha’da had long known she was dying, though Teni’s gnarled appearance had only enhanced her status in the tribe; rumor claimed her magic had grown so powerful it began warping her body, but Cha’da knew Teni was the origin of that story.

Speaking with concern, Cha’da asked, “What have you done?”

Teni pulled the rag away from her mouth, answering, “That’s for later. First, get me my scissors.”

Cha’da rummaged in the drawers of the room, producing and then handing over the requested item. Teni searched though her tangled hair, seeking just the right bone bead, examining the carvings of a few until she found the one she desired, cutting it free with the scissors. Then she repeated the process, freeing another bead. She set them both on the table, facing Cha’da.

The first had the face of a man carved into the side, with a prominent scar on one cheek, while the other bore a woman’s face. Cha’da was surprised the beads bore the faces of her parents!

Teni asked, “Do you know the meaning of my beads?”

Cha’da shook her head, “No.”

“Good. It’s a closely guarded secret, passed from warlock to witch and back again. For a dozen generations, my beads have been passed down, each being carved from the bones or teeth of prior witches, warlocks and chiefs. With them, I can summon their spirits to assist me and lend me their power. I often speak with the spirits.”

Looking at the two beads that resembled her parents, Cha’da asked, “And these two?”

“I made them from the teeth of your parents, in the hopes of someday teaching you this power, since I’ve only ever been able to summon the power of blood relatives, such as members of the tribe.”

Cha’da would have been disgusted, but having lived so long among goblins, eating as they did, very little disgusted her anymore, because they ate almost anything and everything. She was both disturbed and comforted to know her parents had been close by, all along.

Teni instructed, “Take the beads.”

Cha’da obeyed, taking each of the small beads in a hand.

“Do you remember their faces? Can you picture them?” Teni asked.

Starting to tear up, Cha’da answered, “Yes.”

“Picture your father’s face, as you knew him. Focus on the way he behaved. Remember him as he was. Press these thoughts into the bead and pour your heart and soul into it! Make it the conduit for your loss!”

As she stared at the bead bearing her father’s face, tears streamed from her eyes! She desperately wanted to speak with him, to see his face again! She felt the grief of his loss gather in her heart and then, quite suddenly, she felt it shift within her! As she looked on the bead, it glowed for a brief instant and became felt tired from the effort of the spell.

Teni smiled, displaying teeth covered in blood from the recent self-dentistry, “Good. Very good. Now, lay hold of your desire to see your father again and call him forth! Draw him back to you, using the bead to anchor him! Let your desire take form!”

Looking into the carved eyes of the bead, Cha’da called out, in her native tongue, “Dad! Come back to me!”

She poured energy into the spell and there was a sudden, brilliant flash of translucent, blue light that caused Teni to shriek! Like all goblins, she preferred the dark of night to the harsh light of day.

When the light faded, Cha’da looked on the smiling face of her father, who looked back and declared, in her native language, which she hadn’t heard for years, “Look how much you’ve grown, Eden!”

Cha’da cried freely and he reached out to hug her, but his hands passed though her!

Looking down at them, he asked, “What’s going on?”

Still crying, she managed, “You’re dead!”

“What? I don’t understand! Ghosts aren’t real, are they?”

She shrugged, “I think maybe they are, Dad.”

Her concentration waned in the face of intense emotion and the magic she’d used to summon her father failed, causing him to waver and vanish!

“Incredible,” Teni spoke, in shock, “you even made him visible to me! I’ve never been able to do something like that. You use necromancy like it’s second nature!”

“Necromancy?” Cha’da asked.

Teni grunted, “Spirit summoning is necromancy. Any spell that affects the dead is necromancy.” Coming back to the lesson, Teni instructed, “Now, repeat the process for the other bead. Summon your mother!”

Eager to see her mother’s face again, Cha’da did as she was told, finding the process much easier, the second time. When the time came, the flash of light was less intense and her mother stood in the room, facing her.

“Eden! You’ve changed so much! You’re almost a grown woman, now!” Her mother’s ghostly form reached out, just as her father had done, unable to make contact, “Oh, I’m dead, aren’t I?”

Cha’da answered, “I’m afraid so.”

Once again, Cha’da lost her focus as she spoke and her mother faded away.

She cried freely, overcome by emotion. In a way, it was almost torture, seeing her parents again, but on the other



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





d2d_images/scene_break.png





