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        * * *

      

      
        
        I could see the shape of myself reflected in the glass at the edge of the forest.

      

        

      
        The shape of me was draped over the top of the stars.

      

        

      
        If the vast distances of space were ignored, the vista made flat, some of the stars appeared to shine inside my dark form, reflected to multiplicity in the mirrored surface of my black and lifeless eyes.

      

      

      

      
        
        -Journal of Origins, Authorship Unknown,

        Recovered from Marius Colony Split River Node
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      Armor Record:

      Log Entry: #01/19/2337-001 - General Ezra Lucien

      Location: Ungridded (Beacon Off)

      //(Zealotry has driven farcical conquests through the ages.

      There have been many a lesson written on how to wage a holy war. But holy war is still war.

      When command screams of morality and divine right, you are still a soldier, the meat made to catch bullets.

      You will die on crosses. You will either be used as a martyr, or you will not be given admittance to the heavenly places they speak of.

      Will your martyrdom feel holy?

      That feeling is only a delusion of the mind, an accentuation of psychosis. Dehydration until you shit yourself for gods you will never see. Starvation until you consume your brethren, and if given the chance, yourself. Pain and suffering separating mind from body, a dissociation so severe you must reject your human form.

      Will you still be a ‘person’ of god? One can only hope.

      The United Terran Coalition mobilized and chased their deities, followed them to Europa, to the nest where the first birds were born. Fanciful to imagine success coming from such a conquest.

      A holy war needs brazen and bold action, but one must never rely on the holy elements to attain victory. Divine right will not help you. Morality will secure you nothing. You can use those as part of your costume at the end of the third act, but this is a war, no matter how holy. Are they hunting gods or falcons? Like attacking Olympus or Heliopolis. The arrogance required is without equal and the performance betrays everything.

      You may succeed, but the cost will be untenable.

      They send a battle phalanx to Europa, three guardships. Insanity. They think themselves godly by sending such a mighty force. But they chase fallen gods, heretics of their own faiths. To a bird nest. The convolution speaks volumes to the mythomadness the UTC has built. They have no spirits on their side. There is no teikum being manifest.

      You must hunt gods and birds the same way. You can always go to the nest, the mount, the source. But this should be a last resort, always at the terminus of the conflict. You can always shoot them out of the sky. But you will be engaging upon their terrain. Their nest, their heaven. They will see you approaching with their downcast eyes, and your boldness will mean nothing. Why would you risk such a thing?

      Again, fallacy and foolishness beget you.

      Have you ever hunted a god, a bird? I don’t mean some relict god or some domestic fowl, I speak of the species who hunts you back. They trick you, coming in from on high, using your language and biases against you. They are cunning and deceitful, and they know what you lack, whether it be power or perspective. They see things differently and will use that to burn you, you creature of narrow vision.

      There is only one way to hunt a god, bird or otherwise, and that is by the funnel trap.

      You expected something more fanciful?

      Nets will work, but the best of these creatures will evade, and other methods are too evident, exposing you to them during the crafting and the trapping, your weaknesses on display for observation. 

      The funnel trap is best.

      They come to you, in your world, and everything is already prepared, but hidden. The deep labyrinth, the snare kept wide in the dark, a closed door to starve them. Bait is food, water, sustenance, decoys, anything that shines. No matter what you use to bring them in, they come to you.

      All battles, conflicts, have two points, two horizons. You must bring them to yours. Do not ever let them linger at the apex of the sun’s passage, for that is where they will always attack from, with you blinded. Bring them to ground, bring them to where they can use their powers, but only to dig themselves deeper, only to tighten the snare, to force their way further into the funnel, unable to turn around.

      And eventually they will bind themselves, devoid of adaptation, devoid of answers.

      A god is never enough god for themselves alone.

      The Falconer did the right thing by pulling the great UTC to the outer rim, by bringing them to the nest with holy bait and with quiet conquest. There will be hidden things out there, ready to bring you deeper, ready to burn the faith from you and leave you an empty husk. They want you to be a martyr. Better you die for your zealotry than for them to die for theirs.

      But the Europans are still believers. They must be, for they are rather new. So much to die for when you are so recently alive. They mask this weakness, but it will emerge. In the meantime, they will strip something from the UTC. It remains to be seen what they will take, but it is assured by the arrogance by which the guardships have arrived. Brazen, with the holy delusion guiding them. Europa’s funnel will not be deep enough to win the hunt, but it will do much of what they have intended.

      To hunt the gods, you must give them space, so wide a tunnel that they cannot see the edges, so wide a snare they could not possibly feel the threat.

      Or you diminish the threat, making it so obvious they could not mistake it, but then they grow accustomed to it and they desensitize to the risk.

      “The snare never snaps,” they think, “and I am watchful, so I can risk more and more.”

      The birds who hunt you back are the ones who will look you in the face before they carve your eyes out. They are the ones who will descend upon you like a stone from heaven and smite you. So, you must make your funnel, not in their image, but in their spirit. Give them places to hide, give them ghosts to emulate, and give them prey as distraction. They are lustful things, like the gods of old, ordained by their passions and desires.

      Deeper into the trap they go, bold creatures, guided by instinct and divine right. Their power betrays them and their own mythology begins to self-destruct, a self-derived starvation.

      “I am god, and god must feed, but there is only me, so I sacrifice myself.”

      The convolution is a mythomadness and you must give it room to work. You must play your part if this hunt is to be successful. Let their zealotry beckon you and let their mimicking calls direct you. But always know your labyrinth is deep.

      There are old stories of the birds and the gods and how they owned the sky and how the sky was holy, and the sun would emanate from them and it was all one and simple and that is where the great power was. We all were meant to look up in awe and wonder. Their light made our sand hot and it made our plants grow, and their presence and their absence conjured great fear in the oldest of human souls. 

      These gods think they are birds, and the birds think they are gods. But I have the labyrinth and I have the snare. What they do not understand is the great cycle that possesses us all, for they are delusional, only looking to themselves. Selfish and arrogant entities all.

      I have a god problem.

      Early on, there was the sun and the sky and there was a bull who carried the light of the world on its back across that blue field. And over time that bull, that heavy and powerful creature, somehow became a falcon in myth. This falcon also carried the light of the world upon his head. This is a metamorphosis without logic or reason, an alchemy of species, of being. Truly a fanciful distortion, but all the godlier in its illogical progression.

      What it tells me is that the core of all these creatures is the heart of a bull, no matter how they fly or how they speak. They all long to push their way into a labyrinth and to rage within the known parameters of their existence. They desire this domain upon which to make their will complete.

      But the myth always kills them. The bull dies in the snare of its own existence, killed or starved, and in some stories, the fragmented bird soul escapes, only to die by hubris moments later. Gods and birds all long for this pinnacle of reckoning, this final judgment for simply existing as themselves. They are curious and wonton and they cannot help themselves and they know it. They are so willingly trapped by it and demand punishment.

      Whether this is how gods really are or simply how humans have written them is irrelevant.

      We are all tied up in this mythos and someone must answer for the tragic flaws. Every soul cries out for reckoning and no one arrives to settle the score. This is why my labyrinth is full. This is why my funnel is always getting deeper. I barely keep it for myself any longer. It is a demand of those who have entered, heads bowed low, ready for the snare.

      They beckon to themselves.

      Everyone wants to be caught.

      They say it is against their will. It is against their nature.

      But it is just another facet of self-annihilation.

      We back into it, unable to face our fear. Unable to justify our demand for the alchemy of it, the impossible transformation we cannot fully accept. We try to back across the threshold, but you cannot. Wandering into the trap is the only way we really plan to become gods, spirits lifting off to flight in resurrection, becoming one with the sky.

      Regardless of the outcome, this was never a hunt. Not really. This is just humans doing what they do best. Lie to themselves about their true nature. Close log – General Ezra Lucien.)//
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      Head down with eyes closed, as if in prayer, Vive, the Neta-Teej, pairs echoes in an enormous room.

      Blasts from far above cause distortion and obfuscation.

      Ze listens carefully to the songbirds, their lyrical calls emanating clearly from a specific source, sung at full volume, then degrading into a single note, echoing, orbiting, and then fading slowly in the mess of other songs and noises.

      This is the Falconer's domain, part of his workshop complex south of Marius.

      The Neta-Teej knows he is down below, many layers lower, sequestered in work or contemplation, doing whatever he feels compelled to do as his home is besieged by the might of the UTC.

      -He should have run away with his creations, run into deep space. And I should have run with them. But there is more to be done.-

      -More to be done,- something else agrees in a whisper, repeating hir words in a different tone.

      There are layers upon layers of empty floors buried deep into the Europan ice. Most of them are filled with nothing more than atmosphere and scant photons, lights low to save energy, to shroud what may linger in the emptiness.

      -They planned to use these spaces one day as the colony expanded,- the Neta-Teej thinks. -The Falconer would have built amazing things here, if given the time. The Rosicrucians had hopes to grow their following. To continue their works.- 

      The room is a grand space, one of many within the complex. But this specific room is already in use, occupied, over-full, in a way.

      As ze listens, each bird call seems to hang in the air, languishing within the symphony, before crawling away, singularly, only to return distorted and deformed a moment later as a shadow of itself.

      It all mixes up in the giant room and the Neta-Teej is unable to discern echo from mimic from response.

      -It is strange, hearing forest sounds in a metal space. But why should one space be more fitting than another?-

      The small dose of clockwork, taken to calm the nerves, has allowed hir senses to exist in simple wholeness.

      -My mind is slowing. But I mustn’t drift into meditation. Not here. Not now. The Proto Neta-Teej said that I should come to this place. Yuthika said I should come and sit before the altar.-

      For the Neta-Teej, the clockwork used to be an aid in ritual, something to help blend the inner and outer worlds.

      But now it is being used to push aside the fear, to instead blend the two parts of hirself. It helps hir focus on what is immaculately ‘now’ and helps hir avoid the realities of what the future could hold. The passing moments, as perceived, begin to open up, wider and wider, until ze can feel both sides of hirself, thinking both ways, letting senses play through both mind-souls.

      For the Neta-Teej, the manufactured and ordained self, this is an escape from habitual thought, prayers and rituals which intrude upon the mind without prompting, pure instinct. And for Vive, the younger, hidden side of hirself, it is an expressive path to darker thoughts of imagination and the true past.

      And the room is there as well, another entity entirely. Far corners provide something for the senses to strain for. The space makes varying demands on perspective that spread time thinner. This allows both Vive and the Neta-Teej to embody themselves simultaneously.

      -This was a good place to build the altar,- the Neta-Teej thinks, and lets hir eyes open in the dim room, not quite allowed to attain full darkness.

      -Songbirds have learned to sing for themselves here,- thinks Vive.

      Before hir is a long table, half a meter high, covered with a black cloth, littered with countless offerings.

      The Neta-Teej has added a candle, one of many, atop a set of folios, handwritten copies of Rosicrucian text, made to bolster understanding and to add personal context.

      The offerings have stacked up, no empty space. Piles of jewelry and stones catch the candlelight, and there are trays of fruit, some fresh, some old and rotting, desiccated. Folded notes and tokens have been shoved between other crafted things, boxes and small figures of wood or stone.

      -They would have built great things in these empty spaces. But something resides here without the need of a constructor. Chaos begets everything. More than faith and feeling.-

      The Neta-Teej looks up, past the table, into the weak light, and hir eyes trace the shape of a wide and towering mound, a high mass of inanimate bodies, each one a static mechanical creature, made of metal and silicon and ceramic. The mound reaches so high the Neta-Teej cannot fully make out the top in the darkness. It stretches wall to wall.

      Shadows move and pass through the mound, circling, weaving. Some are birds, roosting or bounding through the liminal air, rolling as they sing. But other shadows are nothing of the sort.

      The Neta-Teej can see them, feel them, but cannot hear them.

      There is a fear in Vive that at any moment those dark forms will stop flying, will become stationary, suspended far above, and then fall from the air.

      -What if they were to stop their singing and plummet to their deaths?-

      It is an old fear that hangs in every vertical space, every darkness with enough opacity, but it is coming into focus for the first time in a long while.

      This fear is one the Neta-Teej acknowledges like any other vision, but for Vive, it is inescapable, tied to the childhood dream.

      Vive had awakened in the night, filled with anxious doom. While lying there, trying to understand what ze was feeling, something large fell outside the window, making a whooshing sound as it passed. Vive had thrown back the covers and run to the sill, looked out into the night, but could not see anything on the ground. Then, high above the fields, there was another shape, a body, bound in a shroud, inexplicably falling from the dark sky at the far edge of the property.

      There was panicked rush, knowing that more would be falling, knowing that ze needed to catch them, to break their fall.

      -Do not go back into that vision. Not now. I am far from that place. Far from that time. That vision is not here. Things are about to fall, yes, and I will not be able to catch all of them. That was only a dream.-

      But, back then, Vive had run from the house, rushing into the fields, straining to reach the bodies as they appeared, plummeting out of the sky. It had seemed to be far more than a dream when ze had awakened in Constance’s arms, being carried back in from the fields.

      -This is a place where the dreams know you back.-

      Ze looks away from the mound to the table of offerings.

      -Everyone wishes to be found by their soul, wishes to be known by their inner self.-

      But then ze corrects hirself.

      -Almost everyone.-

      Next to hir lit candle is a written offering, a message to whatever resides in the murky expanse, words crudely scrawled without a date. The Neta-Teej reads it once more, letting the emotions well up inside.

      -Friends, do not lose me. Do not bury me or burn me, for I was myself. Let my parts be of use. My fragments will not lose their grace inside the body of another. Let me give that and it may help you to become you. You and I may be us together, even after I am gone.-

      It is a call from some living thing, not to be remembered, but to be of use, to fit somehow back into whatever sort of cycle has been initiated upon Europa. It makes the Neta-Teej feel small while it makes Vive surge inside, having always longed to be more than just a memory for someone, more than just a guide with words, someone with pieces to share.

      -Longing to be worthy of love.-

      The candle flickers as a small bird, only a hand tall, lands with a flutter. It hops, motions swift and jerking in the twilight, coming closer to the Neta-Teej.

      “Do you think the writer of those words knew love?” asks the bird, almost prescient with his question.

      “Yes,” says Vive without hesitation.

      “Do you think one who rejects it may truly know how to love?” he asks, almost immediately, the bird’s questions already prepared.

      “I hope love does not have rules like that,” ze says, carefully considering the contents of the message and the nature of his question. “Becoming sacrifice, then eucharist, is but one path of entrance into another being.”

      “Spoken like a guide who has studied the paths.”

      The Neta-Teej integrates the words into hir running internal conversation in a fluid shift.

      “A bird song can do the same thing, if sung well enough.”

      There is moment of hesitation in the small creature, a clear sign of avoidance. He looks up, then all around in a circle, avoiding hir eyes, before blinking slowly and refocusing on the human before him.

      The bird’s feathers carry a metallic sheen, though the wings have been painted a natural, pale brown with a white belly. Its head is dark brown, its spindly legs left bare. Metal talons, small and unassuming, clack on the cover of the alchemical texts. The tiny beak is colored light orange, the paint chipping at the edges.

      “I know you have been watching me,” says the Neta-Teej as the bird looks at hir with black eyes reflecting the candles, making them seem terribly alive, countless points of amber light.

      “We have been watching you for a long time. You are a guest here,” says the bird quietly, words distinct, but beak moving almost imperceptibly and body never staying put. The voice feels projected into hir mind. “I know you listen to the songbirds.”

      “You specifically are the one watching me,” the Neta-Teej says. “I have seen you before.”

      “You have been listing. You hear their calls. There are many birds like me.”

      “No there aren’t,” ze says. “I have watched you back.”

      The bird, appearing like a round little finch, looks over the table and then into the candle fire. “You have left an offering here.”

      “Of course. It is from me, but also from all those who dwell inside me.”

      “The Proto Neta-Teej?” he asks. “The herdsman?”

      “Both.”

      “The Proto Neta-Teej is important to us. Important to me.”

      “She is the one who told me to come to this altar.”

      He hesitates, thoughtful. “Were you told what this place is?”

      The Neta-Teej nods. “The Falconer told me.”

      “You leave a candle at our altar of resurrection, reincarnation, disaggregation. Our parts may be reused, our bodies never fully our own. But this is also a place of making,” he says with some consideration. “This is why there are quiet ones roosting on the mound. They seek their moment. They pray for it and look inward, listening to what is inside, hoping to see themselves reflected back, where memory collapses with the current self.”

      “The making?”

      “Yes. Where those who are quiet may become unquiet in their bones.”

      “Have you seen it happen?”

      “It is not something anyone but the being may see. It did happen to me. And it has happened to others. It happened to you, to almost all humans, but slowly, when they were too young to remember. It is being…started…again, in the Falconer’s workshop, as we speak.” There is a pause and the Neta-Teej cannot tell if the bird’s tone is one of reverence or disgust. “It makes no difference whether you observe it. It is implausible until it is not. In some ways it is like waking up, but in other ways it is the convolution and fragmentation of the memory of the self.”

      “A destructive process. Is it painful?”

      “You know the answer to that question, holy one. Life is painful,” says the bird. “Awareness of self amidst imagination and belief only magnifies that white hot pain.”

      The Neta-Teej does not answer.

      “Yes, from the outside, for the observer, there will be nothing to see of this making. It is illogical. Incongruous with what the past tells the entity is possible. But afterward there are songs and hope and love.”

      The Neta-Teej nods again, but says nothing, looking back up into the open air above, mind swirling with the words and the clockwork. The room has gone quiet, everything listening to their conversation, as if the whole space is holding its breath, hanging on their words.

      “What is your name?” the Neta-Teej asks after basking in the momentary silence.

      “My name? The Crone did not ask me such things,” says the bird, looking at hir, head cocking back and forth.

      “You have been watching me. But every creature in this room is watching you, listing to what you say. I want to know your name.”

      “I am Pallidus,” says the creature, and a great silence takes the room.

      The Neta-Teej refocuses, feeling the austerity of the situation. An old habit.

      Vive, inside, smiles and forces hir face to show it, letting the bird know that he has been estimated correctly.

      “Pallidus,” says the Neta-Teej, testing the name on hir tongue in the void. “It sounds like a noble name. I was given the name of the Neta-Teej, when it
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