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(The Pen Project Interns of A.S.U.)




"I've never really been a Sci-Fi fan, but 'Daedal Convergence' is a wonderful sequel in the Pariah series. I was pleasantly surprised by how well this author carried the sequel novel to a level that closely mirrored the intensity of its predecessor. Such is not an easy feat to accomplish for any writer. Nicely done!"



"Wonderfully exhilarating! What a great sequel to an already fascinating series. I can't say enough about the author's world-building prowess, nor how cleverly he wove (into the story) the absent account of what occurred between the first novel's ending and the beginning of this one. I am in awe and a bit intimidated by its seamless and segmented inclusion. Book Three, please...AND HURRY!"



"What a gem! What a prize! 'Daedal Convergence' is a true gift to the genre of Sci-Fi fans everywhere. The author masterfully shifts gears and takes the readers to a whole new world, as though it were made to order...and it was! What a ridiculous and extraordinary ride on a roller coaster of splendid storytelling! The author made me wish I were in the heat of every battle more than once. The mechanics of a truly gifted artist."
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Soleris/ Navan






-  PLANET -  DOHNE NAL ◐  °






Atop a lea of emerald green lay a light coat of rime. This gentle icing clung tightly to the myriad blades of greenery sprouting from the ground, like tiny winter gloves. The soft hint of color peeking through its gossamer-white veil revealed the fragile beauty of teal life. The ascension of the morning star began to erase the touch of winter's chill as its flaming eye slowly drifted across the vaulted sky, spreading its warmth over the niveous valley below.

A quate stillness held its sway across the tranquil plateau of this unknown world. Only the crisp morning breeze stirred the verdure scattered across its vast and colorful landscape. Its delicate wind swept the lower dales, filtering through the tree tops and whistling its ancient ballad to the aged stones jutting from the planet's foundation. The piquant scent of morning dew and hoar fog was not a captive upon the wind, but rather a coupling of travelers sharing a single path and purpose, one meant to rouse the world from its slumber with the scent of a morning renewed.

A lone figure, draped in a long cloak, stood quietly upon the shoreline, gazing across the pelagic empire of bluish-green before him. He stood stock-still, lost in thought, as small rows of wavelets slowly marched ashore like a marshaling army, surrounding the heavy boots covering his feet. He lent little thought to the water soaking his leggings and enjoyed the familiar scent of brine blowing in from the ocean, filling his lungs with genuine, humble salt.

The breast of Winter was behind him, the ocean in front, yet neither held any meaningful promise in a world as new to him as the first winds of creation. However, his resolve remained steadfast and confident as he continued to scan the skin of the briny deep, intently listening for any sound that would alert him to nearby dangers. At the moment, the only sounds present were the soft lapping of ripples upon the strand.

The sole essence that managed to assault his senses was a fey impression of something he just couldn't grasp. It felt like an uneasy presence, as though one were being watched. It was not something close but somewhat distant. The coming future, perhaps? How close this may be was unclear. Its presence was tangible, though; an edginess, a feeling of anticipatory concern, slid across his spine, carrying all the characteristics of a premonition of impending doom.

Despite his efforts, Soleris could not quite shake the surreal quiddity. His senses, heightened by the incessant nature of his environment, kept him alert to his precarious surroundings. With each breath, he could still taste the slight tang of smoldering debris from the wrecked escape pod a good distance behind him. The air was a complex blend of salt water, the crisp aroma of snow-tipped grass, and the acrid fumes of burnt lubricant, scorched circuitry, and charred fabric.

As he exhaled, a fine vapor mist escaped his lips, coalescing into a white-gray cloud before his face. He paid little concern as he took one last look out over the massive hydrosphere before turning around and returning to the shelter, which he and his somewhat reluctant companion had now made out of its damaged remains.

Retracing his steps over the frosty surface, Soleris carefully matched his new footfalls with those he'd previously left during his trek out. He did this to err on the side of caution, keeping his location obscure from any would-be trackers. The lightly frosted grass crunched like crisp leaves beneath his boots with each step. He was thankful the landscape was not thick with this icing, as such would draw upon his booted feet, causing them to sink further into its mantle, step by step. And, even though it didn't slow him down at the moment, it still drew upon his energy reserves a bit, which he did not fancy. He needed to conserve as much as possible. There was no telling when one might be in desperate need of such.

As the Daystar reflected off the sparkling plateau, Soleris gazed across its icy veneer and noticed its mass stretched to the border of the woodlands at the other end of the plains. From this vantage point, Soleris saw a thin brume of dark smoke rising just above the forest's canopy. He knew the haze was caused by parts of the craft still smoldering from where it had crashed amongst the dense sylvan. He had yet to successfully douse these, as they were in inaccessible areas within the vessel's frame. He was grateful for the slight breeze that swept through the treetops, which helped disperse the billowing smoke rising through the timberland. He hoped this would help mask the pods' exact location, but he could only be sure once he returned.

Soleris quickened his pace a bit more, as he did not fancy being out in the open like this for any length of time. It left him feeling exposed and somewhat defenseless, and he became quite uncomfortable very quickly, especially when he couldn't take cover during an attack. 'Now, this might be a bit wary,' he thought, 'but a dose of paranoia is a good thing from time to time, as it was more apt to keep one alert, alive, and more attuned to their surroundings.'

During his stroll back, he passed several knee-high shrubs teeming with frost-covered berries glittering under the light of the Daystar. Among their branches, he could see a hint of the dark violet coloring peeking through the light glaze of ice covering their skins. Pausing briefly, he picked several handfuls of the fruit from the shrub, popped a few in his mouth, and then placed the remainder in a large drawstring pouch. He then drew the string taut, brushed the frosty residue from his hands, and continued his trek back to the escape pod.

During his earlier trek to the shorefront, Soleris had collected some of these fruits from several shrubs along one side of the path, stuffing them into a pouch on his side. He picked up those he had missed on the opposite side on his return journey. And, from what he was able to gather thus far, it appeared he had gathered enough to last him and his companion for a few days, as long as they were both careful with their consumption rate. He had also packed both shoulder flasks with the delicate white icing anywhere he could find, even scraping the slushy substance from the tops of boulders and huge leaves he'd passed through the forest.

He was quite sure about the food rations. However, the drink posed an entirely different dilemma. Water tends to go much faster than food, so he knew there'd be a need to gather more during these scouting missions and would need to find materials to store it all in. There was no telling how long they would be stuck on this rock or whatever forsaken place they had inadvertently found themselves marooned upon. It had already been two risings of this planet's Daystar, and he had yet to venture farther than he had now. Although it seemed unnecessary to travel much more as sustenance was relatively plentiful in this region, how long this benefit would last was unknowable.

Soleris lingered in his reverie for a short spell as he crossed the plain of snowy grass until he reached the forest edge. He took one last look over his shoulder, across the frost-tipped heath, to be sure no one was shadowing him. He could see nothing except a single set of tracks, some trim shrubbery scattered atop the sparkling ground, and the distant expanse of the ocean he had visited many times already. Content with solitude, he spun around and moved into the weald of trees, his breath still fogging before him.

The wispy wind traversing the valley outside was absent in the dense wood. It was indeed still and silent like a tomb. The quietness was a strange benefit, enabling him to perceive any lurking threat more easily before it became apparent. This was especially necessary for an unfamiliar area, unlike the open track of land outside the forest. In such an environment, almost every aspect tended to create subtle nuances. Any moving thing would bring attention to itself in such a calm and quiet milieu, no matter how stealthy one wished to be.

He kept a sharp ear out for any movement around him, but the quiet surroundings remained as peaceful as when he had departed the area earlier in the day. Nothing disturbed the perimeter of silence or the chaotic neatness with which nature had scattered the leaves of numerous trees upon the ground. At first glance, it looked disorganized in a strange way, but its panoply, if assumed in an unshaded manner, took on the appearance of artistic genius. In the areas where he could see the dirt trail, the spots not covered with leaves or frost patches, he noticed the slight impression of his earlier passing marring the ground.

This was a boon for him in some ways and a bane in others. The benefit was that he could easily track anyone or anything passing through this area. However, the arduous part was that, since there were no other visible marks, this might indicate the absence of life anywhere in the forest, or at least where they were holed up. This meant that trapping for food might be akin to rolling a stone up a hill, only to watch it roll back down again, entirely useless.

When Soleris finally made his way back to the makeshift camp and over to the mangled hull of the craft, he could see the site hadn't been tampered with, and his companion had yet to exit the pod, most likely still asleep. He was careful to find his previous stepping area to avoid creating a new set around the craft's perimeter. Stepping up to the capsule door, he reached and slid the lever to the left, unlocking the latch and opening the door. He slipped through the portal, visually checked the surrounding area, and, after finding nothing, he pulled the hatch closed securely behind him.

On the pod floor lay the motionless form of a petite girl, snugly wrapped in several small blankets to keep out the frigid cold. The layers of blue streaks throughout her raven-colored hair were visible outside the verge of her coverings. Soleris tried to move quietly to avoid disturbing his companion. Still, he suspected she was not asleep after such a noisy entrance. The girl was too well attuned to her surroundings to be caught off guard in that way. He stepped over the makeshift stool, commandeering the center of the floor, and moved to the girl's side, squatting down next to her. He unstrung the water skins and dropped them beside her, along with the drawstring pouch from his side. He barely caught a brief glimmer of light reflecting from her partially opened eyelid.

"Are you well enough to eat?" he asked, breath barely clouding inside the pod. He didn't expect an answer, as she had not spoken to him since just after the crash, when he had been attending to her. He continued, "There are more berries and water in the pouches, but indulge sparingly, as foraging daily for supplies risks exposure and our safety." Staring over and down at her, silent as she was, he still hadn't puzzled out what he could have done to cause such a resolute silence to beset her.

They had spoken a few times on the transport ship and escape pod, but that was before the crash. However, after being dragged to the front of the wrecked pod and coming to, she had freaked out at having him hunched over her with blood staining his hands and face, a sharp instrument in his hand, her clothing flayed open, and a paw on her skin, which sure didn't help the situation. He knew she was a hot-headed trench runner, but they were trapped together and needed to depend on one another for survival. She could be of some use with her moderate weapon skills, as two were always better than one, but not until she was healthy enough to manage. With that thought in mind, he knew it was time to change her bandages. Despite her reluctance and vocal displeasure, he had dressed her wound twice already. He was not looking forward to the angry looks she would give him.

"Come," he said smoothly, his voice a quiet rumble in such close quarters. "It's time to dress the wound again." He waited for her usual roll-away scoff, but much to his surprise, she exhaled slightly and slipped the blanket down from her shoulders to her waist, rolling onto her back.

Grateful for the lull in hostilities, he reached over and retrieved a large basin from the shelf off to his right, along with a few clean strips of cloth and several thick bandages from the medikit. He then filled the basin with water from a medium-sized container he had placed on a warming tray earlier in his trek outside. Dropping the clean cloths into the heated water, he then sat cross-legged on the floor next to her, snatching a furtive glance at her face before opening her clothing and exposing her wound and bare chest. After carefully removing the saturated bandages, he could see the moderate gash just below her right breast, about six inches in length, transecting the lower part of her sternum. The wound was caked with gore, but he could see through the bloody mess enough to discern that the stria was healing quite nicely, and the stitching he'd done looked unbroken, which was a good sign.

Grabbing a strip of cloth from the basin, steam curling off it and the water's surface, he gently cleaned the wound. As the heated cloth touched her tender skin, she let out a sharp squawk, snatching a few pained breaths in rapid succession. Soleris paid little mind to her squealing as he continued to cleanse the wound around her breast, paying careful attention not to grasp it again, as he did not wish to get punched and kneed in the face a second time for doing so. Thinking about it now made him want to reach up and rub his forehead and cheek.

Once he had thoroughly cleaned the wound of dried matter, he inspected it closely and withdrew a vial and injection rod from the supply kit. He filled the barrel's chamber about an eighth of the way, instructed her to brace for pain, then pushed the rod through her flesh and injected the clear liquid into three different areas around the wound. He was rather grateful they were inside the enclosed pod, as it helped contain the girl's dreadful screech when the needle punctured her sensitive skin. He understood the pain it caused, as it was a rather big-bore rod and the only one in the kit. After a few seconds, he could tell the numbing agent was taking effect as she relaxed and her breathing returned to normal. He took his cue from her slackened posture and quickly inspected the tract around the stitching.

Soleris could see a small amount of blood seepage from several areas around the wound and knew this would need to be staunched. He momentarily reached over and rooted in the kit before pulling out a thin cauterizing device from one of its side slots. He turned on the power cell and hit each area where the plasma was oozing until the flow was checked. He figured she had slightly injured or damaged the site, most likely from carelessly moving around inside the pod when he stepped out. He figured she was probably trying to find a good spot to conk him over the head with something upon his return. Whatever the need for her to carry out such an act eluded him.

The smell of charred flesh was quite strong inside the small enclosure, as there was nowhere for the stench to escape until he could open the hatch to let fresh air circulate. However, he only felt comfortable doing this if going outside was necessary. Too much in-and-out tends to expose one to unknown dangers. He let the thought pass as he swabbed the wound again with a new cloth strip. He inspected it one last time, pulled a small jar from the medikit, and applied a generous salve over the entire area.

Soleris lightly dabbed the skin around the gash with another clean strip, then tossed it into the basin. He then applied fresh bandages to the wound, anchoring them with short binding tabs to secure the dressings to her skin. Once satisfied with his handiwork, he scooped up the filthy rags and basin, rose to his feet, then toted the remnants back to the waste disposal bin and tossed them inside.

Upon returning, he noticed she had already refastened her clothing and was digging into the pouch of berries. A skin of water lay next to her left hip. It almost seemed she was secretly watching him from behind those black and blue strands partially obscuring her forehead, eyes, and half her nose. Her forelocks weren't as long as those in the back, but the eerie effect was ever-present.

He dragged a small stool over to the left side of the hull. He resigned himself to it, dismissing the thought, especially given how her eyes glowed mysteriously behind its cover, resembling smoldering embers trapped within pools of darkness. Once he had shifted himself into a comfortable position, he reached over and grabbed the bag he had placed next to the side panel earlier and set it between his feet, then pulled out one of the wooden stakes he'd been whittling on for several hours the night before (for the trap) and began to work it with a small cutting implement he'd found in the medikit.

'Berries are fine for the time being,' he mulled over, 'but we both need protein soon, as neither of us can sustain life on berries alone.' He mentally shook his head at the thought as he continued to shape the spike while furtively watching the young street rat consume a portion of the fruit and water.

Soleris then let his thoughts turn to Lady Lanshafel's whereabouts. He had not seen her since their separation aboard the Fahsi ship. Seeing her face moments before a section of the ship's ceiling collapsed and cut them off from one another had been a vision of dread and despair. He prayed she had somehow made it onto one of the escape pods and safely departed the ship before it broke apart. 

He remembered bellowing at the top of his voice as the overhead ceiling panels, joists, and conduit materials came crashing down, choking the passage between them...
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He felt fear, despair, and helplessness all at once. Panic ruled the moment around him. He roared again in anguish, scaring the fright out of others around him, almost (it seemed) right back to their quarters, regardless of the ship being on the verge of exploding.

The images of destruction were fresh in his mind. The ceiling, which had collapsed, was shifting and settling as he began tossing aside large pieces of rubble to reach her. Still, there was too much cumbersome material between them, and most of it was heavier than ten men his size. He knew it was a futile endeavor, but one he was forced to engage in, as dying with her was far better than existing as an absent fragment without her. However, the more he cleared away, the heavier the pieces became, taxing his strength and adrenaline-fueled determination, forcing him to push even harder and straining himself to the point of failure.

When he finally collapsed, he was content to lie there on that spot and wait for the inevitable to occur. That was not to be, as a few moments later, he felt two small hands grab him under his arms and begin to tug on him, wresting him from where he fell and dragging him along the deck of the ship.

At first, Soleris hadn't realized it was an escape capsule he'd been shuffled into, but it registered a second later when the pod launched. The entire compartment began to move with extreme speed just as the onboard communication system squawked, "Life capsule jettisoned." 

He knew the life pod would not release from the docking clamps unless the key badge allotted to it were present. The two-digit code, tagged in bright red on the ceiling above him, was the same as the key badge he wore around his neck, the one he'd been given upon boarding. He knew it could not be removed without the custodian's key or the loss of his head. And since he was still functioning, he was pretty sure his head was still attached. He figured the pod had automatically triggered when he was pulled into the cabin's interior moments earlier.

Soleris felt a severe shock wave slam into the vessel shortly after it jettisoned, causing it to spin sideways out of control. A few moments later, once he had his bearings, he heard someone screaming for help. He slid his head to the side and noticed a petite girl trying frantically to regain control of the capsule's stability and trajectory controls. He quickly recognized the same female he'd locked blades with in the railcar back on Rhivian 4, the ill-tempered one Lady Lanshafel had asked him to keep an eye on earlier. Thundering thoughts of 'Kill Her Now!' pulsated through his head as it was her fault they had become separated in the first place, and why Lanshafel was not with him now.

His mind began to race rather quickly, attempting to puzzle out what was occurring, but his thoughts were cut short as the distraught girl looked back and screamed at him to help her. Terror and panic swam across her face like physical combatants, neither willing to give up any ground to the other. Upon seeing her desperate plea for help, whatever surged through his body forced him to scramble into the other control seat and wrench the control rotor back, forward, up, and in myriad directions until he could finally bring the craft under his sway.

Through the forward window of the craft, he could see chunks of burning debris whizzing past like streaking comets, most likely from the ship exploding, which was probably what had struck their vessel moments ago, sending it into a free spin. He looked over at her as he steadied the ship, sitting there rigid like a carved replica of herself, and smiled inside. 'Apparently, she didn't have that much of a death wish after all,' he mused quietly.

As if sensing his exact thoughts, she turned and looked dead into his eyes and said, "To die in any manner other than combat would deem my life unjustly lived." He watched her eyes blink several times, but couldn't gauge her emotional state. She continued, "For I had not trained enough to overcome my enemy, the tricks they employed, nor had I thought out the path I chose to take before selecting it."

The look in her eyes seemed quiet and content, yet simultaneously held a sense of intent and rage. 'Quite the mercurial disposition,' he thought quaintly. 'No wonder she's so rash and feral. However, how did she become familiar with a tenet of the Avatar class, as she clearly never trained as one? Questions for another time,' he thought.

"Some deaths, no matter how they transpire, are woven by means beyond our control. No matter how much we hone and refine our skill sets, mental or otherwise, no one can plan for every circumstance, eventuality, or its relative outcome." Soleris spoke evenly to the youngling, watching her eyes blink quietly as a blank expression crawled across her face. "To choose such a path must be accepted without fear, hesitation, or uncertainty, as the truth of one's heart lies in the sacrifices they choose. The essence of such an offering must be unbound and dauntless, where one is willing to lose it all to truly appreciate the brevity of one's existence. This is the method of the one true path and its resolute destination."

Her eyes blinked at him several more times as though she might be considering his revelation or pausing long enough to weave some vague and diluted response to justify her position or discount his. It was hard to tell with her either way, but much to his surprise, she turned her head to look out the forward window.

"So, surrender is the lesson then?" she interrupted the silence after a moment.

"Yes!" he answered, relieved by the lull in hostilities and her willingness to engage in cordial discourse without anger or subtext.

"At any given moment?" she asked flatly.

"If the moment requires it," he answered confidently.

"So then, requirement is the key?" she asked sheepishly while forming the figurative stones around his keep.

"If the gain outweighs the penalty, then yes!" he replied squarely, feeling a bit cornered by her line of query, an engagement he didn't quite understand the purpose of initiating.

"So, willing to let yourself die back on the ship, what kind of gain were you seeking based on such a measure?" she asked with a modicum of sarcasm to express her point of discrepancy with his pearls of wisdom.

And there it was, the box she was secretly building around his position, fencing him in with his own words. Although she had yet to accomplish what she was attempting, it only appeared that way on the surface. "It's contingent," he answered.

"On what?" she broke out incredulously, eyes staring straight at him, blinking spasmodically.

"If the penalty outweighs the remnants of what's left to gain," he replied calmly, as though it were an accepted point everyone was familiar with. He watched her eyes pivot back and forth between his and some point in the cabin that did not exist, roaming about as if attempting to find or capture some elusive element.

She squinted and opened her eyes again, engaging in this several times before posing her following query. "Wha..." she started to ask, but was cut short as the pod suddenly jerked sideways and deadlocked into a rolling spin - side over side - in a curling vector.

He felt the small craft shudder as the impact tossed it about like a leaf in the wind. His last thought before he slammed into the bulkhead and blacked out was how stupid he was for not engaging the flight harness of the control chair and how he'd now be blessed with joining his lady in the sweet grace of the afterlife. 'It is a fitting end,' he thought mercifully...

...or so it should have been.
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'No such luck,' he thought as his mind shifted back to his current surroundings and continued to carve the small stick in stubborn silence.






∆






Popping another berry into her mouth, Navan chewed it quietly, then took a quick pull from the water skin. The sack's contents were still cold, almost too cold, but what she could imbibe from the pouch was of great relief to her, even if nothing else happened to be at the moment.

'Fabulous! What a marvelous predicament,' she exclaimed while consuming her morning rations. 'This is just grand! I can't believe I'm injured and stuck in this wreck with someone less desirable than mud on one's new twill. Not only that, but it was also in some strange environment I've yet to see. It just doesn't get any better than this!'

Out of her peripheral vision, she kept a keen eye on the big man, Bahan, or whatever his name was, as he worked another spike down to its desired point. It looked as though it were the same one he'd been fashioning for most of the previous day, but she knew better, as she'd seen the other six he'd made previously and placed into the small sack now resting between his feet. When he began to shave those wooden sticks, she wasn't sure what he would use them for. However, as time went on, and by what she was able to puzzle out on her own - the way they were being formed - she assumed they would be used as the teeth for some trap for snaring food or a defense mechanism for their little hideout in case of intruders...if there were any. At that thought, she glanced over to her right and could see that both of her blades were still where she had placed them for easy access in case they were needed.

Navan's mind wandered back to when the big man had left their vessel to search for provisions. She had been eagerly waiting for him to go so that she could practice using her blades. She picked up her weapons and enthusiastically swung them around when he was out of sight. However, the sharp pain that had been nagging her side for days flared up again as she tried to spin and twist the weapons in front of her. The lancing pain was too great to continue, and she reluctantly set them down between her legs and the interior wall of the craft and waited for the discomfort to subside. When it finally did, she made a mental note not to attempt that again anytime soon, as she did not wish to re-aggravate her wound by pushing herself too far or being careless or stubborn. Navan knew there would be time enough to work on them later, if there was one.

However, she made it a point to mark the location of where her companion placed the injection rod and medicament he'd pumped into her. It was worth noting how it numbed her skin, allowing her to move relatively pain-free. It was also in case she needed it when he was not here or when she required a pain reliever to help her relax and sleep a little more comfortably.

Navan continued to watch his hands work with adeptness and dexterity. She had not seen the likes of it since she used to watch Guig tinkering with his contraptions for hours on end. Now and again, she stole furtive glances at his face, neck, and hands. They were covered with myriad cuts, scrapes, and lacerations. And, by the numerous injuries she could see covering his frame, it appeared as though he had been in a quarrel with a tree more significant than himself and lost. 'He does look somewhat like a tree,' she thought dismissively. 'Although, with all the dirt and grime streaking his skin, he looked a lot like a gamin of Rhivian 4.' She remembered the feeling as she came to after the crash, noticing his lacerated face and the blood dripping from his chin, and the sharp implement he had clutched in his fist, one he had most likely used to cut open her shirt. She had literally spun out upon seeing him in such a state of filth and disarray, especially when she felt his grubby mittens pawing her skin where her clothing should have been.

Navan could still see the knot above his right eye and the large bruise on the left side of his forehead where she had struck him with her knee earlier. 'Serves him right. Maybe he'll think twice before grabbing my chest again, as it sure isn't a palm ball...not one for him anyway,' she grumbled silently. 'Well, he's more than capable of tending his wounds, and not something I should concern myself with,' she mused. 'Once I am well enough to travel, parting company with the likes of him will be a priority.'

She continued to sit quietly and finish her wee meal before securing the pouches and setting them aside. Being mindful of her injury, she gently reclined onto her makeshift bed. There wasn't any significant pain at the moment, but she knew that was most likely due to the medicine he had shot into her. However, she knew not to take liberties with her movement, at least not until she no longer needed a sedative to dull the pain.

As she relaxed, Navan noticed that the smell in the enclosed cabin was still rank. She turned over, reached into the small pouch beside her, pulled out a small shrub, and used an igniter rod to ignite its tip, holding it there until it began to smoke. As the small fragment began to smolder, she set it down on a small indented piece of metal she'd found inside the cabin the day before, likely torn loose during the crash. The big man saw the shrub the other day while out foraging and brought it to her, hoping it could not only be used as incense to mask the odor in their dwelling but also help alleviate the fact that neither of them had been able to bathe for some time. She was grateful to have it as her companion, as it stunk like a decaying rodent.

The small herb began to give off a pleasant scent as it smoldered in the dented piece of metal. Its piquant aroma slowly erased the foul stench within the cabin. The fumes from the makeshift burner rose toward the compartment roof like undulating tendrils of hair before dissipating.

Navan then settled back into her makeshift bed, closed her eyes, and tried to drift off, listening to the big man's whittling and wondering what had become of the others. Had they gotten off the ship in time? Are they dead? Well, wherever they happen to be, it isn't much of a concern to her now, but she could hope.






Lanshafel/ Mistrel






A candent sun infused the grand skyline with a brilliance of light, bright and resplendent. It held high in the aether, almost at its zenith, and shed its radiance upon the gravid cotton-like clouds, causing the amorphous masses to glow with a snowy whiteness. The air was calm and dry. However, the faint current of wind that did manage to float about minutely proffered very little relief, if any, to help assuage the inclement heat of the day.

Plant life was sparse among the fluctuating gradient of the desert plains, like spotty patches of irregular hair. And where the flora was present, it appeared fertile and laden with colorful buds. A cluster of green sod collared the base of the shrubs, extending out a short distance before vanishing. A massive cordillera lay far in the distance, cutting jaggedly across the thinly clouded skyline like a set of broken and uneven teeth, yet still appeared to undulate like an enormous tapestry billowing in the breeze.

Mistrel marched in queue behind the person in front of her. She held onto the length of the braided cord connecting them, mindful to keep it slack and not allow it to chafe her arms or jerk her along like a captured, distressed animal. Her wrists had already become sore and raw from the previous day's journey.

She had surrendered to the pain in her shoulders and legs hours ago. The extensive march they had to endure since their capture two days ago had been nothing less than grueling. The incessant ache in her joints was not to be scoffed at either; however, the last time she'd voiced her objection, she was quickly given a reprieve from that pain, only to suffer another, one applied by a heavy cudgel across her back and legs. Reflecting on the moment now, the remnants of that pain were almost as fresh as when it had first been inflicted. She had no desire to elicit such a reaction again, so she remained silent and endured the uncomfortable nature of her predicament.

Glancing down at her hands, she could still see the spattering of dried blood upon them. Her tattered sleeves were stained with the same gore from when she and Aderá had pulled Marcanon from the wrecked pod and attempted to patch him up with makeshift bandages they'd rented from their clothing. She had been unable to wash them clean before being captured by the band of thugs now marching them over the badlands of this planet.

The up-and-down trek across these craggy hills was quite laborious and tiresome, but the awful stench of filthy, unwashed bodies, sweating profusely, felt as if it sapped the very drive from her body. It was quite a nauseous feeling and something she prayed to be free of. However, this may be part of the mental warfare employed by her captors to break down the will of any would-be rabble-rouser entertaining thoughts of escape or insurrection. Either way, she was too weary and malnourished to attempt such action. The little food she did receive from her captors only made her sluggish, as it was barely enough for her to swallow. It no doubt required more energy to convert the scrap into fuel than the minute amount of energy one could glean from eating it to survive.

Hearing a ragged cough from behind her, she stole a furtive glance over her shoulder and caught Aderá's weary-eyed visage just behind her. The look on her face was pained and crestfallen as she continued to hobble along on her injured leg. Mistrel knew the lumineric had been injured in the crash. Luckily, it hadn't been broken but merely twisted and badly bruised at the knee joint, causing her to stagger along a bit retardedly. She could see thin runnels of dried plasma, sweat, and detritus smearing her face. She even looked more the part of a gamine than when she'd first seen her in the railcar back on Rhivian 4. And, if she didn't know any better, Mistrel would have never been able to tell she was not a pariah. 

"How are you faring?" Mistrel whispered over her shoulder, looking for anyone close enough to hear her wearisome question. 

"I'm managing...just barely," Lanshafel replied in a sibilant whisper, coughing a few times because her throat was dry like the hard-packed dirt beneath her feet. "And you?"

"I'm barely able to stay upright and awake," Mistrel said ruefully. "Maybe we'll get another rest soon. They can't possibly expect us to march endlessly without rest." She paused to take a few breaths, then continued, "Have you seen any sign of Marcanon?"

"No. I haven't seen anyone except for those in front of us." Lanshafel answered exhaustively; her voice perked up when she asked, "Do we have any more water?"

"No. We emptied the last of it before we crossed the last ridge," Mistrel replied. Hearing a groan of forlorn disheartenment, she quickly added, "But we should receive some shortly, as I see the lead scout stopping the group ahead. Maybe you can pray it's another rest period for us, Aderá."

"To the Goddess, I pray," she replied weakly. Lanshafel felt there was no need for her to correct the pseudonym, as no one here would know her true identity, nor would they need to. So, she let the soubriquet remain in place and quietly mumbled a short supplication for grace.

A moment later, a boisterous voice ordered the host to halt its forward movement. A few steps later, the group in front of them slowly stopped, and an audible sigh of collective relief swept through the whole group.

When Mistrel stopped, she turned to look at her companion again. She noticed her eyes closed, hands upturned to the sky, whispering almost inaudibly, "Thou art graceful." A feeble tear slipped down her cheek, disappearing in the grime staining her face.

"TO THE DIRT. NOW!" The loud voice gave the short jussive an authoritative tone.

Once the entire train of captives had seated themselves—some fell to the ground—the water cask began its slow journey down the line, starting at the head of the company.

Mistrel watched as each person received two ladles from the cask. She knew they would receive the same two as they sloshed down the line, and then two final ones when they came back the other way. 'Stopping here to rest doesn't feel much liken to rest at all,' Mistrel thought a bit morosely. She could feel a dull throb traveling throughout her body, pulsating with her heartbeat. The ache was solid and deep, feeling more akin to a form of stationary torture. However, it was pretty surreal to feel ambulatory while sitting still.

She gazed about, taking in the surroundings slowly while kneading the soreness in her legs and feet. As Mistrel continued to scan the area, she could see far across the rugged, uneven terrain and felt certain they were most likely heading toward the large mountain shoulder. The Sierra didn't look that close, but this was no more than an optical illusion woven by dimensional measure constructs.

To her, the trek looked to be about a day and a half's journey more before they would arrive, something she was not looking forward to in the least but knew she'd be forced to endure despite whatever objections she might wish to entertain. Looking over at her companion, Mistrel could see the mask of torment painting her face, the wearisome crown laden upon her brow, and wondered what the lumineric might be contemplating. A plan of escape, maybe?

Lanshafel made every effort to mask her misery, as there was no reason for one to complain about such afflictions, especially when no one cared, and there seemed to be a lack of medicament to soothe her discomforts. However, for now, she would have to grit her teeth and bear it, as there was no reason for one to dwell on what they could not affect either way. However, the one thing remaining in her mind was formulating an escape plan, but with no energy to act on it, they could do nothing.

"It's here," Mistrel whispered to her companion, breaking her reverie. She quickly withdrew the piece of cloth Aderá had rent from her attire—supplied the previous day—and stashed their small water pouch beneath it on her lap, ready to use as needed.

Accepting the water cask from the man in front of her, she carefully spooned out a rimful and dumped it in her mouth. She swished it around vigorously, swallowing briskly, then took a second mouthful and handed the cask back to Aderá. Mistrel held onto the second mouthful until she was sure no one was watching, then lifted the small water skin to her lips and let the water in her mouth dribble into the container. She waited until Aderá cleared her throat, then handed the skin back to her so she could add her contribution to it while keeping a watchful eye on their captors.

A moment later, Mistrel felt the familiar touch on her lower back signaling the all-clear, and she could now relax. Well, at least until the water cask returned to them, which wouldn't be for a while. She then let herself recline and stretch out on the ground for however long the respite lasted, gazing wistfully up at the colorful cathedral above.

Lanshafel grimaced as she slipped off her boots. She gently pulled her feet up between her legs and massaged their soles. She could see that her feet were red, as if they'd been dipped in a dye solution, and were fraught with blisters. Touching them now, as lightly as she did, was almost unbearable. She began to rue the thought of pulling her boots back on, foolishly considering going barefoot. The anticipation of either scenario was enough to send shivers down her spine. She was not looking forward to it, let alone rejoining the march.

Hearing footsteps approaching from behind her, she was mindful of keeping the water pouch hidden from sight. To lose this would be too much to bear, as being without water during this trek would be brutal. The little extra they were able to save was a great relief. She consciously kept her head down, focusing on her feet, and waited for the sentry to move beyond her position before relaxing and continuing to rub her raw feet. She glanced furtively around their immediate area, hoping to see something that could aid their escape and provide a hiding place.

As Lanshafel took in the hillside around her, she saw that the terrain was uneven and riddled with small openings that seemed to lead somewhere beneath the surface. They didn't appear to be a natural part of the landscape, but were artificially created to hide in, store materials, or form a vast network of connecting tunnels through which one could move without being observed on the surface. This last thought was a bit promising. Hopefully, it somewhat resembled the catacombs of the Citadel back on Rhivian 4. Now, whether for hiding, burial, or some passageway, it was a locus she needed to figure out how to reach - unseen. This little fact would have to be puzzled out before getting loose from her bonds, which was easier said than done.

Breaking her reverie, she bent forward and quietly asked, "Are you still unable to use your abilities?" as she continued rubbing her feet, eyeing the young girl sidelong.

"Not at the moment," Mistrel replied quietly while staring at the brightly lit sky and those snow-white sky islands passing slowly above them. The man in front of her had called them by this name. They did look a bit like islands in the sky. 'How ironic,' she thought strangely, then answered, "My body is unable to generate the pith I need due to the lack of nutrients, if there are any, in what we receive, not to mention the constant physical exertion of our predicament. It is completely taxing my body to its limits just trying to stay mobile with so little energy to draw upon." Tilting her head sideways to look at the lumineric, she continued, "As I said before, if I am able to acquire more food to pool my strength, then I might be capable of a little something, maybe enough to get us free. However, in my current position, I can do nothing. What about you?"

Lanshafel shook her head in disheartenment and said, "Same as you." She issued a long sigh of dejection while grunting with disgust: 'What I wouldn't give for my Avatar right now, and to be rid of this cursed gantlet around my wrist. I can do nothing to affect our situation until it is removed,' she fumed silently.

Watching her face, Mistrel could see she was suffering great distress at being unable to affect her current dilemma or fight for her freedom. Captivity was not a suit she wore well. She also knew that without sustenance, neither of them would be able to affect their current situation unless one chose to sacrifice their life for the principle of freedom, as captivity is a choice one must either accept for themselves or die.

Lanshafel could hear the water cask coming back their way and knew it would soon be time to move out again. So, with a stoic sigh of resignation and a few whimpers, she hesitantly put on her boots and waited for the cask to arrive. 

Once the container reached her, she ladled out a full scoop, thoroughly rinsed her mouth with it as best she could, and then drank it down. Filling the ladle one last time, she dumped it in her mouth and held its contents until she passed the cask to her companion. She quickly transferred the water from her mouth to her skin when it was clear. She then touched the girl on her back and passed her the pouch. She gently kneaded her feet through her boots and watched as her companion purged her last mouthful before secreting away the skin beneath her clothing.

Once the water cask had passed from the last person at the head of the line, the order was given to stand and march, to which the entire ragged line began to move slowly like a lazy ground caterpillar. Several sentries began swatting people with cudgels to get them to queue up with the rest of the company. 

Mistrel staggered behind the person before her, adjusting the rope slack accordingly. She wondered why all these people were herded toward some unknown destination and what they must have done to warrant captivity. She had tried several times to converse with the man before her, but he had snubbed her with a stern look of disgust and disdain. At the moment, she couldn't fathom what she may have done to cause such a reaction. Although experience had taught her it might be a good idea to keep such queries to herself, most people tend to distrust those who pose such questions they've no business asking.

'Well,' she mused quietly, 'the answer to such quaere should come shortly after reaching our destination, or at least that's how it usually goes.' However, using her observations, she'd been able to gather thus far that their captors were part of a larger assemblage and only out here to transport these captives, prisoners, detainees, serfs, or whatever their designations were to their final destinations.

It was a fey state of affairs to be lumped in with this rag-tag rabble of individuals, but maybe she looked like a dissident or miscreant to be snapped up and pawned off like mere property. She was unsure either way, but whatever was in store for them, she had no doubt, would soon be revealed. However, she had already resigned herself to the possibility and idea of becoming a prisoner or a serf in forced labor. She found comfort in knowing that someone would pay dearly for this most undesirable state of affairs as soon as she gained enough strength to wield her abilities.

Mistrel kept her eyes roaming about as the mob trudged along. She tried to map their surroundings in her head, but the uneven path and almost identical terrain made it impossible to create a mental map of the area. There were no identifiable structures, significant outcroppings, or landmarks to build a cognitive one. 

Lanshafel kept pace with the psinaught in front of her while keeping a watchful eye on her surroundings. The terrain was quite the same in its makeup, save for a few subtle differences that stood out in certain places, such as a small collection of rocks that resembled a barrow of some sort covering a small area among the hillside, the half-eaten carcass of some unidentifiable thing, along with several small puddles of stagnant water filling a series of potholes off to the right of their group. These were small indicators she picked up on, ones that most others might not notice unless they were indigenous to this place, since it all seemed to be a natural part of the planet's geography.

The most significant thing that stood out was that this planet's Daystar had risen from behind her twice so far and, at the moment, was floating directly in front of her, about three fingers above the horizon line. This astrological constant was concrete, a fixture she could count on and use to calculate their movements and relative positions, as it would not fluctuate or alter its celestial orbit due to some unknown variable. So far, it hadn't.

She was unsure how much of this would make a significant difference in the grand scheme of things, for she had no idea how much longer they would be forced-marched across this terrain or what their fate would be at the end. However long it lasted, she would make a concerted effort to find a marker to fix their position relative to where they were heading, thereby demarcating a way back to the wrecked escape pod, the only familiar thing she had any connection to here.

Lanshafel pondered this enigma as she limped along with the train of prisoners, trying to remain as close to the psinaught as physically possible. She would need to use her abilities to aid their escape at some point. Plus, the young girl was the only one here she could confide in or rely on and not worry about her turning quisling at the most inopportune time, possibly causing her demise, which was something she did not fancy in the least.

She had no contingency plan except to wait and see what would reveal itself. Whatever it turns out to be can't be much worse than the torture she is being forced to endure now. Recognizing this for what it was, she let her body shift into preservation mode again, allowing her subconscious to go through the motions out of habit and necessity to comply with what would be required of her for the rest of this long, grueling march.
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2」Doom's Omen
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Omaija
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Standing upon the cliff of Infinity, resting her back against the face of the mountain crag, Omaija gazed sanguinely up at the great expanse of the cosmos as if searching for its hidden secrets while becoming somewhat lost in the grandeur beyond her reach. She mused silently, allowing her senses to take in not only the panorama of the darksome sky but also the night's essence as it softly wended its way around her, ruffling her sarong and halter, gently tracing the curves of her lissome frame like an assiduous lover.

Omaija drew in a deep breath, capturing the airy scent of the eventide breeze. It was quite refreshing, damp with dirt, like that after a heavy rain. A faint smile touched her lips as she could almost taste the subtle hint of the fragrant heather the evening wind teased from its mane. 'A beautiful evening,' she thought silently, 'what more could one ask for to define a moment of life's clarity?'

As Omaija turned her head, she caught sight of the sickle moon, hanging low in the aether, floating in its stellar nursery. Its sharp cut and scythe-like curve were sharp and clear, seemingly etched into the night sky. It hung there, poised like an ancient weapon as if it were waiting for some omnipotent hand to grasp it and harvest the garden of stars from the universe like wheat.

As she continued to stargaze, Omaija wove a rueful entreaty:

'Oh, Seraph of quietus, ye Denizen of the great unknown, I have cast my seed among the garden of the Eternals, but I cannot cast off the bitterness of my beholden existence.

Why do I yearn for thy steely embrace and desire thee to brand my wistful being with thine immortal kiss? What prods me to beseech thee and seek out thy somatic garden? 

As I gaze at your glittering and fertile abode, with its menagerie of celestial bodies illuminating its vast ocean, I can't help but wonder why they look past me as though I were of no substance, ephemeral and evanescent. Is this why I feel so insignificant? Is it because they have endured ten million lifetimes and have seen myriads like me come and go? In comparison to eternity, I am but a flash in time, like stray embers rising from a fire pit, gone in an instant and quickly forgotten.

Am I not destined to be remembered for the sacrifice I make for my people and the legacy I leave behind? Is this not the mark of true immortality? Pray to tell, oh Titan of the Bonedale, was it thee who decided my lot in life and knew that beneath my feet would forever lie a primrose path, which is valorous and decisive?

Suffer no delusions, oh Lord of Necropolis, for I know thy touch. It's sharp and splits to the quick, one that holds fast to the bones. I have often felt thou malignant tongue sliding across my flesh, coaxing me ever forward. And, with every step I take, I feel its invidious stroke carving deep furrows into the delicate soles of my feet as if writing the epic of my brief life upon my skin.'

These thoughts echo in her mind like trenchant laughter, heckling and mocking her from somewhere within, someplace dark and haunting. She loathed crafting such speculative questions and tempestuous themes. These contemplative motifs tend to evoke heretical and seditious ideas, challenging the ancient teachings of her progenitors and the laws governing their society.

Omaija hung her head with weary resignation. She knew the time for such a query had long since passed. She remembered the time before she accepted her lot as Sih Rulan (Bond Youth), when she'd been allowed to raise such concerns without reproach, without any underlying punishment. Oh, what she wouldn't give to backtrack to that point and ask the now-prevalent ones she'd not known to apply back then.

The soft sound of approaching footfalls drew her attention. She knew it was coming from the cavern aperture next to her, as the face of this precipice was all but impossible to scale from below. The base of the mount was ringed with terminal moraine, and its sheer slope was covered with loose soil, making sure-footedness all but impossible.

"Sih Rulan," a male voice called out to her, reverence bountiful in his flinty voice. "Are you out there?"

"Yes, Lenic," Omaija answered softly, knowing her attendant's concern for her whereabouts and well-being was more duty-driven than familial. "I am here."

"The Regent requests your presence at your earliest convenience," Lenic replied formally. "He awaits your arrival in the Nexus Hall."

"Thank you, Lenic," she replied laconically. "I'll be there momentarily." 

"Grace be upon thee, Sih Rulan," the attendant spoke the blessing.

"Upon us all," Omaija whispered, but she was sure he hadn't heard the slight utterance. She waited until Lenic's footfalls had moved beyond her hearing before stepping to the edge of Oriel's outcropping, peering down the declivity.

'One more step,' she thought with insouciance, 'and my life would be at an end. What a baleful concept the thought of one's death. Why does it have to hurt so much to live? Why does such a desire negatively affect so many people? Can I not do what I wish with my own life? ' She scolded herself, 'I cannot disgrace our people nor the position I hold!'

'But then again, why should such a desire for sweet release be an onus of shame anyone should bear? It is a simple wish to return to my primordial essence. No one should suffer the indignity of compulsory reproach for such fancy! Neither hubris nor impetuosity could craft a passion as eloquent as this. However, if I am to believe the history of our humble beginnings and our past, then is it not so that only the skein of providence may permit one to take leave of its salient gift? It is if we are to believe the legend of our Rohvaniq, of how we are bound to ours and unable to alter its course, that we only choose another path that is also predestined. And, if it is indeed set in stone, then what right does anyone else have to judge or interfere in that which only Rohvaniq is entitled to grant? Allowance truly is the key.

However, surrendering in such a manner would not only be an admission of defeat to others but also a demonstration of a lack of discipline, dedication, and determination in someone empowered to lead. Furthermore, if those who enable others to secure a future for themselves and their scions, one cannot so carelessly disregard such faith, and their lives, and cast them aside like useless scraps. No! Such thoughts are not so easy to entertain when it’s no longer one's own life that hangs in the balance, fashioned or broken, based upon the grade of decision one makes. Alas, it's nothing of grave consequence now. The die has been cast. I am but a servant of the Rohvaniq Idol and will be diligent in my duties to keep it alight; may its light forever shine.' She paused for a moment, then continued.

'The strictures of this life and path are quite frustrating,' Omaija thought solemnly as she turned about and moved through and down the cavern opening bored into the mountain itself. Lambent light from glowstones lining the walls filled the length of the tunnel, casting shadows upon the walls on either side of her, causing it to appear as though two figures were flanking her as she moved along the narrow passage. Long ago, Omaija had become accustomed to how light played tricks with her shadows. It has now been twelve cycles since her endue, nineteen in total since her life began; however, now and then, those shadows felt like minions of the harvester, dogging her every step. It was disconcerting at times.

She shook off the fey feeling as she came to the end of the path and entered her plush quarters. Her dwelling was elaborately furnished with only the finest of materials. Nothing in this chamber was ever to be subpar. The Sih Rulan was never to know the desire for anything or to endure the unpleasantness of an uncomfortable setting. Every comfort imaginable was to be afforded those having pledged not only their life to nurture the Rohvaniq Idol but also to the futurity of all its people. Grace was pertinent to those known as half-dead.

Omaija did not like to think of herself as half-dead. Something about it felt uncanny and morose to be considered as another living being. It left her feeling akin to a spirit walker risen from its grave, lifeless and without a compass. Such feelings were much too dour for her taste. However, if she had her druthers, she would want people to see her as one of the blessed.

As she was passing through her quarters, making her way to the hall passage, she glanced over at where the Rohvaniq Idol rested atop a ledge, recessed into the mountain wall, and glowing from the small access port on its side. In any other place but here, it would be imbecilic to leave it out in the open, unattended and unsecured. However, here atop the pinnacle of this impenetrable mount, no place could be safer. There was only one way into this room: via the portal she was about to pass through. Even entertaining the idea that someone could scale the mountain's slope was incredibly naive. As far as she knew, no one had ever done so, and no one ever would.

However, there was no reason to fear such actions from her people, as the Idol's safety was of great concern to them all. Its safekeeping was more important than their own lives, and they would all protect it as though it were fighting to the last. She kept this thought in her mind as she passed through the doorway and the hallway beyond.

The corridor was generously lit by numerous glowstones crowding the passage wall; however, the illumination here was quite different from that of the tunnel path leading to and from the Cliff of Infinity. The radiant lights dotting the cavern cast their brilliance on the myriad crystals jutting from the hollowed-out artery's ramparts. These crystals drew in, absorbed, and reflected a portion of the stone lights, suffusing the passage with an
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