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      The light was so bright, so disorienting that it took him several seconds to remember something as trivial as his name.

      Gareth St. John Dankworth.

      Earth Force Sky Patrol.

      Accord of Souls Constabulary.

      For several moments he wondered if he was dead. Stories he had heard when he was young had suggested that such a perfect, white light that surrounded you when Heaven called you to your final resting place.

      He wasn’t ready to be dead. There was still at least one man he needed to make sure preceded him, after all. Marc Sarzynski. Maximus. The worst criminal mastermind in the entire, known galaxy.

      The man who had been his best friend for nearly a decade when they were younger.

      But then other voices intruded on Gareth’s consciousness. Ones he recognized.

      Hopefully, they hadn’t died, too. He would rather be lonely in heaven, or hell, than to have all those others, those friends, join him.

      But that was most certainly out of his hands now.

      He looked up as a room seemed to come into being around him.

      Around them.

      White, but he was expecting that. Somehow larger than the sky, and yet it still felt tiny. Compact.

      Overfull with emotions and beings.

      And then Gareth understood who those beings were, the immense ones up on that platform, looking down at him and the other ghosts standing with him on the floor.

      Was it a floor? There was something solid holding him up, but he could see stars through it and the walls, like they were all ghosts, too. And through the other ghosts in here with him. The air smelled like spring, right after that first good rain that makes all the plants wake up and look around. There was even a breeze that seemed to stir the air, so maybe he was onto something.

      Jackeith Grodray. Eveth Baker. Those two were easy to recognize. Their intensity stood out against the others. Cops going to make perhaps the most important arrest of their already-storied careers.

      Talyarkinash Liamssen. Doctor. Geneticist. Nari. Friend. The woman who would not allow the other two to leave her behind as he and the two of them walked into what might be their final battle.

      Others were familiar, scattered through the space and indistinct, like they kept wanting to turn to smoke and never could quite make it.

      Gareth opened his mouth and nothing came out.

      Nothing? How was that possible?

      No. Unacceptable.

      “Who are you?” he managed to whisper.

      The powerful being at the center of the dais above turned to face him, shock somehow registering on the face that appeared almost human. Almost Vanir.

      Almost a god.

      Gareth understood then, who they were.

      All twelve of them had similar faces, similar features, that blend of Vanir and something else, but they looked almost like images projected on the side of a building, so huge they were compared to the folks down here on the ground with Gareth.

      At the same time, they also appeared as tremendous clouds, white with energy and power.

      Those were the Chaa themselves. The most powerful of the ancients. The ones who had shaped the Accord of Souls into a fixed form before transforming themselves into something else and setting out to find the Creator of the Universe, so they could sit at His knee and learn of His Plan.

      “You would speak for the Humans?” the being communicated in a way that Gareth heard with his entire body, and not just his pointy, Vanir ears.

      Speak for the Humans? Could he even do that? Gareth wasn’t human anymore, at least as far as he knew.

      Talyarkinash had transformed him physically into a Vanir, among other things, along with the help of the two Yuudixtl scientists/criminals: Morty and Xiomber.

      Except he wasn’t OF the Accord of Souls. Did not belong to that psionic collective that bound seventeen other species into the peace, the galaxy-spanning republic of worlds that excluded only the Earth from its halls.

      “I am no longer Human,” Gareth forced the words out with his mind, rather than his diaphragm. “But I would speak. For Justice, perhaps.”

      “It is noted, Gareth St. John Dankworth,” the creature (Man? Being? Chaa?) said. “Who else would speak.”

      “If it is to be a judgment, then my words should be known,” another voice spoke up.

      Gareth did not hear it with his ears. Perhaps his soul?

      But he knew that voice.

      Royston Loughty, PhD, WMU, FRS, CBE, CStJ. Doctor of Physics. Warden of the Mathematical Union. Fellow of the Royal Society. Commander, British Empire. Commander, Order of St John.

      More importantly, the Father of Philippa Loughty, the woman Gareth had been on his way to finally propose to when all this craziness began a year ago. Pippa.

      How was Dr. Loughty here? Who else had joined him? Them?

      “But for my arrogance, we would not be here,” Dr. Loughty pronounced. “If a price must be paid, perhaps my soul will be of sufficient weight to offset the innocent.”

      “There are no innocents here,” the Chaa in charge spoke. “Only shades of guilt beginning with troublesome and ending in xenocide. Who would speak for the Accord of Souls?”

      A pause stretched, before another illuminated ghost stepped forward. He glowed white, like the rest, but Gareth got the impression of blueness from the man.

      “In the absence of the Proctor, I suppose that such responsibility falls on my shoulders, Lord,” the person said. “I would have led the Accord into making such a terrible decision, had you not intervened.”

      “The decision yet remains outstanding, Petim Diazal,” the Chaa responded. “The Communion is gathered in Congress to judge.”

      Gareth heard most of the room now, erupting into whispers of awe and fear.

      The Communion? The Twelve most powerful of the Chaa? The ones who had created everything? Here? Now?

      Gathered In Judgment did not sound hopeful.

      “How shall I address you, Lord?” the man known as Petim Diazal asked in a penitent voice.

      “I am Speaker For The Communion,” the Chaa pronounced. “The Twelve are gathered. All of the Ascended Chaa listen in on this deliberation, that they may make their wills known ere Judgment is rendered.”

      Gareth had studied some aspects of Accord history and law, in his quest to earn himself a proper place in the Constabulary, the police forces that protected the Accord.

      A race of powerful mentalists known as The Chaa had found the way to free themselves from physical bodies. With immortality assured, they had set out to find the Creator, but before they left, fifty thousand years ago, they had taken most of the Chaa, those who did not wish to live forever, and transformed them into the Vanir.

      Those Left Behind.

      At the same time, they had chosen sixteen other species from across the galaxy and Uplifted them to sentience and civilization, where most had been barely animals at the time. Nari. Warreth. Yuudixtl. Grace. Quarrie. Elohynn. Borren. Moisa. Th’Tarni. Vratha. Enjev. Arawath. Ramasayia. Traakna. Drahvi. U’Chagi.

      The Accord of Souls.

      The Twelve, according to legend, had stood on the surface of their homeworld, Almar, the Axle of Time, and leapt into eternity. That hallowed soil today held the government buildings of the Accord itself, although Gareth had only ever seen pictures of it.

      Gareth watched as one by one, the twelve beings before him lit up in turn and communicated their sigil to the assembly. It wasn’t a name. Wasn’t just a name. Instead, it somehow conveyed their entire being, their purpose.

      First Immortal.

      Docent, also known as the Great Teacher.

      Seeker for the Knee of God.

      Uplifter.

      Glory in Sunrise.

      Merciless, conveying implacable power as well as great sadness.

      Speaker For The Communion.

      Narrator of History.

      Mountain.

      Astray in Darkness.

      Magistrate.

      Last Traveler.

      Of all of them, Last Traveler seemed to be the friendliest. Gareth caught a hint of true warmth as the being spoke.

      “We are gathered in judgment,” Speaker For The Communion pronounced. “Explanations will be heard. Guilt will be weighed. Worlds will be altered. The Accord must be protected.”

      Gareth felt his breath catch at that last bit.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      It sounded weak, even to his own ears, but he would not, could not remain silent.

      “Who challenges?” Speaker For The Communion’s voice seemed to roar.

      “Gareth Dankworth,” he replied. “If you are truly gods, you Chaa, you could fix everything. Your failures of vision have brought us thus.”

      Inwardly, he gasped at his own audacity.

      Certainly, Gareth expected that he should wash his own mouth out with soap for speaking to a god that way, but he could not stay his own rage at the situation. From the stirrings on the platform, Gareth expected someone to strike him down with lightning now.

      Or at least snap him on the wrist with a ruler, like the sisters had once done when a pupil spoke out of turn.

      Last Traveler brightened, drawing all eyes his(?) direction.

      “The Human speaks truth,” Last Traveler pronounced in a sharp, doom-calling tone. “We chose to exclude his type from the Accord during the organizing vote. That they did not subsequently chose to follow our Great Plan for their civilizing development is not necessarily a crime we should place at their feet. There are others much more culpable whom we should address first.”

      Gareth watched the creatures on the platform make their wishes known with light and sound. It would be easier if they had corporeal form, but each still seemed to manifest as a glowing cloud of gray/white light that was at times painful to even look at, rather than a body, and even the faces came and went as he watched.

      But Gareth knew they had once shared a form similar to his own, even as he would have still looked somewhat like a human if he had a proper form.

      Seven feet, four inches tall. Three hundred and forty pounds in his fighting trim. He could still pass a large human, such as the monsters of the interior, defensive line, even though he had played defensive end in school.

      That much, Vanir were just large humans, externally. The ears were dramatically oversized and came to points, much like the elves that many fantasy artists liked to create. His eyes were larger, relative to the rest of his skull as well, almost like a cartoon character.

      But he was also among the biggest, strongest of the Vanir he had met. Morty and Xiomber had done that on purpose, because they had transformed Marc Sarzynski the exact same way. The same build. Everything. Only the coloration was different, with Marc’s normally darker skin and dark, curly hair preserved, even as Gareth’s blond hair had.

      They had at least started there. Before they moved on at Gareth’s insistence and did something for which these gods in attendance might truly take offense. They had turned him into the Star Dragon so he could better resist the criminal known as Maximus.

      Gareth turned in wonder at everything and spotted his old friend, his nemesis across the room surrounded by others that seemed possessed of the same, dark aura. Gareth tried to move, to attack the man, to finally kill him and make the galaxy a safer place, but he found himself held.

      “No violence will be allowed, Gareth,” Speaker For The Communion announced. “The Communion alone will Judge, and then punishment will be meted out.”

      Gareth felt terrible psychic fingers reach inside his soul and grope around. He had no other way to describe it. If his brains were a bowl of wet olives, someone was rifling through, looking for that perfect one, presumably to stick on the end of their finger, like everyone did when they had olives to munch. It didn’t hurt, but the violation was something he would never forget, even if these people meant no personal animosity.

      Still, it was wrong.

      “But your intent is plainly known, Gareth,” another voice said. “Your instincts will be judged by the outcomes you seek, and not merely the crime of being a human in the Accord of Souls.”

      Gareth turned and the one speaking seemed to be the Chaa known as Astray in Darkness. Gareth did not understand the implications of the sigil, but it did not seem as hostile as some of the others. Mountain, perhaps. Or Merciless.

      Another name seemed to be resting behind Astray in Darkness. Gareth had the impression of a figurehead on a mighty sailing ship. Except Astray in Darkness was beyond even that.

      Bowsprit. The closest bit of the ship to the horizon. That was the being’s soul. He had gone astray in darkness seeking for something he did not understand. That none of them understood.

      Gareth bowed, acknowledging the words and the intent. A human in the Accord was the single greatest crime possible. The only solution was dissolution.

      Gareth could accept that, if it made the Accord safe again. If somehow, humans could be bottled up forever, or at least until they managed to grow up and become responsible, galactic citizens.

      However long that might take. The Chaa had already waited fifty thousand years.

      “There are two others whose crimes must be weighed first,” Uplifter spoke next, the rage in his being palpable. “I did not give you art and civilization to have you cast it all away thus. You will face me.”

      Gareth recognized the forms of Morty and Xiomber. They even seemed to coalesce into their physical bodies as he watched, transforming from ghosts to bodies.

      Both wore blue dungarees and T-shirts somehow not dripped on from lunch. They looked around with something approaching fear, but only for a moment before jaws clenched and eyes got all squinty.

      “The Accord of Souls was designed to provide the greatest benefit for the greatest number of future being, Morty and Xiomber,” Uplifter growled. “I see in your souls nothing but disdain for others and criminal behavior that leaves me appalled. What defense would you offer?”

      Xiomber’s snout opened, but no words came out. Morty, however, was having none of it.

      “Hey, pal, we’ve pled guilty,” the Yuudixtl scientist snapped. “We’re already probably going to spent the rest of our lives in jail, okay? You wanna talk mitigating circumstances, maybe? It ain’t all evil around here.”

      “What could you possibly offer that would offset the crime of bringing the human Marc Sarzynski into Accord Space?” Uplifter sneered savagely.

      Gareth didn’t even know gods were capable of that range of emotion, but then he had never met a god before.

      “The Star Dragon, pal,” Morty’s jaw thrust out. “We went looking for a hero, when it became obvious just how badly we’d screwed up. I’d screwed up. How screwed the rest of you were going to be if we didn’t do something. And don’t give me that crap about us going to the authorities with what I knew, like good, little Accord citizens. Grodray and Baker here can tell you just how badly bent the cops were. Not just here, on most worlds. You people should have come back a thousand years ago, if you wanted to fix things quietly.”

      Gareth felt his blood pool in his stomach with sudden fear. This would be the point where Zeus would have blasted Morty off of Olympus, to fall to his death on the rocks below.

      Instead, silence reigned. Awkward, extended silence.

      Another voice suddenly broke the silence. Narrator of History, if Gareth had memorized them in the correct order.

      “The Yuudixlt speaks truth, if rather bluntly and without charm,” Narrator of History observed in a warm, alto voice that Gareth would have gladly spent all evening listening to. “We yet bear some responsibility, having fixed the structure the current generation of our descendants has inherited.”

      That voice reminded him of the woman who had been his kindergarten teacher, telling naptime stories before laying Gareth and his friends down to rest. Not that she would have even made something like this seem believable. Maybe a radio announcer instead, tucking all the little boys and girls into bed for the evening with a scientifiction tale, before moving on to play some soft, orchestral jazz as a way to get them to sleep without needing a glass of water in twenty minutes.

      “The complexities are so noted,” Speaker For The Communion announced in a voice that somehow seemed less angry, if no less powerful, to Gareth’s weary ear. “All of the Accord of Souls can hear us. Every human alive will be made to understand their place, and their fate. This Court is in session. As Speaker For The Communion, I will preside, but The Communion itself will act as one. Last Traveler, you will present your findings that have brought us thus, for the first time in Five Chitra.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAA

          

        

      

    

    
      He had been the last of The Communion to depart Almar, the Axle of Time itself. Not because of any great emotional attachment to the place itself, but so that others could race ahead and hopefully find the trail of the Creator. First Immortal, Seeker for the Knee of God, and Glory in Sunrise had left first, traversing several of the great wormholes in near space, listening for those echoes that said He had walked this way.

      Last Traveler had remained behind nearly a third of a Chitra, watching over the newly-created thing that Magistrate and Uplifter had created. And perhaps to help the newly sentient species to find their places. The Grace would have eventually found themselves, but he had given them the suggestion to use art in an attempt to resolve their own sensory overload into something that others might understand.

      Similarly, the Moisa were builders. Had always been builders. Perhaps Last Traveler had offered them architecture as a way of expressing their love of organization and strength.

      As the Last Traveler to leave, he still looked upon his various descendants as grandchildren. The kind to be both spoiled and educated, as one did. To fire their dreams as well as their intellect.

      It had brought him back to Almar time and again, just to bask in the glory of what his grandchildren had attained, and continued to explore. The new worlds brought into the Accord. The new art. Music. Even titanic, bronze statuary that was currently all the rage with the Grace.

      To his many witnesses, Last Traveler communicated those visions, those dreams, those memories.

      “And then the first seed of darkness bloomed,” he said, turning his eye on the human Marc Sarzynski.

      Maximus. A killer without hesitation, for whatever bits of remorse yet lived deep in his soul. There was light to be seen there, but even that was cast into service of evil.

      He looked into the souls of several witnesses and brought the story forth.

      In a galaxy that was not supposed to know crime, somehow the powerful beings of The Communion had missed the rise of a new creature called a crime boss.

      Cinnra the Warreth had been such a creature. In a galaxy that was supposed to bind peace within the psionic resonance known as the Accord of Souls, some people had been born broken. Or somehow achieved it.

      Last Traveler understood then that The Communion as an entity had failed. They had not foreseen that one could live only partially within Accord with one’s neighbors. That poverty and want could exist in a galaxy where anything might be within the reach of your dreams. That the Uplifted could still prey upon one another.

      He called forth the glyph of Cinnra the Warreth. Crime boss. Deviant. Dominator. But not a killer. Cinnra had determined that he needed a killer, in order to fortify his hold on a criminal underworld that was yet filled mostly with only-partially-broken souls.

      He had tasked his best scientists with finding such a creature. They had located a human. Marc Sarzynski. And caused him to be brought to the worlds of the Accord of Souls.

      Last Traveler was a compassionate being, filled with love and affection for Those Left Behind, including the ones he was not directly related to. The other sixteen clans.

      He still felt a growl bubble up as a glyph that encompassed the two Yuudixtl criminals. The two had the courtesy to bow before his rage. Mitigation later they might have attempted, but the original sin was still theirs to own.

      “These two bear that mark,” Last Traveler said. “For their own arrogant motives, their own chance at a form of legend, of godhead, they brought Marc Sarzynski forth. This crime is not in dispute.”

      “No, pal, it is not,” the angrier of the two, Morty, somehow managed to glyph back at him, although none but The Communion might hear it.

      “Maximus, in due course, overthrew Cinnra the Warreth, killed him, and took over his gang, slaying many who would not bow to an alien, even one that would now pass as Vanir to the casual glance. One now may witness his crimes.”

      Last Traveler pulled forth many glyphs for evidence, as Maximus was a stain on all of civilization and everyone here needed to appreciate the depths of depravity to which a human might delve. Murder. Torture. Kidnapping. Extortion. Corruption of the Body Public and Politic.

      All these things were shown to the assembled witnesses, The Communion, even those of the Ascended Chaa who chose to watch.

      “And there are others,” he spoke once the glyph had passed.

      Zorge the Nari. Maiair the Warreth. Yooyar the Warreth. Mishalska the Nari. Other faces not present, but that was either because they had been captured and awaited their punishment, or had not accompanied Maximus to Earth.

      Now Last Traveler showed a series of human faces that he extracted from the minds of the criminals. Demian O’Rourke, a human crime boss. Four other men who served the human, as well as a young woman of no great note, other than to want to belong.

      “I could go on,” Last Traveler said. “Without the Accord to bind them into peace, humans are just as dangerous, just as violent as we had expected them to be, seven Chitra ago when the vote was taken to exclude them from our construction.”

      “Members of The Communion, how do you vote?” Speaker For The Communion asked the assembled gods.

      Each submitted a glyph, democracy being the only way to truly organize such a construct, where twelve powerful beings who might live forever did not wish to take permanent responsibility.

      Quickly, the lopsided natures of things became clear.

      “So it has been decided,” Speaker For The Communion announced in a voice that even the ephemeral beings could hear. “The Earth and all of the humans are to be expunged. Thus will the Accord of Souls be protected, while not tasking any of the Ascended Chaa with having to watch over them and prevent their escape into the larger galaxy. Merciless has demanded responsibility for destroying humanity. If none would dispute that, he will now act.”

      “No,” a voice rose out of the midst of the assembled watchers.

      Last Traveler was shocked at the vehemence of the tone, especially coming from a young Grace woman. He could see one of the many humans wanting to rage, but this person surprised him.

      “Speak, Ilak Vorta,” Last Traveler commanded.

      He had been granted the floor to present his case, and had done so, unaware that there might rise a defender. He would hear her testimony.

      She turned to face him and pulled from her head a fine, silk cloth that had been obscuring her sensory tentacles. From the gasps around her, Last Traveler determined that only half of the humans were surprised that a Grace walked among them, disguised.

      “If you act thus, you are no better than they are,” she snarled in a tight, angry voice that almost caused Last Traveler to flounder back a step.

      He looked within the woman briefly, and then within himself and saw the problem.

      She was right.
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