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    For those taking that first of 12 steps.  Keep going.  It's worth it.
And for those who lose loved ones.  You're not alone.

      

    


Forward

Here we are now at book 10.  And the Xglrt have reached even more terrifying proportions than I could’ve imagined.

When I first created them, decades ago, I knew I wanted an alien enemy that had origins completely outside of human experience.  So many other aliens already existed, but I wanted something new.

I just dropped my hand on a keyboard and then erased all the vowels.  That’s how the name came to be.

But then they evolved.  They became feeding machines that left little to nothing behind.  They became broods.

Then they turned nearly invisible.

Now, they are...perfect.

I will admit, I came up with two life-ending creations.  The Xglrt are one because there’s a cosmic dread with them, one that I’m sure you may have picked up on in book 8 but one that’ll be stated quite clearly in a later book.

The other will also come up in a later book.  And honestly, I do believe that the latter one is much more frightening.

But now for something specific with this book, a pet peeve of mine.  There are NO stages of grief.  There’s no set time limit.

I didn’t understand that in the earlier version of PhiraSword, but it’s here now.  Grief is not some set pattern.  It’s random.  It’s messy.  And it lasts.

It’s part of the cover.  Rynna, Thalyra and Wildfire (Yes, that is Wildfire) looking down at what was revealed at the end of 9.

As you read this book, understand this.  I’m not going to play along with what popular culture says about those fictional “stages.” This is what people really face when they lose someone they love.

Thanks so much to Draft2Digital for becoming PhiraSword’s new home.  Soon, home to all the other works I have.

I will be moving all my work there soon.  There are many more platforms other than that first one.

So I still encourage my fellow independent authors to take your power back from certain platforms that treat us like they’re the only ones and treat us like we have to go along with whatever they say.  They’re not the only ones as there are so many others.

But enough about that.  Back to the Arboc Zone...
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The room never became silent.

There was always the hum; circulatory pumps whispering through transparent lines, monitors ticking softly as they watched Thalyra sleep instead of breathe on her own. Lyle had already learned the rhythms. He knew which tones mattered and which ones didn’t. He hated that he knew.

Her arm rested outside the covers, pale against the synth-fabric, four nanopatches adhered along the vein. Four.

One would have cleared alcohol in minutes. He knew that. He’d had it happen the moment Thalyra dragged him aboard.  Slap one on and he had zero hangover, zero sickness, zero headache.  The old ache was long gone, and never would return.

He knew the Arboc Zone didn’t drink alcohol.  He’d thought they had nothing addictive around.  Efficient. Clean.

Four meant that the nanoes were still fighting to repair the damage within her.

His eyes drifted again, unwillingly, to the small evidence tray beside the medbay console. The pills had been sealed and catalogued already, but not before he’d seen the chemical breakdown scroll past the screen. The system had helpfully translated it into an Earth-readable chain.

He hadn’t needed the translation.

His father had been a doctor back on Earth.  Lyle knew many of the drug interactions himself and knew the formula very well.

Not poison. Not alien. Not something dramatic.

Something depressingly familiar.

Something that dulled pain before it erased people.  Something that allowed the one taking it to not care about the pain at all.

He dragged a hand down his face and turned away, because staring at the proof of it, at the idea that this hadn’t been a moment of madness but a calculated relief, hurt worse than the fear.

He briefly thought of Cafffizz, that drink to sip to stay awake for long periods, and of the first time he tried downing one, thinking it was like a regular energy drink.  It wasn’t.

He still had no clear memory of all that Thalyra claimed he had done.

He shook that memory off, not wanting to think about the woman in the bed.  He needed noise.

Anything that wasn’t waiting. The room’s media panel responded instantly to his presence, soft-lighting a feed he hadn’t chosen. A documentary, already mid-stream. Calm voices, measured cadences. The kind of programming meant to feel authoritative simply by refusing urgency.

He almost turned it off. Then the words settled. “...the prophecy we all know of. One that, it must be acknowledged, appears to be unfolding even as we speak.”

Lyle stilled. The screen resolved into archival visuals: deep-space imagery, ancient Arboc stonework, glyphs cut so deeply into matter they’d survived atmospheric erosion and orbital strikes alike. “For centuries, scholars have debated whether its language was metaphorical or literal. Whether the darkness described was moral, existential, or physical.”

The image shifted. Xglrt void-signatures flickered across the display—aberrant gravity wells, light bending the wrong way around their presence.

Lyle felt something cold and familiar settle in his chest. That, he thought. That’s the darkness.

Not an idea. Not a fear. Something that devoured and multiplied and did not care whether you believed in it. The narrator continued, undisturbed by the implication. “Early interpretations placed the Shadow elsewhere. The Chadoin, in particular, were long cited as the living embodiment of the prophesied encroachment.”

The visuals followed obediently: old Arboc footage of Chadoin containment fields, alarms, archival battle scans. Then newer imagery; damaged carriers, empty biomes, the aftermath of something no one could yet fully explain. “However, the dissolution of that shadow—by means still not entirely understood, forces a reevaluation.”

Lyle exhaled slowly. Unknown way was a generous phrase. He’d seen the archives.  He saw how Risti utterly refused to say why the Chadoin suddenly withdrew.

The broadcast shifted tone almost imperceptibly—the way academics did when approaching sacred ground. “Which brings us to the glyph.”

The screen cleared, leaving a single symbol floating in neutral space. The Ancient Arboc glyph for Champion.

Lyle knew it as well as his own name.  He’d seen it enough during his time here. “Traditionally translated as ‘Champion,’ or ‘Chosen Wielder,’ this symbol has anchored much of our cultural expectation surrounding the prophecy.”

The image rotated slightly, layers peeling back as analytical overlays appeared. “Yet comparative analysis of pre-Zone pictographic systems suggests a more complex origin.”

Another glyph appeared beside it.

Then another.

The symbol for two.

The symbol for one.

They were displayed in order, clean and clinical. Then the system began to align them, collapsing layers, adjusting proportions.

The Champion glyph reformed—not as a singular figure, but as an overlap. The strokes matched. The angles resolved. “When overlaid, the structural correlations are difficult to dismiss.”

Lyle felt it then.

Not fear. Recognition.

“Rather than denoting an individual, the glyph may describe a function: duality acting with unified purpose. Two entities. One role.”

Two as one.

Two into one.

He thought of Thalyra.

Not as a mythic pairing. Not a destiny. Just—how it had happened. Loose threads. Bad timing. Trauma colliding with trauma. A choice she’d made in a moment that could have gone differently so easily.

Chance.  Pure dumb luck. He’d always imagined something else. Some buried certainty. A cosmic hand guiding him forward. King Arthur, fingers closing around a hilt because no one else could.

But what if that wasn’t it at all? What if the prophecy wasn’t about a man rising but about two people refusing to fall apart, together?

And if that were true...

His gaze pulled back to the bed. To the stillness. To the machines doing what they could.

What if he wasn’t the Champion at all? What if there never was one?

Thalyra told him there were others, those he’d never met.  But what if it was just that? Just... them.

And now one of them lay silent, four nanopatches deep, while he waited helplessly for chemistry and
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