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    Kulkuz, Angel of the Neanderthals
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    “There’s something profound about humanity’s connection with water, and it goes deeper than water’s fulfillment of our necessities—drinking, bathing, agriculture and the like. 
 
    “Think of it: How many of us live near the water, for no other reason than it’s there? Beachfront property is at a premium, even if the ocean is too cold to swim. We’d all love a lake house, even if we have no intention of fishing it during the summer. So many cities nestle themselves amongst rivers, even though the days of transporting goods upon them have long since disappeared. 
 
    “But we love water. Even those terrified of the cold, unforgiving sea feel comforted by looking upon it from the shore. Those who would never set foot upon a sailboat see the ocean and feel free. Why is that? 
 
    “Well, I have a theory that our connection with water goes beyond drinking, bathing and agriculture. It goes beyond sailing and transport. It goes back to our infancy as a species, when we huddled together as hairless apes, just another animal on the plains competing for survival. 
 
    “I believe we feel liberated today when we look upon the ocean because our early ancestors felt the exact same way. They saw the coastline and felt free—free to travel, free to grow, and free to one day spread out over the entire world.” 
 
    —Dr. Julius Shaw 
The 12th Annual Big Ideas Conference
Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Genesis 
 
      
 
    What Would Now Be Called Eastern Africa
Circa 70,000 BCE 
 
      
 
    The angel found its moment when the two youths entered the cave, were bitten, and then fell into the mud. 
 
    The angel paused to appreciate the beauty of their flawless bodies, with skin no longer hidden beneath their ancestors’ protective fur. Both youths shone black and clean, as if nothing in this world would ever consider harming them. Their symmetrical faces were framed by tufts of hair on top of their head, grown to protect against the sun while they spent days walking upright, curled tightly to allow the wind to flow through and cool them before they overheated. 
 
    The angel knew their insides held wonders as well: adaptive stomachs that weren’t dependent upon a single food source, millions of sweat glands that allowed for perspiration, a body that could live well beyond its reproductive years and a brain that required a disproportionate amount of energy, but would produce marvels that could not be quantified. 
 
    The angel then paused in its awe of these two subjects, because they were dying. They had each been bitten by a snake, and would not live beyond the next few moments if they were left alone. So the angel instructed its cohorts to enter their bodies and denature enough venom to ensure a full recovery. 
 
    Just enough—the angel didn’t want them conscious quite yet. It wanted the two youths to be asleep so that it could enter their dreams. 
 
    The angel split itself into two, and then entered each of their dreams at the same time, and projected the same images, save for a few discrepancies so it would feel like two dreams merged into one. The girl would see a dreamt version of the boy, the boy would see a dreamt version of the girl, and both would see the angel. It would be no different than a shared dream, and they would both receive the same message: the boost that would one day help their kind spread across the entire world. 
 
    “You were told not to go into this cave by the elders,” admonished the angel. It appeared to them in its androgynous human form, but it was larger and blacker than they, and had wings. “You were told there was danger here, and you came anyway.” 
 
    The angel smiled to let the two know that this was neither a scolding nor a threat, and then temporarily augmented their rudimentary vocabulary so that they would understand every word. 
 
    “You heard rumors of a delicacy growing in here, and you ignored your elders’ warnings and came anyway. And here I am, visiting you in a dream while your bodies lie on the floor, fighting for life.” 
 
    The angel pointed at the far wall, and then projected an image of their two seizing bodies. The angel then observed the two youths to see if they understood that they were looking at dreamt images of themselves in the real world. 
 
    Both youths were enamored by their dreamt bodies, and the angel realized this was because neither of them had ever seen their own reflection before. The angel then gave them a temporary understanding of their own respective images, and after this the youths understood their situation as a whole. 
 
    Neither would remember any of this upon waking, save for the vague but powerful feeling of instinct that the angel would give them, but while the angel was speaking with them, it hoped to err on the side of clarity. 
 
    “The elders cautioned you against entering this cave for good reason,” it said. “It has a certain breed of fruit hanging from vines within that you found irresistible, but it also harbors a particularly venomous breed of snake. That snake bit you after you ate, and you both collapsed to the ground.” 
 
    The two humans looked down in shame. 
 
    “Please, I’m not here to scold you,” said the angel. “In fact, I hope to do quite the opposite. The venom you found here afforded us the ability to visit you within your comatose state. Our kind can’t quite visit you directly on this earthly plane, but we can visit you in dreams, and my fellow angels are currently visiting other parts of your body, doing everything they can to ensure the venom flowing through your bloodstream is counteracted.” 
 
    Comatose state, our kind, earthly plane, venom. 
 
    The angel realized the humans didn’t understand these concepts, but it didn’t feel that was required to convey its underlying message. So the angel granted them the ability to accept the words at face value, and then moved on. 
 
    “The elders might see your recalcitrance as disobedience,” said the angel. “But I disagree. You acted on your volition and took what you desired. This was a choice, perhaps humanity’s first choice, but regardless, this drive will serve your kind well in the upcoming generations as you explore the world.” 
 
    The angel gave them the temporary perception that they were different from the animals that surrounded them, and also gave them an understanding of generations, even years. The angel saw that they counted logarithmically, so it allowed them to think in base 10. 
 
    The angel then granted them the understanding that there were about 150 people in their community, and at one time the total global population of humanity had dropped to 2,000 in total. 
 
    “And your kind is still perilously close to extinction,” said the angel. “You may have an extraordinarily sophisticated set of rules that enables you to find sustenance around you, but you are at the whim of nature. A drought, another era of cold, or a particularly virulent disease—any of these might knock you out, render you as just another set of bones under the earth, fossils with no hope of future value because there will be no humans to one day dig them up and ascribe meaning to them.” 
 
    The angel then looked each one in the eye, in their respective half of the shared dream. 
 
    “But there will be no more instances of your kind dropping to 2,000, let alone disappearing altogether,” said the angel. “In fact, one day your descendants will look back on your world and marvel that they came from a group as small as 150.” 
 
    The angel didn’t want to muddle its ultimate message with a thorough explanation of their descendants looking back, so it just granted them the ability to accept these concepts, and continued. 
 
    “I am here to give you a gift that will help you leave this small area with which you are familiar.” 
 
    The two humans didn’t understand this. Traveling beyond what they knew wasn’t something that was done. Visiting the cave was forbidden, but roaming far away just for its own sake—one didn’t even think about doing this. 
 
    “As resourceful as humans can be, and as remarkable as your bodies and minds are, your life still balances on the tip of a finger,” said the angel, choosing to explain its point rather than giving them a temporary understanding. “You’ve surveyed your surroundings and have an extensive methodology that allows you and your people to survive if they stay in one place. But travel a few days away, and the environment changes. The landmarks aren’t the same, and you might not find a single stream from which to drink. The game begins to evade your tried-and-true methods of hunting, and the grains from the earth no longer sustain your omnivorous stomachs. Some plants might even poison you. Add a storm, or any other piece of inclement weather, and your numbers might drop quickly, and then go to zero. As it stands right now, humanity is correct to fear the unknown that comes with travel.” 
 
    The angel then gave them visions of the ocean, and allowed them a moment to take in its uniqueness, its beauty, its ferocity. It then showed them the beach and the lands that led up to the shoreline. 
 
    “This coast is no less unforgiving than your current environment,” said the angel. “But if some of your people make it there, and adjust to its rhythms, you will find something incredible indeed.” 
 
    The angel gave them visions of several different and distinct beaches, some on opposite sides of the world. 
 
    “You will find that shoreline environments are quite similar to one another,” said the angel. “And though you two might not ever find the water, and some coastlines will take humanity millennia to reach, you will have the yearning for the ocean within you, and that’s all that matters. 
 
    “This yearning will ensure that your kind reach the water, and then adjust to its climes. And after this, they’ll find that travel from there is much less perilous than travel is now, because they’ll have two directions where the environment doesn’t change. Walk with the rising sun on your right, and you’ll find a survivable environment day after day. Walk with the setting sun on your right, and you’ll find the same.” 
 
    The angel observed them to see if they understood its point. It wasn’t sure that they fully grasped this, let alone understood the full power that migration would give humanity, but the angel could see they had an instinct for water now growing within them, and that was good enough. 
 
    “This isn’t to say that humanity will be forever bound to the shore—far from it,” said the angel. “The coastal environment will give you the territory necessary to grow your population, and generations later some will dare journey inland again, and many of those will find success. You will spread across the earth and then adjust to its varied environments, and its varied environments will in turn change you.” 
 
    The angel showed them many different humans, some with brown skin instead of black, some with long, flowing hair, and with a variety of body shapes and forms. The angel then showed them people with pale skin, but stopped itself shortly thereafter. 
 
    The angel then shook its head, because it didn’t want to discuss this—to bring her up. But the angel also knew that none of its angelic cohorts wanted to even acknowledge her in the first place, and perhaps therein lay the problem. 
 
    “This isn’t your direct concern, because it’s far in the future,” said the angel. “But there is a slight difficulty of which we are aware.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The angel slowed time down in this dream to give itself time to think. It knew that its comrades, and even a few demons, wouldn’t agree with it sharing this information with these two humans. But the angel knew that danger lay ahead, and that humanity needed to prepare for it. They needed courage, perhaps even a boldness born of arrogance. These two youths wouldn’t remember these words when they awoke, but they would keep their subconscious bravery, a sense of exceptionalism that would enable their ancestors to one day survive the snowy lands, and beyond. 
 
    “You and your community’s direct descendants are those who will one day take the earth,” said the angel. “But in the past, there were others who broke off from your line and made their own way.” 
 
    The angel considered showing them images of these offshoots, but decided against it. 
 
    “Some ended up half your size, some ended up as giants. Some looked quite similar to the way you are now. But they weren’t the ones who would lead this world to its true destiny, the destiny this world deserves. So their lines eventually ended, or will soon do so, and will leave nothing but mineraled bones for humanity to one day dig up, and to understand.” 
 
    The angel shook its head in both disgust and concern. 
 
    “But there is one who took another group under its—I’m sorry, her—wing. This angel has eschewed the genderless way of our kind and has taken female form. Her name is Kulkuz.” 
 
    The angel saw the two youths mouth the words to themselves—kool-KOOZ. It unnerved the angel to see them aware of her existence, even momentarily so. 
 
    “Kulkuz has taken an offshoot of humanity under her guidance,” said the angel. “These beings have cold-adapted, stocky bodies, and some of them have red hair.” 
 
    The angel thought about showing the two in front of it an image of Kulkuz’s children, but worried that it might make itself angry, or even sick if it did so. 
 
    “The other angels raised their children as best they could, but when it was revealed that their wards were not meant to be, they accepted it and moved on. But Kulkuz is stubborn, and now her children, though they are not meant to be, currently dominate the cold lands. When your descendants travel there, there will be a time that the two lines, ours and hers, will coexist in proximity.” 
 
    The angel saw worry in the youths’ faces. It was somewhat misplaced because these two would never meet Kulkuz’s children. But still, the concept of strangers was a long way away from being anything but a hostile notion. In this time, anyone you didn’t know was nothing short of a lethal threat. 
 
    Though you’ll be right to see Kulkuz’s children as a threat, thought the angel, after they’re gone, you’ll overcome your fear of strangers in a way that will reform the world. 
 
    The angel knew that humanity had a unique ability—imagination—that would help them overcome this inborn mistrust. The demons cynically considered this imagination as lies, but the angel knew it was more than that. The human mind would empower them to partake in mutually shared illusions, and this would give humanity an enormous collective power. 
 
    They will come together for myth and religion, for paper money, and for patriotic fervor, thought the angel. All fictions of course—perhaps even lies in some instances—but humans who don’t know each other will come together by the thousands, and then millions, and then more. 
 
    Humans would build empires on the backs of shared nationalistic and religious identities. They would construct untold innovations under the protection of written patents and contracts. 
 
    The angel also knew that Kulkuz’s children had no such imagination. They didn’t even trade, let alone join in mass cooperation, and so far they had accomplished next to nothing during their reign over the snowy lands. They had a few forest enclaves here, a totem to their angelic mother there, and nothing else. Humans needed only to spread across the world in sufficient numbers, and their gifts would take care of the rest. They would drive their red-haired cousins to extinction without even knowing it. 
 
    But what if their bloodlines get mixed? thought the angel. The demons assured us this wouldn’t happen. They claimed to have given humanity the gift of intolerance, and though I find genocide loathsome, what if they fail to do this? What if they meet Kulkuz’s children and— 
 
    The angel realized that it couldn’t worry about such things now. It had only to concern itself with the two youths, and their soon-to-be unremembered dream. 
 
    “You will long for the water, and once you have found it, you will long to see more of it,” said the angel. “My kind will be there to support you—every angel except for Kulkuz, of course. You will also have the demons on your side, and though they can’t quite be trusted, and their methods are often ghastly, they know your lineage’s potential, and will act to see it through. They are the ones who placed the snake in this cave, so that you would be able to speak with me at this moment.” 
 
    The angel realized it needed one more statement, one not about the dangers of Kulkuz or the demons’ vulgar ways, but about the two youths, their people and their enormous potential. It paused, then split itself slightly between the conjoined dreams so that it could look at each one directly. 
 
    “You will awaken shortly, and in turn wake your people to a new era,” said the angel. “You will bring the entire world into a new era. From this point forward, you are no longer just another animal in the wild, eating, breeding and then dying to leave nothing behind but the occasional unexamined fossil. 
 
    “Wake from this dream with the subconscious knowledge that you are exceptionally unique, more so than anything that has come before in this world. This world belongs to you, and you—belong to it. You have a responsibility to give this world meaning, and you will do this by surviving, by growing, by bringing things into being that would not occur by themselves.” 
 
    The angel allowed its eyes to glow brilliant colors—every color except for red. 
 
    “So go to the water,” said the angel. “That is all you must do at this point: go to the water. Take your first step, and once you do this, the world’s rightful destiny will have already begun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “The afterlife doesn’t exist because it can’t, and I can prove it with a simple analogy: Consider how you are normally, and then think of yourself after a few beers. Notice how your mood changes, and you act a bit differently? That’s because the alcohol changes the chemistry of your brain ever so slightly, nothing else. 
 
    “Now consider yourself on a harder drug, perhaps LSD. The drug alters your brain chemistry just a little more, and it completely alters your entire being for a few hours. 
 
    “Amp up the change in brain chemistry just a bit more and you become schizophrenic; tone it down and you get Alzheimer’s, and your ‘self’ vanishes. Both ways render you a completely different person, often permanently so. 
 
    “So I ask you this: If slight changes in brain chemistry can radically alter who you are, what happens when that brain chemistry shuts down? How can your being survive a complete and permanent shutdown in brain chemistry? How can it survive death? 
 
    “The answer is that it can’t. Changing your brain chemistry changes your ‘self,’ and death’s elimination of all brain chemistry eliminates the self. 
 
    “This world is all we got, folks, so enjoy it, because after our brains shut down, there’s nothing else.” 
 
    —Kenneth Hitch 
The Deus Debate, Hitch v. Frost
Cape Town, South Africa 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The White Light Treatment 
 
      
 
    UT Health Science Center, San Antonio
Modern Day 
 
      
 
    “And that’s when I saw it,” said the woman in the projected video, subtitled in English but speaking Spanish. “It was really bright. The light almost blinded me, but in a good way. I flew towards it, and saw my family. They were all there, just as I remembered them. I wanted to join them, so I flew to where they were, and they started to smile. It was so … warm … and Jesus was there too.” 
 
    The woman started to tear up. Julius didn’t like that, because it made her look unsophisticated, the kind of person who would probably believe in these kinds of things anyway. To this small audience, she was just another uneducated woman trying to make sense of her trauma in the only way she was able. 
 
    But all the subjects are like this, thought Julius. They all mention Jesus, and every single one cries. Out of all the interviews we got, this was the only woman who at least didn’t sound like she was part of a cult. 
 
    The woman in the video swallowed her tears and then stared ahead, smiling slightly. 
 
    “But then my mother told me that it wasn’t my time,” said the woman. “I looked at Jesus, and He nodded. I felt that I wasn’t ready to join them, not yet, and I felt myself being pulled away. I fell backwards, backwards, and then I was back in the operating room, still hovering near the ceiling. I saw myself once again, and saw all the doctors around me, as clear as I see you now. I flew back into my body, and then heard the sound that machine makes when your heart beats—I don’t know its name, but it goes beep, beep, beep, you know?” 
 
    The woman’s face became stern. 
 
    “And then I woke up, and my family was around me,” she continued. “Not the family I saw up there, but the family I have now: my two daughters and three of my sons. They were all by my bed, and I was alive.” 
 
    Julius Shaw turned off the video and then looked at his audience in the dimly lit room. Unfortunately, the three investors who had bothered to show up didn’t seem impressed. The older man was frowning, the slightly younger man was smirking, and the woman was texting on her phone. 
 
    They haven’t bought this yet, but that’s not the end, thought Julius. Bring this thing away from this crying woman, and back to brain chemistry. Bring it back to saving lives, and above all else, money. You had them come here because you need their money, so be really clear how you can provide a return on their investment. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Five minutes into the second part of his presentation, Julius got to the point. 
 
    “It happens here, and nowhere else,” said Julius, pointing to a projection of a brain’s cross-section. “Right at the end of trauma, be it from blunt force, blood loss or even surgery, the brain emits a burst of impulses, and the patient begins to hallucinate, often quite vividly.” 
 
    Julius then clicked the projector to a photo of the woman who had just spoken, and then again to show photos of twenty other people who had a similar experience. He clicked once more and showed a hundred photos of different people, then looked back at his audience and tried to make himself appear extraordinarily sane. 
 
    “I don’t believe what any of these people saw was anything more than a hallucination,” said Julius. “But I do believe that these hallucinations were real to them, and that these illusions saved their lives.” 
 
    Julius took a look around the room, and the investors were paying a bit more attention, but not much. The older man was still frowning, and though the other man had lost his smirk, he didn’t quite seem sold. The texting woman was now looking at Julius, but she still seemed bored. 
 
    Get to the point, thought Julius, and then get to the money. 
 
    “The brain activity behind the hallucination serves to jolt the body back from the brink of death,” said Julius. “Think of your body as a car with a dead battery, and the hallucinations are your mind jump-starting its own engine.” 
 
    The frowning man began to nod. Julius knew that this man was a long way from being sold, but he understood. 
 
    He’s a patent lawyer, and the other two have PhDs, thought Julius. They all understand me. 
 
    “But this phenomenon, this white light hallucination, is extremely rare,” Julius continued. “Not so with my treatment, where I can induce it in a patient. Be it during dangerous surgery, after trauma from a gunshot or anything else, my treatment can induce this, and give the victim one more shot at survival.” 
 
    Julius clicked his remote again, and there was an array of molecules displayed plainly and three-dimensionally: amino acids, peptides, dopamine, serotonin and other neurotransmitters. 
 
    “Chemistry,” he said. “That’s all it is. Bringing the right chemical balance at the right time. My treatment will find this balance, and will induce it at the right time.” 
 
    Julius went on to the next slide, and showed an artist’s rendering of a setup that consisted of a hospital gurney, an IV drip, a pair of defibrillators and an oversized syringe ready to inject a cloudy white liquid. 
 
    “And this process is scalable of course,” said Julius. “After we perfect the process, we’ll bring it to a few test hospitals.” 
 
    Julius clicked to the next slide, which was ten sets of the artist’s rendering, shrunken down so they fit on the screen. 
 
    “My calculations have us saving a thousand lives in the first year,” said Julius. He clicked another slide, and there were now a hundred sets of the picture, shrunken down even further. 
 
    “A hundred thousand lives saved in the first decade of treatment,” said Julius. “And that’s from my most conservative calculations. Regardless, after our initial success, this completely natural process will become commonplace in hospitals around the world, becoming standard on par with the Heimlich maneuver and CPR.” 
 
    Julius had the investors’ full attention now. Bring it home. They didn’t come here to save the world. 
 
    “Unlike the Heimlich maneuver or CPR, this relies on a unique biochemical treatment. One for which you’ll own a sizeable portion of the patent,” said Julius, trying not to bristle at the thought of patenting this, which sickened him. “Each time your procedure goes into action, you’re going to get paid.” 
 
    Two of the three were now rapt, but the frowning man shook his head. 
 
    “Dr. Shaw,” he said. “Has this been tested?” 
 
    Julius had anticipated this question, and was prepared to deflect. 
 
    “That’s precisely why I’ve brought you here today,” said Julius. “Right now I have the treatment, but it requires testing. With your help, we can begin a series of trials and—” 
 
    “So it hasn’t been tested,” said the man. 
 
    Julius thought about lying, but it wasn’t his style, and these people were too smart anyway. Despite their appearance of disinterest, they probably already had a sizeable file on him, and would read it all thoroughly before even thinking about investing. He wouldn’t be able to put anything past them. 
 
    “I’ve tested,” said Julius. 
 
    “Describe these tests.” 
 
    “I’ve tested on rats,” said Julius. 
 
    “On rats.” 
 
    Julius knew there was nothing untoward about testing on rats, but the frowning man let his words hang in the air as if Julius had done something wrong. 
 
    “So this process that abets a complete psychotic break has been tested on rats,” said the frowning man. “Rats, and I’m assuming nothing else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Nothing else,” said the frowning man. “So what were the results? Did the rats see this white light?” 
 
    Julius cautioned himself against becoming defensive. He knew that some of these investors were fierce advocates for their company’s financial success, often to a sociopathic degree. He also knew that some made their mind up early, and just wanted to see the presenter flail a bit before they said no. 
 
    Julius took a deep breath, and willed himself to believe that this frowning man was part of the first group. 
 
    “It’s obviously impossible to tell what the rats saw, but they survived,” said Julius. 
 
    The frowning man thought about these words for a moment, and the room was completely silent. 
 
    “They all survived,” he said. “And they’re all now in good health?” 
 
    Julius took another deep breath. 
 
    “Some haven’t yet awoken from their sleeps,” said Julius. “But they’re in good health otherwise.” 
 
    “Their sleeps?” 
 
    Tell the truth, he thought. You can elucidate on profits later, but for now, tell the truth. 
 
    “Their comas,” said Julius. “But the rats are in good health otherwise.” 
 
    “So they’re in good health, other than being in a persistent coma.” 
 
    The younger man was emboldened by his frowning colleague’s petulance, and donned his smirk again before speaking. 
 
    “And of this subset of rats that are not still in a coma,” he said, “did you study how they behaved afterwards?” 
 
    “Not formally, but they appear to have made a full recovery.” 
 
    “You haven’t done a formal study on the behavior of these rats afterwards?” 
 
    No, I haven’t done a formal study on them, because right now I’m without a staff, without a real lab, and am operating out of my own pocket. Studying the rats’ behavior is the last thing I have time for. 
 
    “No, I haven’t yet done this,” said Julius, swallowing his bitterness, “but I would love to make this happen, if we had the resources. We can put this in our charter if need be.” 
 
    The three investors nodded, but they were less engaged now. The older man had deepened his scowl, the younger man was leaning back, and the woman was glancing at her phone to see if any more texts had come in. Julius knew he was about to lose them forever, so he turned off the projector and then drew the curtains to let the light flood into the room. It was cloudy and he couldn’t see the Tower of the Americas in the distant skyline, but he imagined how much he’d like to be there at the moment, sipping Jameson whiskey over ice in their rotating restaurant, alone with his thoughts, and far away from these three people. 
 
    Julius turned around to face his audience again. 
 
    “This procedure is going to save lives, countless lives,” said Julius. “Lives that will be productive. When all is said and done there, will be nations of people who will owe their existence to the decision that you have made in this room today.” 
 
    Julius paused for a moment, and looked each one of the investors in the eye. 
 
    “Think back to when you were in college, when you believed you could change the world,” he said. “We all thought we could do that at one time, and then we got just a little older, and settled for just impacting the world in some meaningful way.” 
 
    Julius shook his head. 
 
    “And then we got a little older, the bills started coming in, and we gave up even on that,” he said. “And we diverted our dreams into making money, and after we realized how hard that was, we settled for a job that paid the bills. And then our lives became about surviving to the next day, about not getting fired. And that’s where you are all now. Not how can I change the world? Not how can I make money? But how can I avoid uncertainty?” 
 
    Julius turned the projector back on and changed the slide to the single artist’s rendering of the setup. 
 
    “This project has its challenges like any other,” he said. “But its payoff will be greater than that of everything else in your portfolios combined.” 
 
    Julius clicked through the slides to the hundred sets of the artist’s rendering. 
 
    “This is going to make you more money than you’ve ever made in your life,” he said. “And it’s going to do more than just impact the world in some meaningful way. This procedure will tear a hole in the very fabric of death. If you back this, your decisions will help transform the entire human experience.” 
 
    The young man smirked at this, and Julius gave a smirk to match. 
 
    “Either that, or leave this room and try to eke out a profit somewhere else,” said Julius, “with some drug that takes years to develop, solves half a problem while bringing in a host of contraindications, and will ultimately do close to nothing and be remembered by no one.” 
 
    And with that, Julius turned the projector off. His presentation was over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Hitch v. Frost 
 
      
 
    Julius didn’t think they were going to go for it, and three weeks later this was confirmed. They said no. 
 
    After the rejection was unequivocal, he drove south on Highway 281, downbeat but not completely dejected. He’d expected the investors to behave like this, because the seven previous venture capitalists had all acted the same way. Julius had perfected his sales pitch as far as he could take it, and he knew the product was as ground-breaking as he claimed. He also knew that they understood this, and that they listened to him when he talked about the enormous potential for profit. 
 
    But these people weren’t fools, and they understood the prospect contained an enormous risk as well. Julius shied away from this in his pitch, of course, but the risk was there. 
 
    He knew the white light treatment had incredible potential, but it acted on the brain, and that was risky. What would happen if a patient didn’t get cured by the rush of molecular activity, and instead collapsed further into a vegetative state? What would happen if the treatment was successful, but the patient remained delusional afterwards? What would happen if the patient was cured completely, but had a terrifying experience while unconscious? 
 
    They’d sue. They’d sue the hospitals, and they’d sue us, thought Julius. You can’t require a man with a gunshot wound to the chest to sign a liability waiver before you treat him. 
 
    Julius talked a big game in the pitch about changing the world, but knew that a venture capitalist’s first job is to keep their job, and the prospect of enormous risk was an anathema to them. He didn’t blame any of the investors personally, and wasn’t the type to fantasize about finding success elsewhere just to prove them wrong. 
 
    Jonas Salk wouldn’t be vindictive about this, he thought. Salk didn’t care for patents or profits in the first place. He only cared about results. And Barry Marshall— 
 
    Julius didn’t harbor any enmity, but it didn’t negate the fact that he might be right. He could be as right as Copernicus was when he’d said the earth was revolving around the sun, and as right as Galileo was for proving it. He could be as right as Barry Marshall was when he drank a Petri dish filled with bacteria. Julius didn’t know quite what the results of his procedure would be, but he knew there was a truth underneath it, one just as real as anything Copernicus, Galileo or Marshall found. There was a profound truth here that deserved to be uncovered. He had no doubt that he was right about that. 
 
    Julius saw Trinity University up ahead and swallowed his self-righteous sentiments, at least temporarily. He wasn’t coming to this place to talk about his unfunded procedure, or any unseen truth. He was coming here to see his brother, Malachai, debate, and he knew his brother would need his support. 
 
    He needs a friendly voice cheering him on, because the crowd might turn against him, he thought, remembering what he’d seen so far on the Internet. And if that happens, the whole world is likely to follow. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The Reverend Malachai Frost Shaw, known through the Internet as the affable but perpetually outmatched Malachai Frost, sat on stage with perfect posture, his hands folded neatly onto his lap and his soft eyes staring patiently at his opponent. Despite his beard and avuncular posture, Malachai was still strikingly handsome, with a thick head of hair and a waistline that hadn’t grown with him into his forties. Still, Julius felt the crowd had turned away from Malachai sometime after his long-time opponent’s first rebuttal, which had elicited a mixture of applause and laughter that only grew from there. 
 
    Kenneth Hitch stood at the podium like a wet stump, overweight and disheveled, with a furrowed brow and a neck too round to ever be called jowls. He wore a stained sport coat and appeared somewhat intoxicated, but that only served to accentuate his charm. Hitch was in complete control of the debate, with a suite of acerbic comebacks for every notion that Malachai put forth, and though he often went off on a tangential rant, he inevitably ended his thoughts with a particularly devastating line that brought laughter and applause from the crowd. 
 
    “And I take exception to the moniker you’ve given me,” said Kenneth Hitch to the moderator, but quickly turning his attention to Malachai and then to the crowd, “for I’m not an atheist. I am an antitheist. This is not to say I’m one to burn churches, mosques, synagogues and so on—I’ll leave that to the religious zealots, who are probably doing something like that as we speak. Yes, as I sit here and debate you, Malachai, some true believer is desecrating some house of worship somewhere, and probably has plans to execute a few infants to drive the point home afterwards. 
 
    “My antitheistic belief doesn’t condone the violence of true believers; in fact it abhors it, and is unwavering in its tenet that everyone should have the right to practice whatever mythology they choose. I just know that religion is a lie. I can find proof of this everywhere I look, and I will actively and deliberately demonstrate my evidence every chance I get.” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch pointed to a table that had a variety of holy books on it. 
 
    “Scripture is filled with lies, and as evidence, I give you Exodus 35:2,” he said. “For six days, work is to be done, but the seventh day shall be your holy day, a day of Sabbath rest to the LORD. Whoever does any work on it is to be put to death.” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch looked at Malachai, and then pointed to the camera crew in the darkness. 
 
    “It’s the Sabbath today, Malachai,” he said in a calm half-whisper. “If you believe in the Bible, kill them.” 
 
    Malachai, like he so often did during these debates, refrained from responding. 
 
    “If you can’t follow this straightforward dictum written by the LORD himself,” asked Hitch, “why should you follow any other commandment found in this book? Why should any of us give these holy texts any weight whatsoever?” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch shook his head. 
 
    “The answer is that we shouldn’t believe these myths, and neither should you,” he said. “Just as if you were born a few millennia ago, you’d have been prescient to refrain from slaughtering a goat for Zeus. We all know that’s wrong now, you included, Malachai, because among other things, the evidence against Zeus’s existence is so overwhelming that you have no recourse but to accept that Zeus and every member of the ancient Greek pantheon aren’t real. 
 
    “But we’re in the present, and I see the same overwhelming evidence against one God as I see against Zeus and his 370 or so fellow deities,” said Hitch. “My kind has convinced you to stop believing in those 370 supernatural beings, and now we’ve got one more to go.” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch smiled. 
 
    “Despite our differences in beliefs, or perhaps because of it, you’re my friend, Malachai,” he said. “Now, if some religious zealot—or true believer as I like to call them—were to ever stab you in some holy fervor, I might force my beliefs upon you. I’d command you to avoid mystics, faith healers and prayer requests. In fact, I’d personally ensure you got to a hospital, where the doctors would perform procedures grounded in evidence, and they would apply antibiotics, which are grounded in an understanding of evolution.” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch looked at the audience. 
 
    “But fortunately, my friend’s current biological state isn’t in need of evidence-based healing,” he said. “But until then, I am going to be as forceful as I can in my antitheism. I am going to throw evidence at you, and keep throwing it at you. And unlike one of the world’s true believers, I will not kill you if you disagree with me. In fact, I’ll tell you that I welcome you to try to convince me of your beliefs, and I’ll even tell you how to convince me. Show me evidence, real evidence of your God’s existence, and I’ll take a look at it with an open mind. If the evidence holds up, I’ll even admit you’re right.” 
 
    Kenneth Hitch pointed to his friend. 
 
    “There you have it, Malachai,” he said. “Provide a shred of real evidence behind your beliefs—a single shred. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    There was applause, a few cries of approval, and then silence as Kenneth Hitch yielded the floor. Malachai stood up, quoted each of Kenneth Hitch’s points, and then brought his own rebuttal to them, one by one. He spoke of the divine lessons of compassion, the importance of interfaith understanding, and the true meaning of belief. 
 
    None of his arguments resonated with any real impact. 
 
    This isn’t a debate, thought Julius. It’s a talk between a grown man and a child who still believes in ghost stories. 
 
    Julius checked his phone to see if this had already made an impact online, and it had. One viewer from the live stream had already interspersed Hitch’s put-downs with footage of a boxer slowly being knocked out, and another had posted a meme with a screenshot of Malachai Frost looking sad, with a tagline that read: THAT FACE WHEN GOD SMITES YOU WITH BASIC LOGIC AND REASON. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Later that evening, Julius took Malachai out for drinks at LaFarr’s, a bar overlooking the Riverwalk. Most of the bars nowadays were going out to Loop 1604, but Julius liked this place. It catered more to tourists than it had in his youth, but it was still his bar, and he’d gained an appreciation for such things as he grew older. He knew the bartender-owner, who always knew he liked Jameson over ice. LaFarr even knew that Julius’s brother liked milk, and on the rare occasion he went there, LaFarr served Malachai Frost a pint without judgment. 
 
    “You’re getting destroyed, Malachai,” said Julius. “It’s becoming a farce.” 
 
    Malachai looked downcast, and Julius knew he had to soften his tone, but didn’t want to let up. He’s the type of guy who drinks milk in a bar, and that’s endearing in its own way, but Ken Hitch and the Internet routinely eat these types alive. I can’t keep him from doing what he’s doing, but perhaps I can push him in the right direction. 
 
    “Listen,” said Julius. “I respect your friend Mr. Hitch. I’ve read all his books, and quite frankly I agree with him on most every point. But he’s a prick.” 
 
    “That he is,” said Malachai with a laugh. “He’d agree with you on that too.” 
 
    “I’m not just talking about him being a prick in his beliefs,” said Julius. “He’s a bully. Ken Hitch jumps on most anyone with that quick tongue of his, and he’s going to keep at you until you fight back.” 
 
    “Fighting back is not my style.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s why he’s a prick,” said Julius. “A man of his clout could have picked anyone to debate with, and there are a hundred dogma-spouting evangelists who would have loved to go toe to toe with him, just for the publicity. But he’s spending these so-called friendly debates with you, a mild-mannered theologian who’ll willingly put forth a bible quote for him to eviscerate, but won’t be able to match his volume.” 
 
    “This is an intellectual debate between intellectuals,” said Malachai. “I disagree with Ken on many things, but I respect his right to his own beliefs. My own belief is that I’m a fisherman for human souls, bringing them upwards so they may see light regardless of their faith. I’m not here to convert, but I want people to think about what it means to believe. I don’t go for zingers, for memes, for shares, or for things of that nature. I speak what I feel to be the truth, and hope to enlighten others. That’s it.” 
 
    Julius took a sip of his Jameson, and smiled. 
 
    “What you just said right now?” said Julius. “You need to talk like that during the debates.” 
 
    “Talk like what?” 
 
    “Like that,” said Julius. “Fisherman for human souls regardless of their faith, not here to convert, just wanting people to think about what it means to believe. Notice how you spoke from the heart and, more importantly, picked the battlefield from which you levied your argument? You grounded it, if not in reason, then in a solid emotional base that shows you as the good guy, and any who would argue with this as the opposite.” 
 
    “That was not my intent.” 
 
    “It should be,” said Julius. “Because right now you’re putting forth your arguments from Ken’s battlefield, which is an argument that religion is a silly, antiquated mythology that should be collectively abandoned, the sooner the better.” 
 
    “All right,” said Malachai, not yet sold but listening respectfully to his brother as always. “Where should I start?” 
 
    “You can start by staying away from scripture,” said Julius. “Those pages are not meant to be debated. There are even discrepancies within the books themselves, and if you stake your argument on its words in front of a young, college-educated audience, and the entire Internet for that matter, Hitch is going to rip you apart, time and time again.” 
 
    Malachai took a sip of milk, and then nodded in understanding. 
 
    “All right, then what should I argue about?” 
 
    “Whatever you want, as long as you phrase it in a manner that doesn’t leave yourself exposed,” said Julius. “Whatever’s thrown at you, don’t answer the question per se, but rather answer with what you want to say. Think of yourself like a politician on camera, defending something impossible. The reporter asks them ‘Twenty years ago you voted for a bill requiring everyone to punch a kitten. Do you regret that vote, yes or no?’ You’d respond by saying something like ‘My opponents seem to be focused on the small events of twenty years ago, when I’m working day and night to solve the big problems today.’” 
 
    Malachai took another sip of his milk. 
 
    “I could say something like, ‘Scripture doesn’t purport to be a compendium of facts. What it reveals are truths.’” 
 
    Julius took the last of his whiskey and signaled to LaFarr that he wanted another. 
 
    “That’s a good start. Find a way to say that without admitting the first part, that scripture doesn’t claim to hold facts. Quite a few of your brethren believe this, and Hitch will pounce all over that.” 
 
    Malachai thought some more. 
 
    “I could make a point that science gives incredible and irreplaceable gifts to this world,” said Malachai. “But there are some questions that science just can’t answer, and spirituality is here to answer them in its stead, or at least give guidance.” 
 
    Julius smiled at this. 
 
    “I disagree with the second half of the statement,” he said. “But it’s hard to argue with the first, and that might be good enough for now. There are some parts of this universe that science might not be able to answer, that’s for sure.” 
 
    LaFarr came over with another Jameson, and another milk. He left the drinks on the table, and Malachai changed his expression. 
 
    “You have something else on your mind besides just keeping me from embarrassing myself in the next debate,” said Malachai. 
 
    “Yes,” said Julius. “Yes I do. Now drink your milk.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    It took another Jameson and a basket of nachos for Julius to get to his point. Malachai left his milk largely untouched before responding. 
 
    “You know my thoughts on the white light treatment,” said Malachai. “And you want to perform it upon yourself?” 
 
    Julius nodded that he did, and Malachai took a deep breath. 
 
    “At the back of my thoughts, I always knew the day was coming,” said Malachai. “And your mind is made up?” 
 
    Julius nodded that it was. 
 
    “Then it’s made up,” said Malachai. “But you cannot ask my approval on this, for more reasons than I can mention here.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for your approval,” said Julius. “I’m asking you to be there when I do it.” 
 
    “Is there a difference?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Julius. “I’m doing it regardless of your consent, and I’m asking you to be there.” 
 
    Malachai took a moment to think about what Julius was saying, and as he so often did with Julius, took a mental step back to ask the question from a bigger perspective. 
 
    “Tell me again why this treatment is so important to you,” asked Malachai. 
 
    “Because it can save countless lives. Its potential is limitless, we’re talking—” 
 
    “I’m not one of your investors, Julius. Why is it important to you?” 
 
    Julius drank half of his Jameson. He’d never revealed this to anyone, perhaps not even fully to himself. 
 
    “Because I haven’t done anything in this life, at least not yet,” he said. “I was always the star pupil, you know, and that momentum took me quite a ways. But that only gets you so far in the real world. I’ve somehow become a poor man’s Kenneth Hitch.” 
 
    “A poor man’s—?” 
 
    “I’ve had a few talks that went viral in some small degree, but I haven’t done anything,” said Julius. “I don’t want to be an acerbic thought leader. I want to do things.” 
 
    Julius swallowed back his emotions, which was tough because they were augmented by the whiskey. Malachai, patient as ever, sat quietly so that his brother could complete his thought. 
 
    “I grew up idolizing Jonas Salk,” said Julius. “Not so much because he found the polio vaccine, because if he hadn’t found it, another scientist would have. It’s what he did afterwards that mattered to me. He didn’t patent his vaccine. There’s some debate by historians about his real motives for this, but in my mind he forfeited all that money because it was right. And the results were what they were: polio was eradicated, and not a single child had to live in an iron lung because Salk wanted to live in a mansion. That is what he did, and that is what I envisioned myself doing. I’d dedicate my life to finding some important truth, and bringing it to light for no other reason than it was right.” 
 
    Julius took another sip from his whiskey, and Malachai continued to sit patiently while he did so. 
 
    “As you know, I haven’t found that truth yet,” he said. “I’ve found a few negative results that I couldn’t publish, and chased quite a bit of funding that wasn’t there, and here I am.” 
 
    Julius smiled ever so slightly. 
 
    “But I’m not bitter, mind you,” he said. “Because I’ve got one more left in the tank, and it’s a big one. The only problem is the financing, that’s it.” 
 
    Julius pushed the Jameson forward, reached into his pocket and pulled out an antacid. 
 
    “I wanted to be Jonas Salk in my youth, but lately I’ve been thinking about Barry Marshall,” he said, putting the antacid in his mouth. “Maybe these investors drove me to him.” 
 
    Malachai continued to listen patiently. Julius figured Malachai must know who Marshall was, but was allowing Julius to speak further. 
 
    I’m saying what I know to someone who already knows it, thought Julius. But I must continue. When you’re trying to convince your own brother to potentially watch you kill yourself, such things are often necessary. 
 
     “Dr. Marshall wanted to solve one problem: ulcers,” said Julius. “He believed they were caused by bacteria, not the then-thought culprits of spicy food, stress and so on. He was ridiculed by his colleagues, and couldn’t quite prove it in the lab, so he ingested a Petri dish filled with bacteria cultured from a patient, and became incredibly sick himself. He recovered, published his findings, and decades of scientific thought was overturned.” 
 
    Malachai took a drink of his milk. 
 
    “This is more dangerous than getting an ulcer, Julius. You’re pushing your mind towards the very precipice of death.” 
 
    Julius took one more antacid and washed it down with whiskey. 
 
    “I know the risks,” said Julius. “And I don’t know quite what the reward will be, other than the fact that it will be big. Bigger than Barry Marshall, bigger than Jonas Salk.” 
 
    Julius looked his brother in the eye. 
 
    “You said that there are some questions that science just can’t answer,” said Julius. “That may be true, but I’m going to try to answer one of those questions, perhaps the biggest one of them all, and I want you to be there with me when I do it.” 
 
    Malachai sat in thought for a moment. 
 
    “Why is my presence so important to you?” 
 
    “Because you’re important to me,” said Julius. “And—” 
 
    Julius took another sip of his whiskey. 
 
    “And life hasn’t dealt me the companionship that a man is supposed to have developed at my age,” he said. “And aside from this one final goal, you’re all that I have.” 
 
    Malachai took in the words with understanding, and Julius could see that the argument resonated with him. 
 
    I’m not the only one who knows solitude, thought Julius. He might have his work and his stage-friend Kenneth Hitch, but at the end of the day Malachai goes to bed alone. 
 
    “You’re all that I have, but you’re more than enough,” said Julius, hoping to lighten the sentiment. “And I’m fully confident that this is going to go well. I want you to be there when I prove the entire world wrong. I may even make the bridge between science and faith, between my people and yours.” 
 
    Malachai didn’t respond, but Julius knew he had him. Malachai always came through for his brother, even when Julius presented him with extraordinarily difficult circumstances. 
 
    But I’ve never asked him to do anything like this before. It’s up to me to survive the white light treatment, so I don’t leave the Reverend Malachai Frost all alone. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Three weeks later, Julius sat in the back of his lab next to Malachai. Malachai led Julius in a prayer, which with any other person Julius would have refused. Malachai found a way to speak universal words, about how proud he was of Julius, of how his brother had tried to do big, great things his entire life, for no other reward than knowing that he helped move humanity forward. Malachai asked for guidance and protection on Julius’s upcoming journey, and Julius found comfort in hearing him ask for this. Julius knew he’d need protection, if from nowhere else than from his own hallucinating mind. 
 
    Julius showed Malachai the documents and video he’d prepared in case something went wrong. He assured Malachai that nothing would go wrong, but just in case he had recorded and signed a message stating exactly what he was doing, that he was doing it of sound mind, and if an accident should occur, that Malachai is in no way responsible for anything. 
 
    He had also prepared a will leaving the majority of his assets to Malachai, and the rest to various charities. 
 
    Julius then took off his shirt, lay down, and began strapping his legs into the machine. 
 
    “I’ve automated everything,” said Julius. “It’s going to inject me with several substances, and at one precise moment it’s going to defibrillate me, so don’t be afraid when my body seizes up.” 
 
    Julius secured his legs, and then motioned Malachai to help strap in one arm, but kept the other arm free. He made sure he could touch the wireless keyboard and mouse that he kept on a rolling table, and tapped the space bar to bring up the screen. 
 
    He entered the directions himself, and then began the process. It was a little awkward with only one hand, but he knew this was the only way. He was confident nothing would go wrong, but something could, and he couldn’t have his brother be the one who pressed the button to make that happen. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Shortly thereafter, Julius felt the needle enter his arm, and it hurt. It wasn’t the skilled hand of a nurse, it was the cold movements of a machine, and Julius grimaced at the injection. Malachai showed immediate concern, but Julius gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
    “I’m simply enabling a natural process, Malachai,” said Julius, already feeling a little woozy. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Malachai still wasn’t convinced, but he was in control of himself, and that was good enough for Julius. Julius focused on the task at hand, which primarily consisted of not panicking. He sat back and let the tranquilizing agent flow through him. It led to an unnatural sense of calm, one so deep he knew that he would only be awake for a few moments longer. 
 
    The last thing he saw before he lost consciousness was the other equipment moving itself into place, including the defibrillators, which were to shoot 1,000 volts into Julius’s heart at the precise moment it stopped beating. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The White Mass 
 
      
 
    There was darkness, and then quiet, and then … 
 
    Boom. 
 
    It wasn’t the sound of a body brought back to life, or the surge of power discharging through his heart, or the hundreds of trillions of synapses in his brain crackling with continued life. It was a muffled blast in the darkness, a detonation from another world, one so far away that he could only hear its echo. 
 
    He was there in the darkness as well, floating aimlessly and filled with a contentedness that he’d never thought possible. It wasn’t euphoric, or even joyous, but rather the soft relaxation one feels right before they fall back to sleep. It was the dull but complete satisfaction of knowing that you needn’t move to find peace. 
 
    Or rather it was that feeling taken to the next order of magnitude, and beyond. He might not have elected to stay here if given the option, but he might not leave either. It wasn’t heaven, but he would have remained like this for eternity if he had been allowed. 
 
    But then he saw a light—just a pinprick in the distance. He didn’t quite understand its purpose, but it was there. He squinted his eyes, but his eyelids weren’t responding. He tried again, and then realized that he had no eyelids to speak of, nor did he have arms or legs, or a body. He wasn’t disturbed by any of this—he couldn’t even conceive of what it felt like to be disturbed in the first place. 
 
    He then realized that he could see in all directions at once, and everything was in focus. There was nothing to see but the single pinprick of light, and he couldn’t exactly see it, either, because he didn’t have eyes. His self didn’t quite exist, but he was still absorbing his environment in its entirety; he had never before sensed his surroundings with such perfect clarity. 
 
    And then the pinprick of light called to him. It didn’t call to him with a sound, nor did it distinguish itself in any physical sense. But the light called to him, as if it were his only destination, perhaps the only place that was. He wasn’t quite sure that direction or relative position had any meaning in this place, but willed himself towards the light nonetheless, and he began to near it. 
 
    Perhaps the light was the one that had begun pulling him in. Whatever the case, he had no more choice in staying away than a rock had in staying afloat after being dropped in a pond. 
 
    He drew closer, and with every passing moment the light’s strength grew a hundredfold, a warm force that infused him with euphoria and calm, both at once. He came even closer, and the feelings it induced in him transcended what it meant to actually experience, to feel, to know. 
 
    He wasn’t quite sure if size held any meaning here, but the light soon found a way to loom larger than he, larger than anything could be. It grew as he crept towards it, seemingly stretching to the very edges of the universe, so colossal that it was everywhere at once. He felt insignificant in the presence of its inconceivable size, and yet— 
 
    It’s not complete without me. Therefore even in the face of infinity, the importance of my self is paramount. 
 
    He sensed sounds coming from inside, and though nothing was audible here, he could tell they were sounds, and that they were from other souls. And they weren’t just the souls of people, but of all existence, both living and nonliving things, all converging in this mass of light to make brilliant music, the perfect harmony that gave the universe its meaning. 
 
    There was an uncountable number of voices within the light, but still, they weren’t complete without him, so he went forward to join them. 
 
    His feelings increased by an order of magnitude as he penetrated the outer edge of the light, and countless epiphanies flew through him with every instant. As he approached the light’s core, the mysteries of the universe unveiled themselves, with each answer ringing out clearly and unambiguously before yielding a thousand more questions. Another instant passed and each of those questions were answered, bringing more questions in turn. There were no secrets in this place, and nothing would be left unresolved. 
 
    And then he sensed a speck in the mass, a speck that seemed at odds with the rest of the light. The speck had neither color nor shape, for these concepts had little significance now, but still, this was something, and whatever it was, it wasn’t just another soul. 
 
    The speck wasn’t unnatural, but it disturbed the harmony of the voices beckoning him forward. He realized it was approaching him from the mass, and as it grew nearer, still small set against the enormous backdrop, he realized that it wasn’t so much disturbing the harmony of voices, but rather making different music. 
 
    Whatever it was, it had an entirely different song, one that said: You don’t belong here, at least not yet. You belong somewhere else, because you need to do something very, very important. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It wasn’t a muffled blast in the darkness, the muted detonation of a world where sound didn’t quite exist. It was real, and it hit him completely, so much that it … 
 
    Hurt. He looked down and saw his legs partially materialized and flailing backwards due to his reverse momentum. And he was seeing them with his eyes, too, eyes that could only see forward. He moved them and his line of sight moved as well, and he could no longer sense things in all directions at once. 
 
    Julius looked up and saw that the speck was directly on him now, pushing him back with great force and materializing into an entity of its own. Whatever it was turning into, it now had two massive arms around him, each one the size of his entire body, and it was taking him away from the white expanse. 
 
    This thing is separating me from a place of infinite size, he thought. How could it do that? How could— 
 
    He chose not to think of this, because he was no longer in the world where paradoxes could be resolved. He was resuming his tangible form, so he instead chose to concentrate on the moment, and tried to understand precisely what was happening. 
 
    He noticed that he was traveling at great speed, and though no wind blew in his face, his newly remade body felt the sensation of rapid and unending acceleration. Though he still wasn’t quite sure what direction down was, he felt as if he were not only falling, but being pushed downward by the creature now holding him. 
 
    He let his eyes focus on this creature, and found that it had taken the shape of something like a human, though it was perhaps twice the size of a grizzly bear. He couldn’t tell its gender, but it gripped him tightly with its two enormous arms, as if he were an infant clutched in a storm. 
 
    The creature was gloriously built, too, with musculature that felt like granite, and a smooth dark face with eyes that glowed green, visible even at his strained angle. He noticed that the creature’s skin was a perfect shade of brown. Its hair was brown as well, and flowed backwards with blond streaks that glinted the remnants of the white light behind them. 
 
    He looked backwards, and saw that the white light was now reduced to the size of a pinprick, the faintest star set against an expanse of nothingness. 
 
    Julius then turned his head around to see where they were going, and noticed that they were headed to another world, one not as endlessly large as the white mass, and with a different feeling—of dread and terror, despair and abandonment. There were voices coming from this place as well, but they sang in discord, a cacophony of shrieks that bemoaned existence, and made him question the value of existence itself. 
 
    The creature was now clutching its fully-formed body even tighter against his own, and leaving a glow in its wake as it entered the outer atmosphere. 
 
    The place expanded in front of them as they approached, not quite infinite in size but still ominously large, and inconceivably powerful. He and the creature were like two grains of sand being thrown at the sun. 
 
    If the white mass was profoundly and indescribably inviting, this place was the opposite. The souls below didn’t need him, didn’t want him, and their wails were so chaotic that they probably weren’t even aware that the creature and he were coming. They were just yelling and crying because that was all they could do, and their shouts served an undeniable reminder that he should be doing everything in his power to stop and then proceed in the opposite direction. Their screams told him that if there was one mistake in this universe, he was making it by willfully coming to this place. 
 
    He instinctively tried to escape, but the creature carrying him had an iron grip that wouldn’t relent. He tried to yell even though he hadn’t yet remembered how to make a noise. He attempted to cry and was successful at that, and noticed that one of his tears fell onto the creature’s arm. The creature noticed this, and turned its head back to stare at him with its glowing green eyes. 
 
    The creature’s head was set in shadow behind its illuminated eyes, but it still managed to exude a feeling of kindness, and not ferocity. He looked away from the creature’s silhouetted face and saw that it was clutching an oversized scabbard, and was currently wrapping him in two protective sheaths coming out from its back. The flaps were enormous, perhaps four times the size of the creature itself, so large that they could wrap around its body twice. They glowed the color of the mass they had just left, white beyond white, and cast light upon the creature’s smooth brown skin. 
 
    Julius was no longer afraid, because he could tell that these were the creature’s wings, and that his courier intended to protect him with them. This creature was holding him tightly not to punish, but with a distinct purpose. They would enter this place of terror and the creature’s objective would be accomplished, and then his own journey would begin. 
 
    The creature picked up speed, and as small as it was in comparison to its destination, it was strong. He was concealed and protected from the discord around, and lay pressed up against his courier’s massive frame, folded in neatly like they were one entity, with one singular goal. 
 
    His fear vanished and he pressed himself inwards, and together they descended. As they entered the atmosphere of this place of horror, he could sense that though this creature had untold powers, it was not invulnerable. Its outer body was scraping against the atmosphere, and yielded a ghastly sound, one just as horrid as their surroundings. 
 
    This creature is not meant to come here either, he thought. Perhaps it’s only wrapping its wings around me so that they will be the first to burn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Place In Between 
 
      
 
    Julius woke up staring at the ceiling, and then realized he was floating in a large grey cell. He no longer felt the transcendent feeling of his journey here, where he was largely detached from the earthly sensations of sight, sound and smell. He had a body now, he was lucid, and he was floating on his back, an arm’s length or so above the ground. He began contemplating the peculiarity of the fact that he was floating and then— 
 
     Bam! 
 
    Julius fell to the ground, and it hurt. He coughed twice and then clutched his back. His back hurt, too, but the pain soon faded and he was once again staring at the ceiling, this time while lying on the ground. He thought for a moment, and then stood up. He felt his arms, then his legs, then his chest. He then felt his gut, still soft, and smiled. 
 
    He was back to normal. He wasn’t quite back on earth, but he was once again himself. Somehow, some way, he was Dr. Julius Shaw again. He couldn’t logically explain why he was still wearing clothes, breathing oxygen and mostly feeling just like he had always felt while in the existent world. But whatever the case, Julius was currently in his own body again, lucid and in the afterlife. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He smelled roasted meat, and looked in the far corner of the room to see a charred mound of flesh. Julius walked towards it slowly, and saw that it was enormous. It was still sizzling, though just barely, as if the air were scouring its body to find the final bits of flesh that hadn’t yet been cooked. 
 
    Julius saw two bony branches extruding from the mound’s back, broken, charred and snaking out at fragmented, unnatural angles, and he realized that they were the remnants of the wings that had protected him on his way down here. 
 
    This is an angel, or at least what was left of one. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Julius, wishing he had something else to say. 
 
    The creature quivered in response, and then raised its head. The head was burnt like the rest of its body, with its smooth brown skin now a corroded mass of thistle, and its glowing green eyes now dimmed. But it still appeared to recognize Julius, and stared at him with a faint aura of satisfaction. 
 
    “Are you all right?” asked Julius. “Is there anything I can—do?” 
 
    The creature picked up its massive left arm, and thrust its charred hand onto the ground. The inner part of the creature’s arm looked more or less intact, but began to sizzle upon being exposed to the air, and then caught fire. Julius jumped backwards out of surprise, but the angel didn’t seem to care, and fumbled its hand along the ground blindly, until it landed near a shiny dagger. The dagger appeared to fit in the scabbard that Julius had noticed earlier, and though it was the size of an oversized machete to Julius, it seemed to be the angel’s knife. 
 
    The creature’s sizzling hand clutched the dagger weakly, and then thrust it upwards, and towards Julius’s right. Julius turned and saw something written on the wall of the cell: 
 
    [image: ~to_add_to_coab/enochian_message_full.jpg] 
 
    Julius faintly recognized the script. It was from a bizarre set of texts that he’d studied during graduate school, with words that some claimed to be an ancient analog of Aramaic. The texts had mysterious origins, and were largely discredited as a forgery after the wealthy collector who’d found them claimed that they were the true script of Enochian, the now almost universally discredited language of the angels. 
 
    That script might not have been Enochian. And I might just be seeing it as a fitting hallucination wrought by my own memory. But this message is here in front of me, the last words of the angel who gave its life to bring me here. 
 
    He then studied how the script was written, and saw that some of the letters were still smoldering, leaving a burning trail down to the floor and forming what looked like a pool next to the angel’s body. 
 
    Julius then realized that the angel had written this message with its own blood. It somehow found this atmosphere caustic, but this allowed it to burn its message into the wall. Julius looked down at the angel and saw a dark place on the ground near its midsection, where the creature must have stabbed itself to get the necessary ink. Whatever the case, this angel certainly meant what it was trying to say. 
 
    Julius then studied the words and tried to remember the script. He couldn’t do this completely, but he did recognize that one passage stood out. He was able to translate the sentence, and figured from context that one part was a proper name: 
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    Find her. Find Kulkuz. 
 
    The rest of the script suggested he was supposed to find out what she was doing, which would apparently solve the mysteries surrounding her. But the first thing to do was to find her, find Kulkuz. 
 
    “Who is this Kulkuz?” asked Julius of the angel. 
 
    “Kool-KOOZ,” said the angel, with what felt like its dying breath. 
 
    If it was indeed its last breath, the angel still found a way to shake the room with its voice. The angel then took its knife by the hilt and hit the wall with its butt end. The wall gave way in response to the angel’s strike, and soon there was a hole beneath the markings, small in comparison to the angel, but big enough for Julius to fit through. 
 
    Julius looked around at the empty cell, and though it was rather large, it was also quite empty. It was just a featureless chamber, not meant for punishment, but seemingly not meant for anything else either. 
 
    Julius thought about what he was supposed to have seen in this experience, the scene of flying towards all his beloved ancestors, and then being pulled back because it wasn’t his time. 
 
    He looked around the room, and then looked at the angel, now inert. Whatever this place was, it wasn’t that, and wherever his beloved ancestors were, he wasn’t meant to join them in this place. 
 
    He was lucid here, and part of this felt odd to him. For starters, why am I still wearing my clothes in the afterlife? Why am I breathing oxygen? Perhaps he’d find answers to these questions later. For now, this place felt real. He could see it, touch it, and he could still think, perhaps even more than he’d been able to do in his real body. 
 
    And now he had a mission: Find her. Find Kulkuz. 
 
    Julius touched the angel’s head without having to bend down—the creature was so enormous that it was almost at his eyeline even while it lay on its back, thoroughly corroded no less. Julius gave it a pat and then closed its now-dimmed eyes. He didn’t quite know the full meaning of this angel’s motives, but he believed that this creature was a thoroughly positive force in this plane of existence, and had sacrificed everything for its beliefs. There was a universal nobility in that, in this plane of existence or any other. 
 
    He gave the angel one more pat on what remained of its head. The creature’s skin wasn’t caustic to his own, so he left his hand there, if not to give it comfort, then to give this angel some semblance of dignity. 
 
    All right, he thought, whatever this place is, you’ve given me a goal, and that’s good enough for now. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He crawled through the hole in the wall, and after pushing through some leftover rubble, the darkness quickly gave way to a reddish-purple glow. Julius saw that he was in a tunnel, and though it had no lights, the entire passageway was illuminated because it was made out of a translucent substance that let in an eerie radiance from the outside. The substance around him was solid but soft, and appeared to be somewhat organic, if not alive. 
 
    Whatever it was, the tunnel became larger as he went forward, but he still felt unstable within it, and continued to crawl instead of walk. 
 
    He heard groans and creaks from all around him, and the tunnel seemed to move in response to the sounds. He stopped crawling and felt that the tunnel was indeed moving, particularly from beneath. 
 
    He felt the ground below him, and it was firm. He didn’t think he could tear through it and didn’t want to. In fact, the thought of this sickened him. He felt like he was in a living creature, and it was allowing him safe passage within its veins. If he wounded it in any way, there would be dire consequences. 
 
    And those groans and creaks outside don’t seem too friendly, he thought. This tunnel might be firm, but it’s the only thing protecting me from whatever’s outside. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He crawled through the tunnel for another hour, or perhaps several days. Though time hadn’t lost all meaning like it had when he had approached the white mass, it didn’t quite have the hold on him that it did when he was in the real world. If he didn’t think about it, the moments slipped from his consciousness like they might do during a dream. The seconds would pass normally when he willed them to do so, and they would vanish unnoticed at all other times. 
 
    Still, this didn’t bother him, so he continued to crawl. 
 
    He noticed that the tunnel changed color as he moved forward, still translucent but sometimes glowing yellow, bright green, dark blue or a hot white. He crossed over one patch and the groans from outside became definitively louder, and the tunnel began to glow black. Julius recognized the oddity of something glowing with darkness, but it did. 
 
    In the real world black is the absence of color, but down here it has its own hue, and it can glow. 
 
    He began to find holes in the tunnel’s sides, and though he didn’t quite feel the desire to enter them, he inched up to their edges and peeked inside. 
 
    The first hole held a dark room with a bright light in the middle, under which lay a baby swaddled on a table. Twenty identical female nurses huddled around the newborn, and beyond them Julius could see more women standing in the shadows. He figured the room might have held at least a thousand of these women, but since he couldn’t see the edges, it was possible that it had a great deal more than that. 
 
    Julius looked closer at the child and found that it had no face, just blank smooth skin. Still, the infant found a way to notice Julius peeking in on them, and turned its blank face towards him. The nurses then turned their heads as well, and their faces were just as blank as the newborn between them. 
 
    They stared at Julius for a moment, or at least gave the eyeless appearance of staring, and one of them pointed at him with a thin, oversized finger. The others followed suit and stayed like that, holding their hands forward and pointing at him in silent accusation. Not one of them made a sound, but after a moment Julius saw a shadowy figure in the darkness. The figure was quite large, and as it approached, Julius saw that it was another faceless nurse, but this one was at least ten times the size of its sisters. It was so large that it couldn’t quite fit in the room, so it crawled on hands and knees towards Julius, in complete silence save for the thud it made each time its palms hit the ground. 
 
    The large woman approached slowly but consistently, moving through its smaller sisters like it was wading through shallow water. Its sisters continued to point, and the big nurse wasn’t stopping, so Julius decided it was time to leave. As he turned away from the viewing hole, he caught a glimpse of the small nurses following his movement with their fingers. He heard the big nurse approaching as he crept away down the tunnel, and the thud of her steps became faint as he crawled forward. The sound stopped and he turned around, and a moment later the big nurse’s pale arm squeezed through the hole. She was so large that her arm just barely fit, and after flailing her forearm towards him to scour what she could of the tunnel, she withdrew. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He saw many other holes and looked in them all, finding none appealing. 
 
    He saw a sad-looking bearded man in a dark room surrounded by three women in burkas yelling at him, each in a different language. 
 
    He saw a beautiful woman wearing a frilly dress of centuries past, and she was sitting in front of a lavish seven-course meal. She was clearly waiting on someone to take the empty seat at the other end of the table and join her, but Julius knew that no one would ever come, because the setup was within an iron cage, held by a chain that dangled it over a deep chasm. 
 
    He crawled on and saw another chamber with a regal-looking man, surrounded by courtiers. The apparent ruler had a single, downcast eye, and looked with a dispirited expression over his fawning subjects, who were all blind. 
 
    He saw a man at work on a somewhat modern lathe, producing beautiful pieces of wood for constructions that he would never see. 
 
    He saw one world filled entirely with water. Inside was a woman with the body of a powerfully built fish. She was surrounded by sharks, and they chased her relentlessly. She was forever faster than they were, and could outswim her pursuers with ease, but she would never be able to escape the sharks entirely. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Hours or days later, the tunnel walls became clear, and Julius paused to take a look at what was outside this passageway. He saw what appeared to be liquid outside his tunnel, dark and ominous liquid, like he was nestled deep in an ocean’s trench. The liquid had various hues in different distant patches: black, green, red and blue areas, each distinct and uniquely terrifying. The black area looked like an endless abyss, as if it wanted grab Julius and erase his memory from this existence and any other. The green area was small but oppressive, built to crush bodies and keep them in awkward positions for eternity. He sensed that the red area was built to tear a soul apart, and the blue area was crackling with energy, enough to take anything in its grasp and cook it to cinders. 
 
    Julius looked further and saw that there were swaths of violet, pink, white and brown on the periphery, and each held its own brand of horror. 
 
    I’m in a thin tube deep underneath something far more powerful than the ocean. If I’m ever to leave this place, it won’t be by escaping through that which surrounds me. 
 
    He crawled further along the clear stretch and saw other tubes crisscrossing the landscape, each glowing brilliant shades of color, some of which he hadn’t ever seen before. They went in all directions as well, some almost vertical compared to his orientation, and some formed incredible shapes: zigzags, giant circles that went over and through each other, and long branches that connected disparate parts. 
 
    Julius tried to find the exterior shape of the cells that he found. Though each chamber had contained a unique world unto itself, he couldn’t find anything hanging onto the outsides of these tubes. He didn’t dwell on this, however—he was well beyond the point where he would expect everything to make complete logical sense. 
 
    The tubes didn’t appear friendly by any means, but they weren’t ominous like the miasma around them. This passageway wasn’t joyful, but it did exude a semblance of safety, and if there was favorable side here, it was within these tubes and absolutely not outside of them. 
 
    And the tubes looked like they had been here for quite a while. They were spindly, awkward things compared to the unending void around them, but they belonged in this place. They stretched in every direction into the expanse, and though they often quivered in response to the storms that came their way, they weren’t going to break open any time soon. 
 
    But Julius remembered the groans and creaks that he’d experienced when he had left his cell. There’s still something dangerous on the outside, he thought. I’m safe now, but I’m way too deep under this horrendous ocean to take any chances. 
 
    He then saw a movement pass through a clear spot in a distant tube, and though it quickly vanished from view, it soon came back to observe Julius. He couldn’t quite tell what it was, but it was almost as large as the tube itself, and appeared to be rather furry. It seemed quite comfortable within the tunnel, so Julius figured it might be some sort of cat at first glance, but its oversized body was too clumsily shaped to be any sort of feline. 
 
    Its face was hard to see through its fur, but Julius could see it had two large, monochromatic eyes and a crop of bristled whiskers that grew out to reach all edges of the tube’s interior. The whiskers moved around in a seemingly deliberate fashion, feeling every edge and growing to reach the ceiling above. Julius saw that the creature was on four legs, but had more appendages tucked in against its underside. 
 
    It stared at Julius with its monochromatic eyes, and then sniffed the air. It appeared to recognize him, and it then set off a high-pitched shriek that found a way to reach Julius despite the great distance between them. 
 
    The shriek wasn’t threatening, and though the creature was larger than Julius, it wasn’t an enemy. It might not be my friend, but at the very least it feels like an old acquaintance. Julius figured the creature might not know his name, but it recognized him and had no desire to destroy him. Both of those things meant something in a place such as this. 
 
    Julius looked at the creature for another moment, and finally recognized what it was. He was taken aback by the very thought of it, but before he could ponder it further the creature’s shriek was answered by another—an equivalent-sized creature that crawled into view, peered at Julius, sniffed the air and then shrieked as well. 
 
    They’re the rats, thought Julius with a smile. I gave the rats the white light treatment, and these two have found their way here. They have already acclimatized this world, but whatever the case, they are here. There’s no denying this. 
 
    He did his best to shriek back to them, and they heard, and seemed to appreciate the gesture. They both sniffed the air and ran off. Julius didn’t know if they were planning to join him, but considered the great distance and thought that, if so, it might be some time before they found him. The tubes didn’t attach at any visible point. In fact their passageway went in a direction opposite his own before fading completely into the distant horrors. 
 
    Still, it felt good to have friends here, or at least acquaintances. He might be the only one on this strange journey to find Kulkuz, but Julius wasn’t entirely alone. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He crawled further, and felt another wave of the groans and creaks he had felt when he had first left his chamber, and this time he knew the tunnel was definitely moving from beneath. He didn’t think his tube was in danger of breaking, but something was there. After the sound quieted down, he crawled forward and then listened. The tube groaned and creaked again, and he felt another bit of movement from beneath, a small tremor that stopped moments after he stopped. 
 
    Something was following him on the other on the other side of the tube, and it had been following since he’d arrived in this place. 
 
    He crawled until he found a somewhat translucent portion of the floor beneath him, and then stopped. At first he didn’t see anything but the ether beneath, but waited a moment, and soon a large face came into view. 
 
    The face from the other side resembled a woman’s, and it was rather beautiful in its own way. She was clinging to the outside of the tube, just as comfortable in the roiling currents outside as the rats were in the tunnel. She noticed that he was aware of her presence, and stared back at him with two unblinking eyes. The eyes were a smooth grey-white, even more monochromatic than the rats’, but there was something about them that left Julius unnerved. Her eyes were devoid of any and all emotion, the eyes of a creature that operated on impulse and nothing else. If her instinct was to tear you apart, there was no other truth in her world, or yours. There would be no reasoning, no arguing and no escape if you fell into this creature’s clutches. 
 
    She crawled around to a more opaque side of the tunnel, and her slender body stretched on into the mist. He saw that she was grasping onto the outside of the tube with countless hands, like a centipede crawling effortlessly over a log. She also had tendrils floating from her back, and though Julius considered that they might be prehensile, for now they waved gently behind her in the haze, so deeply that Julius couldn’t gauge their length. 
 
    He felt another tremor in the tube, and saw that she had pushed herself off, flying back into the outer mist with the agility and grace of an eel. After she disappeared he pushed forward again, hoping to travel as much as he could while she wasn’t tracking him. He knew it was a hopeless endeavor, because she flew through the ether so well and— 
 
    Bang! Something came through the side of the tube, and missed him by a hair. He crawled away as fast as he could, and then turned around to see something shaped like a snake, which flailed in the air as it sizzled. 
 
    It’s the woman’s tendrils, he thought, and the atmosphere is just as caustic to her as it was to the angel. And just like the angel, she doesn’t seem to mind. 
 
    The sizzling tendril continued to thrash about the inside of the tunnel, and Julius scrambled even farther away, worried that the woman’s long body might still be able to reach him. He moved forward, glancing backwards to see the tendril burning in its death throes, and then falling off into the tunnel in a crumbled line of ashes. He then saw that the tunnel had already sealed up its puncture, and was now like it always had been. 
 
    He continued to crawl, relieved that this creature hadn’t found a way to grab hold of him, maybe even finding a way to pull him out of the tube and into her world of horrors. He was still on the right side of this tube. 
 
    But she wasn’t going away anytime soon, and he knew he needed to do something more than just keep crawling. 
 
    I need to find Kulkuz, he thought. If I fulfill the angel’s dying wish, maybe another angel will take me out of this place. 
 
    He then considered the possibility that the creature outside could herself be Kulkuz. Julius shuddered at the thought, because if this creature was Kulkuz, he didn’t particularly care to find her, whatever that would entail. 
 
    The creature outside is not my target. The angel brought me down here to find Kulkuz, and this thing found me immediately. The mystery has to be deeper than that. 
 
    He knew he would have to enter one of the cells. He didn’t know what he would find in there, but he knew he had to enter. 
 
    They don’t have a corresponding visible shape on the outside of this passageway. So they might afford me some protection from that thing outside. 
 
    He smiled to himself, because he doubted that notion completely. This place wasn’t logical, but so far he could depend on encountering peril at every turn. That was consistent at least. 
 
    Still, he wasn’t getting anywhere in the tubes, and he had to try one. 
 
    He peered into the next hole he found, and this one was filled with a bleak landscape. The land was twilit, so much so that everything was in black and white, including the main inhabitant of this place, a proud-looking Norse king of centuries past. The king walked through a landscape filled with other men, all in their own hangman’s noose. Not one of them was dead, but they all balanced precariously on their own pedestals. 
 
    The Norse king looked a bit lonely, and Julius figured that the others were his enemies. They had been conquered, he had won, but they were all the king had in this place. Not one of them would ever die, but they wouldn’t talk to the king, either, for doing so would make them fall off their pedestals. 
 
    Julius knew he had to enter one of the chambers, but felt it didn’t have to be this one. 
 
    He crawled forward in search of a place where he could get some answers. He wasn’t expecting a paradise, or any place even remotely alluring, but there had to be a cell more inviting than that which he’d seen. He wouldn’t find Kulkuz alongside this forlorn king, let alone with a giant, faceless nurse, but the tendrilled creature outside was stalking him, and he needed answers before she found a way to drag him out of these tubes—and into a worse fate than anything he’d found here. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He crawled, lost track of time, and then found his cell moments, days or even years later. Whatever the timeframe, he looked through the hole and saw a giant wooden ship with countless sails, like a schooner of centuries past, but more so. It was as if they’d combined the biggest vessels in history into one, and then set it afloat. 
 
    It was interesting at least, and not overtly threatening. Julius observed the ship’s surroundings and found that it was in port, and surrounded by land. If he entered this place, he most likely wouldn’t be thrown into the sea. 
 
    The only problem was that the tube had widened at this point, and the hole to this cell was a few body lengths above him. There were no footholds with which he could scale the wall, but still, this was the best place he’d seen so far, and he couldn’t leave without at least trying to get there. 
 
    He thought for a few moments, particularly how he’d woken up floating in the room and then slammed to the ground moments later, perhaps after he realized that he shouldn’t be floating. He thought back to the invisible and arbitrary rules back in the real world, and how some of them applied here and some did not. 
 
    He tried to will himself upwards, but wasn’t able to jump any more than he had back in real life, let alone fly. Gravity, for one reason or another, still had some meaning in this place. 
 
    But I can crawl. 
 
    He got down on his hands and knees and resumed pulling himself along as he had been, but changed his orientation so that instead of moving down the tube, he was now traveling perpendicularly. 
 
    He didn’t feel any differently, only that he was now traveling directly towards the hole. The length of the tube was rotating its orientation to match his, but he barely even noticed this. The portal was now in front of him, and that was the way it was. 
 
    Julius was soon at its edge, and saw that though the harbored ship was magnificent, it was only one small part of this place. There was an entire city here, and though its torchlit streets glowed only faintly, it was very much alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Colin Midelhawk 
 
      
 
    It was night, and the ground beneath him was sometimes dirt, and often cobbled with stone. Julius might have been in a cell, but it didn’t feel like it. It felt like he was back on Earth, though in a remarkably different reality than the one he had previously known. 
 
    There were people around, and they didn’t have the faceless look of the roomful of nurses. They looked just like normal humans, save for the fact that the women were mostly wearing enormous hoop skirts with impossibly narrow corsets. The colors they wore were every shade of pastel, and their clothing managed to remain visible even in the relatively dim firelight of the streetlamps that were posted ever other step. Any men who walked by their side had their own style to match, with brightly colored waistcoats underneath their tailored jackets, and breeches that ended at the knee to reveal pure white stockings. The men and women both had powdered wigs, and their hair took incredible and voluminous shapes. Some had long curls that reached to the floor, some were more or less ovular, and some went in every direction at once. But each wig inevitably found a way to catch Julius’s eye, and each one seemed to be more incredible than the last. 
 
    There were horses as well, horses everywhere. The coachmen were dressed more plainly than their macaroni counterparts, but their horses were no less marvelous. Those that pulled the coaches came in all shapes and sizes, and many had brilliantly dyed manes and leg feathering. Julius saw a train four across and five in length pass by him, dragging a particularly tall stack of timber. He looked around, and saw in the distance another group carrying an oversized load of rock and ore, and Julius guessed that group was at least ten horses across, and twice that in length. 
 
    The ship was here as well, floating in the harbor with its masts hanging down—broad enough to carry every horse Julius saw, and tall enough to do it several times over. 
 
    It’s far more glorious up close, thought Julius, and far more impossible. 
 
    Julius was by no means a shipwright, but felt there had to be a point of diminishing returns when it came to both size and sails. He’d read about the oversized first-rate sailing battleships of centuries past, and this ship dwarfed anything he had ever read about, or even considered. 
 
    It’s the size of an ocean liner, with enough volume to ensure that it won’t be able to move in even the strongest winds, and probably enough wood in its frame to collapse on itself immediately. 
 
    There were multiple levels, each with holes dotting its sides—either for viewing or for cannons—and countless sails. Horses were loading goods into it: tobacco, grain, cotton and anything else that could fit inside a wooden crate. 
 
    Julius saw that some of those loading the crates onto the boat were black men, who, if not enslaved, were close to it. He also noticed that there were dark brown men assisting them, dressed in slightly better clothes, clothes that he hadn’t quite seen before. 
 
    He also noticed that groups of these brown-skinned men dressed similarly and tended to congregate around each other, and each spoke their own language. 
 
    He saw that some of the brown-skinned men were supervising the haul, as well as some black men. He also observed some brown and black people walking around dressed in the outlandish powdered-wig fashion of the time, though the brown-skinned couples invariably found a way to add their own unique flourishes to their appearance. Some wore brightly colored breechcloths over stockings, some wove beads and feathers into their wigs, and some were completely shaved save for a small, ornately decorated patch of hair on the crown of their heads. 
 
    This is all interesting, he thought. But if I want to find Kulkuz, I need to go somewhere and start asking questions. 
 
    So he walked. He looked down to see that he was wearing the same modern clothes that he had in the tubes, and though it garnered a few second glances, everyone seemed to walk by after that, mostly unconcerned. 
 
    He passed a fountain, and saw something on its edge. He walked towards it and found that it was a coin, which had an oversized picture of a regal-looking man on it. It was similar in shape to the coins he knew, but he wasn’t quite sure who was on the front. 
 
    He looked around again, observing the macaronis, the workers, and those in between. He considered just walking up to a random stranger and asking what this place was all about, or who Kulkuz was, but decided against it. This place surely held its own dangers, and he had to be careful. Someone here could throw him in an imagined prison, or give him a debt of indentured servitude loading crates into the ship, just because they could. 
 
    But he had to talk to someone. He didn’t appear to be under any time pressure, and the long, multilegged creature didn’t seem to be stalking him here. He could afford to find his own way through this place, staying as a background character until he found the right person. Once he did, he’d have to talk with them. He’d have to get answers. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He eventually found two men, dressed somewhat shabbily, cavorting and laughing louder than they should. They were drunk. They seemed more oblivious to their surroundings than even he was, so Julius asked them their tavern’s name, and they both responded at once: Roundheads. They gave Julius directions, and told him to try the ale, and tell the owner they said hello. Julius asked what the owner’s name was, and they said they didn’t know. He then asked what their names were, and they didn’t know this either. 
 
    And with that, they collapsed into peals of laughter, and Julius left to go to Roundheads to meet the unnamed owner—the owner who might know something about Kulkuz. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The bar had a man playing piano while a woman sang, and they were accompanied by another playing a clavichord. The clavichord’s sharp tones remained steady while the piano player went under and over the melody. Together they wove a rhythm to support the singer, who sang in a high-pitched, clear voice that cut through the din of the patrons. 
 
    The center of the bar had a portrait of a man whom Julius recognized as Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland. It said most of that in the engraving below, and Julius was happy to see it. 
 
    It’s an odd connection to the world above, he thought. But it’s a connection, and at least they don’t write in Enochian dialects here. 
 
    Julius reminded himself to stay away from mentioning history or politics, because though this place seemed somewhat removed from Cromwell’s influence, you never knew what feelings still persisted here. 
 
    I might be in some strange imagined reality, he thought with a smile. But you can always fall into an argument in a bar, imagined or not. 
 
    He heard a loud voice from the side opposite the musicians, and he could tell it was from the unnamed bar owner that the drunken men had suggested. The man was regaling those around him with a tale, and Julius decided to join the audience. He took a seat in the group, and put his coin on the counter for good measure. 
 
    “So that’s the way it is in this town nowadays,” said the pub owner, acknowledging Julius’s presence and now turning to address him as well. “Safe, but dangerous. Everyone’s got their little gangs, with their own little customs and languages. You got the Mohawks in the north with their bravery, and I know—some say that the bravery is a front, and that they get scared just like the rest of us. That may be true, but part of their culture is to at least pretend that they’re fearless, and I’ve seen some of them climb the ships and towers to do some dangerous work in the day, and then fight an entire group of Pequots that very night. 
 
    “Make no mistake—when facing danger the Mohawk brave’s heart is beating just like yours and mine would, but the difference is that we’d piss our britches before taking the first rung of that ship, and then we’d quit. The Mohawk climbs to the top mast, and then comes down to stand up to the Pequot. He’ll fight all of them if necessary, even if he’s scared and even if it means he’ll get beaten to a pulp, because Mohawk braves don’t shy away from anything. They’ll do it all over again the next day just to prove a point.” 
 
    The bartender smiled. 
 
    “But when was the last time you heard of a Mohawk brave fighting a Pequot? Or a group of Pequots? Or anyone?” 
 
    The bartender shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t, because the Pequots and everyone else know the Mohawks don’t back down, not ever,” he said. “It’s not even an option with the Mohawks, especially the young ones. Them turning tail and running would be like one of you falling in love with a horse. You just don’t do it, you don’t even think of it as an option in the first place.” 
 
    The audience laughed at this, and one of them said that he wasn’t sure about some in this lot stayin’ away from the horses. 
 
    “Safe but dangerous, so dangerous that it’s safe,” said the bartender after the laughter died down. “Look at the south where we got Freetown, that enclave for the allegedly manumitted—is that a safe place?” 
 
    The audience was quiet until the man who made the joke about the horses said I’d sooner fight a Mohawk than venture there. 
 
    “You don’t go because it’s dangerous,” said the bartender. “And I say this is the enclave for the allegedly manumitted because half the citizenry don’t have papers.” 
 
    The bartender looked at a well-dressed black man in the audience, who responded with an erudite accent that he sees nothing, hears nothing, and above all else, will say nothing. The audience laughed at this as well, and then drank to him. 
 
    “There are some high-priced targets in there, individuals with a lot of guineas on their head,” said the bartender. “And there are a lot of guinea-hungry slave catchers about, but when was the last time you heard one of them going in there and finding their bounty? You don’t, because it’s dangerous in there, even for the toughest kidnappers.” 
 
    The bartender leaned into the center of the group and lowered his voice. 
 
    “As soon as anyone walks into Freetown, the whispers start,” he said. “Whether you’re friend or foe, or even ten shades darker than our say-nothing friend here, the whispers start. You don’t see them, but they see you, and they won’t take any chances. If they half-suspect you’ve got bounty on your mind, or anything else, they’ll make you regret it. One step in, they all know you’re there, and the next step you’ll wish you were never born.” 
 
    The bartender stared towards the door as if remembering something, and then shook his head. 
 
    “A couple of kidnappers got desperate once, ran in there in search of a big prize, a buck breeder named Atticus, and the whispers came loud, so loud that they heard them. They knew the entirety of Freetown was lining up like buffalo to protect Atticus, and they panicked. They ran, but they were so guinea-hungry that they grabbed the first kid they could find before they left, a true freeborn named Nathaniel. Kid had papers, the slave catchers didn’t care, and ripped the documents up before taking him to the nearest slave market.” 
 
    The bartender shook his head again. 
 
    “The slave catchers didn’t get very far, maybe a hundred-some-odd steps,” he said. “And without getting into the details, Freetown made an example out of them. And now Freetown is more distrustful of anyone they don’t know completely, and even the most fearless slave catcher isn’t gonna venture in there. No sir. They say money rules the world, and they may be right to some extent, but fear can stake its claim, make even the most avaricious bounty hunter think twice before chasing the gold.” 
 
    The bartender paused. 
 
    “But when was the last time you heard of someone getting punished in Freetown?” he said. “Those slave catchers met their end a hundred-some-odd years ago. Since then, only those with nary a shred of ill intentions venture there, and they register every stop with the Lords of Freetown well beforehand.” 
 
    The man who made the joke about the horses added I’m surely not a Mohawk, because I’m pissing my britches just hearing about all this. 
 
    Everyone laughed at this, including the black man with the erudite accent. 
 
    “So Freetown is dangerous,” said the bartender. “But it’s safe. It’s safe for both slave and free, and it’s safe for Indian and white. Just stay away. Even if you’re the most notorious slave catcher in the world, Freetown is safe. All you have to do is stay away, and they won’t touch you.” 
 
    The bar owner let those words hang in the air for a moment, and then pointed his hand outward. 
 
    “To the west you have the Ojibwe, and then you have the Kickapoo, the Shinnecock, the Shawnee and even a few Wampanoag finding their place in this town. And I needn’t mention my own people, who don’t exactly live in harmony with one another. East end of town you’ve got the Royalists, and though all are welcome at Roundheads, woe be unto any east-ender who comes in here and starts running his mouth about Cromwell. And yet— 
 
    “When was the last time you heard of an east-ender getting taken down anywhere here? Or a west-ender getting run over by one of the Cavaliers on that side of town?” 
 
      
 
    No one had anything to say to this. 
 
    “You don’t hear this, ever,” said the bar owner. “Because it doesn’t happen. This is a town of ruffians, of gangs, of tribes, of slaves and slavers, of Roundheads and Royalists, yeomen and macaronis—all eyeing the other with suspicion, all disappearing to their own corners as soon as the work is done. And yet, no one ever seems to get hurt. Why is that?” 
 
    The barman paused to let the question be heard, and then continued. 
 
    “It’s because this place is safe, and it’s safe because it’s dangerous,” he said. “So dangerous, that no one bothers provoking it. It’s like a bear. You don’t get hurt by bears because you stay away, and if you find one sleeping you don’t poke it with a stick. Even the toughest traveler stays away from a bear.” 
 
    The barman smiled. 
 
    “That’s what Boston is—a sleeping bear,” he said. “It’s been like this for centuries, and will be so for centuries more.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The crowd dispersed, and the barman came over to Julius. He picked up Julius’s coin. 
 
    “Two men sent me here,” said Julius. “I don’t know their names.” 
 
    The barman looked at Julius’s coin while the pianist continued to play, a baroque piece that set itself against the clavichordist’s counterpoint beside him. The piano player improvised his melody, once again going under and over the clavichordist’s sharp tones. 
 
    “I don’t know their names either,” said the barman. “I don’t even know my own. If Colin ever came to this place we might get one, but he just lies on his bed, I think. Sad, really, because this place isn’t that bad when you think about it. It might not be his kind of place, and perhaps that’s why we are who we are, but it’s not bad, in my opinion.” 
 
    Julius had more questions than he could count right now, so he started with the first. 
 
    “Who’s Colin?” he asked. 
 
    “The one inhabitant of this chamber,” said the bar owner. “We’re all made up for him, you know, and we don’t seem that bad, do we?” 
 
    “No,” said Julius. “This whole place is—interesting, at least.” 
 
    The man put the coin back on the bar. 
 
    “You have a name, I’d bet,” he said. “And I’d bet again that you’re not from around here.” 
 
    “You’d be right on both counts. My name is Julius, and I’m definitely not from around here.” 
 
    The barman laughed. 
 
    “What’d you do, escape from another chamber?” he asked. “If this is a ruse of Sam Sedou, I’ve got to warn you that there will be a price—” 
 
    “No ruse. I’m alive in the real world, or at least I think I still am. I performed something of a scientific experiment upon myself, and after crawling through the tubes outside, I ended up here.” 
 
    The barman stared at Julius for a few moments, unable to speak. 
 
    “Blast my daylights,” he said. “You’re alive. A living being down here, and in this chamber no less.” 
 
    He walked away towards a keg, pulled a tankard from the wall, and poured some beer. He came back to Julius and placed it in front of him. 
 
    “This is the best I have, made by a woman brewster,” he said. “And though she doesn’t have a name either, she’s the best alewife in this city. I’d be honored if you drank it.” 
 
    Julius drank it, and the beer had a little bite, but other than that was rather bland. 
 
    “It’s good,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Julius. Tell me how it is.” 
 
    Julius put the beer down. 
 
    “I’m not really one for ale,” he said, and then eyed the drinks behind him. “I’ll take some of that whiskey there, the Jameson.” 
 
    The barman laughed. 
 
    “This import hasn’t been touched so far,” he said. “Didn’t think anyone had heard of it.” 
 
    The barman took the whiskey and poured Julius two fingers. 
 
    “Enjoy it,” he said as he pushed the drink towards Julius. “Haven’t touched this one in a long time. Who knows if the company is still around?” 
 
    Julius smiled at this, and drank deeply. It was a tad different blend than he was used to, and he couldn’t deny that it was bland. 
 
    “Do you have any ice?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s summer,” said the barman, as if Julius had told a joke. 
 
    Julius drank the whiskey, and the taste was still a little flat. It was just missing something. 
 
    He took another drink and tried to will it to taste good, just like he had willed himself to crawl up the tube walls to enter this chamber’s portal, but he couldn’t change the flavor. No matter how much he tried, he just couldn’t force the Jameson to taste like it should. 
 
    “It’s this place,” said the barman, seemingly reading Julius’s thoughts, and accepting them. “Nothing can be that good here, nor that bad.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “It’s just the way it is here, the place in between,” said the barman. “What would you call a place like this, in the realm of the living?” 
 
    Julius thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “Purgatory,” he said. “Limbo, perhaps.” 
 
    Julius thought of these supposed places, and how silly they both were. Purgatory was the place the church put the deceased so that they could gather indulgences from the living. Limbo was the place a supposedly loving god deposited infants in perpetuity if they died before being cleansed of original sin. 
 
    Julius considered both concepts ridiculous when he was back on Earth, and he still did, even though he was currently drinking preternaturally bland whiskey here, in a bar in between worlds of the afterlife. 
 
      
 
     “Wherever this place is, it’s like nothing anyone on earth envisioned,” said Julius. “But I guess we can call it purgatory for now; otherwise, it implies that I won’t be able to get out.” 
 
    “Oh, you can get out, all right,” said the bartender. “You can leave this chamber, and leave this whole place if you’re indeed still alive back on the other plane.” 
 
    Julius took another sip of the Jameson, and hoped this was indeed still true. He also hoped that the motion of drinking this whiskey would give him some comfort. It didn’t. 
 
    He heard a jingle, and turned to see a brightly colored macaroni walk in the door, wearing bells on his iridescently green jacket, which contrasted with his even brighter pink hair. 
 
    “Again, whatever this cell is,” said Julius, “it’s interesting all right.” 
 
    “That it is, or so I’ve heard,” said the barman with a smile. “The only rule across the chambers of purgatory is that nothing can be that bad, nor that good. The powers that be find ways to bend that rule of course, but most of the time they don’t. Regardless, there’s every kind of fate you can imagine down here.” 
 
    Julius was about to ask about Kulkuz, when the barman interrupted him. 
 
    “For anything beyond what I’ve just told you, you’ll have to find Colin,” he said. 
 
    “Colin, the one who inhabits this chamber?” 
 
    “Colin Midelhawk,” said the barman. 
 
    “All right,” said Julius. “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “On the top floor of the tallest tower at Arnold Square,” said the barman. “Exit the front door and keep heading in that direction. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    The man pushed the coin back towards Julius, and Julius took it. Julius saw a resigned acceptance in the barman’s eyes, the melancholy of one who doesn’t quite exist, and has no choice but to push his first real customer away. 
 
    Julius took the coin and got up to leave. Any other time he would have drained the last of his whiskey, but he didn’t feel the need to now. 
 
    “Colin hasn’t left his room in a century or two,” said the barman as Julius was leaving. “He’ll be there.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Julius walked in the direction of Arnold Square, and he soon saw it in the distance: a flat, cobbled surface surrounded by large buildings, holding a statue of a man looking right back at Julius. It was a town square like any other. 
 
    He headed towards it and passed a parade of men walking in bright red, clearly British soldiers from the Revolutionary War era, but somehow more so. Their uniforms were brighter, their rifles were longer, and some had bayonets that appeared to be made out of crystal. 
 
    The parade went by and he saw another train of horses, pulling a cart holding diving equipment. The cart didn’t have modern gear, but rather metal diving bells and suits that were partially made of cloth. Julius stopped to see where the train of horses was headed and saw another ship. This one wasn’t oversized like the first vessel, but had its own marvels. It had a large chamber in the middle that appeared to give air to the bells and the suits, and its recent haul still lay on the port, not yet taken away by the laborers. There was a basket full of pearls, most the size of a human head, and some nearly as big as the diving bells themselves. He looked at the port behind the vessel and saw what made them: clams, oysters and conches, some the size of small whales. 
 
    This is the past, he thought, but more so. It’s not sped up to the present. It’s the way it was, but more so. 
 
    He reached the square, and the barman was right: he couldn’t miss Colin Midelhawk’s place. The buildings crowded around the center and were covered with flat bas-reliefs, giving the cobbled enclosure a border and hemming it in at right angles. There was one tower in the middle that rose upwards and had a single room at the top, dark, with its curtains drawn shut. 
 
    Here we are at Midelhawk’s place, thought Julius, on the top floor of the tallest tower at Arnold Square. 
 
    Julius observed the statue in front of him and recognized it as General Arnold, Major General Benedict Arnold. He then took out the coin from his pocket and recognized the man on the front as King George III. 
 
    This is the past, he thought, but more so. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The doors were unlocked. The building had a neoclassical feel from the outside, and the inside was no exception. When Julius reached Colin’s room it was slightly gaudy, with gilded mirrors, an ornately carved ceiling and a symmetrical, square center room. 
 
    Julius saw Colin as well, or rather the faint outline of his form, lit only by candlelight. Colin was in a room adjacent to the center, lying facedown on a bed. Julius approached slowly and saw that the primary inhabitant of this chamber was a well-built, brown-skinned man, and he didn’t appear to be sleeping. Colin just lay there, with the half-closed eyes of someone who doesn’t want to wake up to meet the day. 
 
    Or rather he hasn’t wanted to wake up to meet the last century or two, thought Julius, remembering the barman’s words. 
 
    Colin hadn’t yet noticed Julius’s presence, so Julius took one candle and lit the rest in the room. He then sat on Colin’s bed, and the slight movement didn’t rouse him, so Julius put his hand on Colin’s shoulder. 
 
    “Colin,” said Julius. “My name is Julius. Are you here?” 
 
    Colin waited for a long moment, and then nodded that he was. He gradually turned to look at Julius, squinted, and then sat up on his bed. 
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Julius. “I’m not.” 
 
    “What are you here for?” 
 
    “I’m here for answers,” said Julius. “I can of course offer you my assistance in return.” 
 
    “You want to barter.” 
 
    “I’d like us to assist each other, if that’s at all possible,” said Julius, trying to soften the tone. “Perhaps there’s something you need from me that I can first provide as a sign of good faith?” 
 
    Colin nodded, and Julius noticed that for a man who had spent the last few hundred years in bed, Colin was in incredible shape. 
 
    “What is it you people call the condition when someone can’t remember certain things?” 
 
    “Amnesia.” 
 
    “Yes, I have a certain type of amnesia,” said Colin. “But it’s caused only because I don’t care to remember. And since I don’t remember anything, right now I don’t care enough to desire anything you might have to offer.” 
 
    Colin got up off the bed and walked to the curtains, and drew them open to look at Benedict Arnold below. 
 
    “Let’s take a stroll outside,” he said. “Perhaps both of those things will change.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They walked back down the street, and the townsfolk were much more active now. There were more parades, and even bigger wooden ships were coming in. There were more macaronis about, and more drunken revelers were headed in and out of the bar. 
 
    Julius figured it was because Colin had finally come out of his room, and whatever reasons these background characters had for existing emerged with him. 
 
    Julius took a look at the architecture of the city and noticed that it was neoclassical as well, but like everything else in this chamber, it was more so than it was supposed to be. The structures were broader than they should be, often taking up entire blocks. The buildings were often taller as well, though not so much that they’d ever rival a modern skyscraper. 
 
    There are impossibly large ships here that are still made of wood. And these ships still have sails. There are no automobiles, but more horses. There are antiquated diving bells and oversized pearls, King George III on the currency, and Benedict Arnold as a hero of Boston. 
 
    “When did you die, Colin?” asked Julius. 
 
    “I don’t remember,” said Colin. “In the year of your Lord, this, this 17—” 
 
    Colin trailed off, but it was good enough for Julius. 
 
    “You died in the late 1700s,” said Julius. “You died and came here.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Colin. “I died facedown.” 
 
    Facedown, thought Julius. Unfortunately for Colin, that fits. 
 
    “Here’s my thought,” said Julius. “You died during what modern times now calls the American Revolutionary War. I’m assuming you fought for the British?” 
 
    “I fought for no one. We fought for no one.” 
 
    Another parade passed by, going perpendicular to them. Julius noticed that though their uniforms were a sea of red, there were some black and brown faces among the infantry. 
 
    “But yes, we did fight alongside them,” said Colin. 
 
    Julius allowed the parade to pass, and they then crossed the street. 
 
    “In my world above, the British lost, but in yours they won,” said Julius. 
 
    “We won.” 
 
    “Not quite,” said Julius. “Your side won in this world, meaning the British, but your people didn’t quite win.” 
 
    Colin didn’t respond to this, but he seemed to believe it. 
 
    “Who were your people, Colin?” 
 
    “The Mohawk.” 
 
    “The Mohawk,” said Julius. “You said you died facedown?” 
 
    “Myself and eleven warriors by my side,” said Colin. “We were ambushed, and then buried facedown. Whenever I decide to sleep, I dream of my earthly body’s fate.” 
 
    Julius knew the practice of burying someone with their back to the sky occurred throughout history, with a variety of cultures, and for a variety of reasons, all of them wretched. Some did it to humiliate the dead, and those who vanquished Colin and his comrades may have done it to keep their souls from escaping. 
 
    If so, it apparently worked, thought Julius, because his soul is now down here in purgatory. 
 
    “You’re in a world where you won another’s war,” said Julius. “You’re not on the losing side, but it’s not your victory either. So your world progresses through the centuries, but not as it did in real life. It progresses in the same direction as it was going when you died. This is the late eighteenth century, but more so.” 
 
    Julius laughed to himself. 
 
    “In my world they apply this type of thinking to the late nineteenth century, at least in terms of art and fiction,” he said. “They call it steampunk.” 
 
    “Steampunk,” said Colin. “What would you call this?” 
 
    Julius thought for a moment. 
 
    “Woodpunk? I don’t know, really,” he said. “But that was a world of metal and machinery, and this is one of giant sailing ships, and a world where the indigenous Americans found their place amongst the British colonies.” 
 
    A pair of macaronis wearing brightly colored wigs walked past them, laughing hysterically. 
 
    “But this is not your world, so you spent the last two centuries in bed,” said Julius. “In purgatory things can neither be that good nor that bad, and each of its chambers has its own unique way of hitting that middle feeling, that place in between.” 
 
    Colin walked a moment in silence. 
 
    “I understand this now,” he said. “And I remember my struggles when I first arrived in this place. I can help you with what you seek.” 
 
    Colin held out his hand towards the port, and the distant wooden ship vanished along with the ocean. They were both replaced by a blue land devoid of features. Colin held up his hand to do the same with the center of the town, but Julius caught him before he made it disappear as well. 
 
    “What I need can wait,” said Julius. 
 
    Julius didn’t entirely believe this, but he knew some things were important. 
 
    “There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” he told Colin. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The barman served Julius another Jameson, and gave Colin a strange drink that appeared to be made out of corn and grains. 
 
    “How are they?” asked the barman. 
 
    Colin withheld comment, and Julius refrained as well. Julius still wanted to say something to this bar owner, something that would bring a semblance of meaning to his imagined existence. 
 
    “Have you read Dante’s Inferno?” asked Julius. 
 
    The barman nodded that he had, and Julius felt an appreciation for the realm of thought and ideas. Go back far enough, and you can find something in common with everyone. Julius then wondered what kind of history this place must have had since Colin first made it, what notions had arisen over the years, and what kind of adventures those imagined seafarers must have had when hunting for the oversized pearls. 
 
    But right now he had something in common with the barman, a piece of fiction perhaps, but one that actually existed before their worlds diverged. 
 
    “One of my favorite parts of the book is near the beginning,” said Julius, addressing the barman and Colin both. “Dante enters the first circle of Hell and sees a group of philosophers. He speaks with them, and notices that there’s a strange light above their heads. That doesn’t quite make sense, because the underworld has no light in it.” 
 
    “Then the light must have come from them,” said Colin, taking another sip of his corn drink. “From the philosophers.” 
 
    “Yes, though more accurately it came from their reason,” said Julius. “The light of reason is so powerful that it can even illuminate Hell.” 
 
    The barman looked at Julius. 
 
    “We have illumination enough in here,” he said. “Could you will your reason into bringing taste to your whiskey?” 
 
    Julius figured that this should be possible, and then took another drink. It was as bland as the last. 
 
    “If so, I haven’t figured out how to do this,” said Julius. “Perhaps that’s not such a bad thing. This place evens everything out in the end, and if I found flavor in this, perhaps this place would have taken something else away.” 
 
    “Now you understand how this realm works,” said the barman. “Our chamber here seems to have a pervasive melancholy, but others have more of a give and take. Beware of those places, because anything they offer comes with a price.” 
 
    Julius took another drink. 
 
    I will, thought Julius, enjoying the moment. Whatever this moment was, they were all sharing it, and that meant something more than the flavor of whiskey. 
 
    “Can you give me a name?” the barman asked Colin. 
 
    Colin thought for a moment, and then named him Canaqueese. 
 
    Canaqueese the bartender raised his own drink, which appeared to be carbonated water, and they toasted to their shared moment. After this, Julius put his coin down to pay, and they all knew it was time to leave. 
 
    I don’t know what will happen to you Canaqueese, thought Julius. But I’ll do my best to remember you, if I ever escape purgatory alive. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Colin made the entire city disappear, and it was replaced with a blue, featureless desert. It wasn’t entirely empty now—there were fires on the horizon all around them, faint smudges of red-orange that were often met with meteors coming from the sky above. When the two met there were shrieks followed by crackles, and then a brief swaying of the flame, and then nothing. 
 
    Colin himself was shirtless, with a painted face. He sat on the ground and was surrounded by eleven translucent figures, similarly adorned but lying face down around him. 
 
    “I am aware, and I now choose to strip my environment of its illusions,” said Colin. “This change has notified those above and below of your presence, and they are both hoping to meet you in their own way.” 
 
    Colin pointed to the fires coming from below and the meteors above. 
 
    “This is neither of their domains, so we have some time before they find you,” said Colin. “They are not here for me, which is good because my soul still lays heavy. I must find my fallen comrades, and free them from their surely comparable fates.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Julius, thinking of how big this place was when he had first encountered the rats. “Do you know where your fallen comrades are?” 
 
    “I do not,” said Colin. “What’s more, I can’t move freely from chamber to chamber like you, at least not yet. I must first find out how to do this, and then I must find them. Both of these will take time.” 
 
    There was an explosion behind them, and Colin turned to see a group of meteors falling into the fire on the ground. 
 
    “But I have time,” said Colin, “and you do not. I am indebted to you for bringing me awareness, and would like to offer my assistance. But first tell me how you came to this place.” 
 
    Julius told Colin his own tale, from the white light treatment to the angel that brought him here, and everything else up until this moment in the blue desert. Colin nodded as if it were the most natural story in the world. 
 
    “You have told me why you are here,” said Colin. “But why are you here?” 
 
    “Kulkuz,” said Julius. “The angel that brought me here said I have to find Kulkuz.” 
 
    Colin was taken aback by the name, and had to take a moment to calm himself while even more meteors hit the flames behind him. 
 
    “Kulkuz,” he said. “Allow me a moment to meditate upon this, to retrieve all that I know of her, all that I have learned from passing spirits during my time here.” 
 
    Julius looked around, and saw that the explosions were coming closer. 
 
    “Your time may be short in this place, but we must do what is right, Julius,” said Colin. “Because if an angel sent you to find Kulkuz, your actions from this moment forth hold an inconceivable importance.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    By the time Colin was done meditating, the explosions had come quite near. Whatever was looking for Julius, it would find him soon. 
 
    “The angel Kulkuz is not our angel,” said Colin. “And she hates us with a ferocity that defies comprehension. She holds the contempt of one who was supposed to rule, but has now been cast aside and forgotten.” 
 
    Colin pointed to where the meteors from the sky were hitting the fire from the ground. 
 
    “But first I must take a step back, to explain this place,” he said, pointing at the ground and then the distant fires. “I must explain this middle land, which is stuck in between an existence above and below.” 
 
    “Purgatory,” said Julius. “Between heaven and hell.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Colin, putting a finger in the air to make a small white, glowing mass. “First there was nothing, and then there was the firmament that is crudely called heaven. I don’t dare attempt to describe it here, but suffice to say, heaven is nothing like the unsophisticated descriptions found in any of our texts or myths. It’s not a reward for believing in a certain way, or doing good works, or killing your enemies with honor. It’s nothing of which we can directly conceive, but for now we will stay with this crude descriptor, heaven.” 
 
    Colin took his finger and dragged a dot from the white mass downwards, and as he pulled down it became red. 
 
    “And then there was the rebellion, which led to a war.” 
 
    Colin wagged his finger between the dots, and the colors didn’t mix but rather clashed with each other, exploding violently every time they touched. He then tapped the middle to make a blue dot right in the center of the commotion. 
 
    “The war between angels and demons was more destructive than you can imagine,” said Colin. “Again, it can’t quite be conceived of in conventional terms—a straightforward battle between good and evil. But it was a war, and each side’s hunger for human souls was so insatiable that the fighting threatened to tear both the realms of heaven and hell apart, as well as the plane of earthly existence.” 
 
    Colin took the representation of hell and expanded it with his hands. He then put his hand inside, and a network of tubes expanded from his fingers. 
 
    “So they made a land in the middle as neutral ground,” said Colin, “a place to host souls in between, a place of neither angel nor demon, of neither joy nor sorrow.” 
 
    “Purgatory.” 
 
    “It goes by many names, and you may call it that,” said Colin. “They couldn’t place it in heaven, due to heaven’s endless expanse. So they placed it within hell.” 
 
    Julius thought about all the times he’d looked out of the tubes at the horrors beyond. He had felt fortunate to be within the tubes instead of outside before, and felt even more so now. 
 
    “The air inside this place turns both angels and demons to cinders,” said Colin. “It’s the only way to ensure that purgatory remains a neutral ground, and if an angel or demon finds its way in here, they don’t last very long.” 
 
    Julius shook his head. 
 
    “An angel brought me here,” he said. “And demons outside seem rather willing to brave the caustic atmosphere. Whatever the case, I don’t feel that protected.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” said Colin. “Purgatory has remained neutral, but you’re a living being who now moves freely through this place, and may return to the earthly plane above.” 
 
    Colin pointed towards the explosions around them, which had gotten nearer since he had begun talking. 
 
    “You’re an exceptional soul here, Julius, and both angels and demons are willing to sacrifice themselves so that they might influence you to do their bidding.” 
 
    Julius took a moment to observe the meteors and noticed they moved with a willful purpose. He looked closer and saw that they had forms, and some were much like the angel that had brought him here. 
 
    He then looked at the fires beneath and saw a number of monstrous things, with tentacles and claws, fangs and spiked carapaces. 
 
    “Both angels and demons know that one from the earthly plane now walks in this realm,” said Colin. “And they are both trying to get at you, Julius. The demons are emerging from beneath at random, knowing that they will perish in moments, but hoping to come nearer to you each time they do.” 
 
    “And the angels are falling from the sky at random,” said Julius, watching one of the meteors hit a flame beneath. There was an intense explosion followed by shrieks and crackling, and then both disappeared. “They enter this plane and aim for the nearest fire, hoping to take out a demon before it gets to me.” 
 
    Julius thought about this for another moment. 
 
    “I understand the angel’s directive: Find Kulkuz,” he said. “But what do the demons want with me?” 
 
    “Probably the same, but in a manner of their own choosing,” said Colin, shaking his head. “You see, the war between the angels and demons has ended, or at least has found some sort of armistice. But they’re far from allies, and don’t even speak to each other, let alone agree on anything. The demons are just as averse to Kulkuz as their angelic counterparts, probably more so because Kulkuz is, after all, an angel.” 
 
    Colin waved his hands in front of the likeness of purgatory within hell, and it disappeared. 
 
    “There are two sides in an uneasy peace, and there is Kulkuz, she of the forgotten destiny,” said Colin. “An angel left with nothing but the contempt of one pushed away, one who doesn’t even get to be the loser in this tale. The angels and demons still find a way to battle, but they both battle only for human souls. Kulkuz’s children no longer have enough presence to even be considered in this fight. In a sense, that’s worse than being on the losing side.” 
 
    “What do you mean by Kulkuz’s children?” 
 
    “I don’t quite understand what they are,” said Colin. “But they could be considered a cousin of humanity—not completely different in appearance, but different enough to abet their extinction.” 
 
    Julius thought about some of the branches brought about by evolution: Homo floresiensis, Home erectus, and of course Homo neanderthalensis. There were no more of these cousins of humanity in existence, at least none of which he was aware. But whatever the case, if Kulkuz was the mother of one of these defunct lines, she was no longer in the picture. 
 
    “In a sense, being ignored is worse than being opposed,” said Julius. “If someone is fighting you, they’re validating your existence at least.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Colin. “While the angels and demons have engaged in their glorious battles, Kulkuz has spent her existence unconsidered. But though her children have been driven to oblivion, she is very real.” 
 
    “What’s her objective?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t think the spirits that are currently invading this plane know either,” said Colin. “All we know is that she hates humanity. I wouldn’t care to cross her myself, but woe be unto any child of Africa who finds themselves in her clutches. She has a particularly vengeful streak towards those with dark skin and curled hair, and no amount of Freetown whispers will save these souls from her wrath. But your conception of her shouldn’t hold any of these nuances. She hates humanity, count on that, and will hate you as well if she ever finds you.” 
 
    Julius found this even more worrisome than the creature that stalked him from the ether of hell outside. He could avoid that creature, but he was now purposefully seeking out Kulkuz, the one who held him in such contempt. 
 
    “The atmosphere here is caustic to both angels and demons,” said Julius. “How could Kulkuz be here if she is an angel?” 
 
    Colin contemplated this for a moment. 
 
    “If there’s a way for an angel to survive in this place, Kulkuz would be the one to find it,” said Colin. “But I do not believe she is directly here. You were brought here by the angels for a reason though, and if you are not meant to find her, you must surely find some sort of mark that she has left in this place and—” 
 
    Colin saw something behind Julius. Julius turned to see a small creature walking towards them, seemingly unaware of the battle between angels and demons that surrounded them all. Julius took another look at the creature and saw that this wasn’t quite the case. 
 
    He’s aware of the carnage around him all right, thought Julius, but the way he walks suggests that he just doesn’t care. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The creature had downcast eyes, oversized, drooping ears and patches of mangy fur that mottled its scrawny body. It also had a metal shackle around its waist, tied to a thick chain that stretched into the horizon. 
 
    Though the creature looked somewhat broken, his skin didn’t dissolve in the air of Colin’s chamber. Whatever it was, Julius figured it was neither angel nor demon. This creature was something else. 
 
    He announced himself as Menchy, or Santos Menchy if you wanted to include his title. He spoke in a strange rhyming dialect that seemed like it was his own and no one else’s, and through metered verse said that his master Sam Sedou would like to meet Julius. Julius looked at Colin, who gave a disapproving look in return. 
 
    “Sam Sedou is not to be trusted,” said Colin, turning his attention from Menchy to Julius. “He is a human soul who made a deal with a demon from below named Asmodeus. In return for doing Asmodeus’s bidding in this realm, Sedou was granted certain powers, powers that make him stronger than the average inhabitant here.” 
 
    Colin turned his attention to Menchy. 
 
    “Namely, Asmodeus gave him the power to gain dominion of his neighbors’ souls,” said Colin. “And now Sam Sedou collects them.” 
 
    Julius observed the chained imp in front of him, and though the creature seemed mostly harmless, nothing about him seemed appealing either. 
 
    “So why would I want to meet your master Sam Sedou?” 
 
    “My master Say-doo speak with you, he do,” said Menchy. “He give you news, clues and Kulkuz.” 
 
    Julius glanced at Colin, who looked skeptical, but not completely unsold on the idea. 
 
    “Sedou knows quite a bit, because anything that happens here he finds out about, and reports to Asmodeus,” said Colin. “He may know about Kulkuz as well. But he’s not to be trusted.” 
 
    Julius looked around, and saw that the fiery demons were coming closer. A whale-sized creature with one eye and spiked arms had poked through the floor of the chamber. The air was certainly caustic to its skin and it smoked as it flailed about, but its body was so bulky that were it not for the angels currently bombarding it like missiles, it might soon actually pull itself through and reach Julius. 
 
    “Is there anything more you have to share with me about Kulkuz, or anything else?” he asked Colin. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is there any other way that I may be of service to you, Colin?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I need to find my fallen warriors, but this will take time. I haven’t even learned to move through the tunnels between chambers like Menchy, let alone like you.” 
 
    “Then I guess I have no recourse but to see what Sam Sedou has to offer.” 
 
    Colin still looked concerned. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with con artists before,” said Julius. “I’ve gambled in my day, and I still do.” 
 
    “You may have,” said Colin. “But you haven’t gambled at the stakes that Sedou employs. Be warned.” 
 
    Julius nodded that he would, and Colin turned his attention back to Menchy. 
 
    “Santos Menchy,” said Colin, “before your master stuffs you back in that box of his, tell him that if anything should happen to Julius, I will know, and I will make things right.” 
 
    “Back in the box, no escape even if left unlocked,” muttered Menchy, visibly unnerved. “He respect or you correct, I’ll tell him when I talks.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Colin, now turning his attention back to Julius. “I will know, but again it will be some time before I am able to act on this, so be wary of Sedou. He may know of Kulkuz, but he is not to be trusted.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Julius walked back with his new guide in a circuitous fashion, walking around flaming heaps of demons and angels, and dodging the occasional monster that dug itself up through the ground to take a swipe at the two. They swerved around clawed things and serpents, creatures the size of buildings and shrouds of ominous mist, all coming up from beneath the ground of this chamber. Julius saw angels coming to meet them as well, some looking like the angel that had brought him here and some looking just as strange as their demonic counterparts. 
 
    A creature with clawed legs came up through the ground behind them and began whirling about. Julius ducked out of the way to just barely avoid decapitation, and a moment after that a barrage of angels hit the creature, pummeling it until it resembled nothing more than a toppled bonfire. 
 
    “I don’t know what they want with me, Santos Menchy,” said Julius. “But thousands of spirits are willing to sacrifice their formerly immortal selves to push me one way or the other. I don’t know what it means, but it means something.” 
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    They got in the tubes, and though Menchy was willing to talk, he didn’t reveal much that Julius didn’t already know. The creature spoke of how this world was filled with hamber-guities, and then spoke of its incongo-ruities with the next sentence, but this just confirmed what Julius had already observed. 
 
    But Julius continued to question Menchy as they proceeded through the tube, and though their destination lay around twists, turns and many diverging paths, it was easy to see where they were going. Menchy just followed his waist-bound chain, occasionally tugging at it to tell whatever was on the other end to reduce the slack. There would be a pause after he did so, and then the chain would fly forward in a fury, often dragging Menchy with it. 
 
    But he would get up, mutter half-sensical words in a rhyming couplet, and then resume his walk. 
 
    They passed more chambers as they moved forward. 
 
    Julius saw a grey forest, filled with creatures that were neither predator nor prey. In any other time he would have thought this would be a peaceful scenario, but in this chamber the creatures just milled about listlessly. They have no reason to chase or be chased, he thought. Perhaps that’s what gives their life meaning: the chase. 
 
    Through another portal he saw a monk being showered with treasure. The bounty came from the other side of a wall, where a leprous populace heaved gold and jewels over to the monk’s side. Julius figured they were hoping to purchase indulgences, but whatever the case the monk scrambled to find all the infected treasure, and then throw it back. The monk could return it in time to achieve a moment’s peace, and Julius sensed that this wasn’t quite a Sisyphean torment. But the infected would inevitably gather their strength and begin heaving their bounty again, and their dance would resume anew. 
 
    Julius turned away from this scene to see that Menchy was now on the ceiling. Julius began crawling up the ceiling, when Menchy shook his head. 
 
    “Jump higher like a butterflier,” said the creature. “Don’t climb the concavity, reverse the gravity.” 
 
    Menchy demonstrated by jumping back down and flipping around to land in Julius’s orientation. He did this gracefully and seemingly without effort, even while shackled. 
 
    Julius tried to do this, and though he felt a twinge that suggested the gravity around him might bend to his will, it wouldn’t be soon. So he crawled up to the ceiling, and Menchy jumped up, or rather down, to join him. 
 
    “You learn one day about the rules,” he said. “This world isn’t made of your atomocules. Some rules are strong, some are hamberguous. Some rules are nothing short of super-fluous.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Julius. “But I’ll crawl for now, and walk when I can.” 
 
    Menchy accepted this, and tugged his chain again to pick up the slack. There was a pause, and it tightened quickly before jerking him forward. 
 
    “I don’t know your master Sam Sedou,” said Julius. “But I’m guessing that I’m not going to like him.” 
 
    “Master Sedou has the temerity,” said Menchy. “to care only for power, and not pop-ularity.” 
 
    Julius had a specific disdain reserved for people who abused those weaker than they, but he kept this to himself. 
 
    “There’s a creature following me on the other side of these tubes,” said Julius, changing the subject. “She’s long, with lots of legs and tendrils.” 
 
    “That’s the merete demon, her tendrils long, her hatred pure. She’s a demon that wants you as prey, no hamberguities about her.” 
 
    I’m stalked by a demon, and willfully crawling towards a man who keeps his friends chained up, thought Julius. For a place that purports to be neither that good nor that bad, it finds a way to skew towards the latter whenever it can. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They got to Sam Sedou’s place, and from the outside it was a chamber like any other. Menchy was yanked inside the hole, and Julius held his tongue before following him in afterwards. 
 
    It was a sparsely furnished room, with dark walls and one light shining down in the middle to show a table, two chairs and a thin, austere-looking man sitting next to a box. The box had a small hole on top of it, into which the chain was fed. 
 
    The man shot a glare at Menchy, and Julius had no doubt that this was Sam Sedou. 
 
    Sam was thin, with the drawn skin of one who had little time for consuming food, or perhaps didn’t care for such a thing in the first place. He was wearing a somewhat regal-looking robe, one that a king might wear in time of war, or at least great strife. Julius found the man somewhat familiar, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on who Sam resembled. 
 
    “I take it you are Julius the living,” said Sam. “The one who has found a way to move through this domain?” 
 
    “I am,” said Julius. “I take it you’re Sam, and you can tell me the whereabouts of Kulkuz?” 
 
    Sam mulled over his words. 
 
     “I am Sam Sedou,” he said. “And if things go well, I’ll tell you what I know. But first, we must bring my subject home.” 
 
    Sam stood up and walked over to the box. He opened another panel beside the hole, and it allowed the chain to be pulled in. 
 
    “No, Master Sedou, you promised, you swore,” whimpered Menchy. “You said I’d get free-dom from the box, all that and more.” 
 
    Sam became angry at this. 
 
     “And I gave you your free-dom, child,” said Sam. “Freedom to walk through the tubes, to find this man here. And now you complain.” 
 
    Sam opened the box just slightly and yanked Menchy towards it. 
 
    “Your ingratitude will not go unnoticed,” said Sam. 
 
    “I am not un-gratiful, just stating what you said,” said Menchy. “I take back my ungratitude, and give acceptance instead.” 
 
    “Folly is bound up in the heart of a child,” said Sam, “but the rod of discipline drives it far from him.” 
 
    “No need for a rod, or a prod, for I am flawed, poor and unshod,” said Menchy. “And you are father, all knowing, you are our god.” 
 
    Sam smiled, or at least gave the closest expression his kind could to such a thing. Whatever the case, he quickly resumed a scowl. 
 
    “Punish me if you will, though I ask you to spare me excessage,” said Menchy. “I also ask to give one last message.” 
 
    Sam thought about this. 
 
    “Make it brief.” 
 
    “Word from the Mohawk says that if you touch Julius, he’ll know,” said Menchy. “He’ll find you, and nock you with his bow.” 
 
    Sam took these words and shook his head. 
 
    “The Mohawk,” he said. “I didn’t even know he escaped that perpetual fugue state that so falls on disgraced warriors of his kind. But still, a man with no alliances, no ability to even escape his own chamber threatens me?” 
 
    Sam laughed dismissively at this, but his expression changed quickly. 
 
    “He could be lying,” he said, “or perhaps doing something to mock me.” 
 
    “He does not lie, he does not mock,” said Menchy. “He mess-aged me under a flaming sky, and his name is Colin Midelhawk.” 
 
    Sam paused for a moment, and then jerked Menchy’s chain before pulling him up by his shackle. 
 
    “If Colin Midelhawk attacks me, do you think he’ll be successful?” asked Sam. “Tell me what you think, and above all else, do not lie, for the LORD detests lying lips, but he delights in people who are trustworthy.” 
 
    Menchy was quivering now, and Julius had to restrain himself from intervening. Menchy looked at Julius, not for help, but as if he were asking permission to tell the whole truth. Julius gestured to Menchy that he should do just that. 
 
    “Midelhawk does not mock, and he will not att-ock,” said Menchy. “The Mohawk will not get you, because Julius here will need no rescue.” 
 
    Sam was taken aback by these words, but gathered himself again and brought Menchy closer. 
 
    “Why will Julius need no rescue?” asked Sam. 
 
    “Because our guest will see through your ruses, and then do what he chooses,” said Menchy. “And he’ll choose to make us free, and turn you back into your true self, one even smaller than me.” 
 
    Sam stared at Menchy for another moment, and then relaxed his grip ever so slightly. 
 
    “Is that right?” he said with a forced laugh. 
 
    Sam kept Menchy in his grasp for few more moments, and in one swift motion opened the box with one hand and stuffed Menchy and his chain in with the other. Menchy yelled, and then squealed, and his cries quickly faded after he disappeared, as if he was falling into a deep cavern. Sam then shut the box, closed the small panels that had let the chain through, and then turned his attention to Julius. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “Let’s talk.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” asked Sam. He went over to a dark corner of the room, where a tall set of drawers was barely visible. He soon procured both a bag and a bottle that Julius recognized. “The best Jameson you’ve ever had. I’ll guarantee this.” 
 
    Julius declined, and Sam put the bag and the bottle of Jameson on the table. He went back to the drawers and brought a glass back, and poured himself a drink. 
 
    “There’s a certain amount that evaporates during the aging process of these whiskies, as I’m sure you know,” said Sam, sitting down at a table. “They call that the angel’s share.” 
 
    Sam beckoned Julius to sit and he did, albeit cautiously. 
 
    “The angels can have that part,” he said. “But the demons are the ones who brought alcohol to this world in the first place, because they thought humanity need a little something to get them through, or at least accept, the harsh cruelties of this world.” 
 
    Sam took a drink, and Julius noticed the glass filled with ice. 
 
    “And when a demon brews the whiskey himself,” he said, “it’s better than anything an angel could ever give you.” 
 
    Julius was tempted to bring up Kulkuz, but he refrained because knew Sam’s type. They instinctively seized upon weakness, and you never wanted to appear rushed in front of them. Julius figured that he had time, so he let Sam talk. 
 
    The man opened the bag and took out an array of oversized jewels—rubies, emeralds, diamonds and more. They were uncut but clean, and each found a way to glimmer beautifully in the dim light. 
 
    “But let’s take a step back from whiskey, demons and angels,” he said. “Let’s talk about humanity for a moment. Now, I ask you, Julius the living, why do humans so instinctively love jewels such as these?” 
 
    Julius thought for a moment, and decided to give a banal answer. 
 
    “Well, aside from the various practical applications they might have,” he said, “humans like them because they look nice.” 
 
    “And why do humans think they look nice?” he asked. “Any other creature on earth won’t pay a jewel a second thought, but humans cherish them so. Why is that?” 
 
    Julius had a few answers for this, and recalled that he had even written an article about this for a philosophical journal, but decided against sharing anything that he knew. 
 
    “I don’t know, Sam,” he said. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    Sam picked up a ruby and played with it between his fingers. 
 
    “Jewels are often rare, and often have practical value,” he said. “But rarity isn’t enough of an answer. Put a dull-grey element that’s more rare than gold in front of a human, they’ll still prefer gold every time. And practical applications? Those are real, but substitutes can surely be found in this day and age on the earthly plane.” 
 
    Sam held the ruby up as if inspecting it, and it shone an elegant, albeit unnatural, red. 
 
    “I think humans love jewels because they represent life,” said Sam. 
 
    Julius saw where Sam was going with this, but chose to remain silent. 
 
    “What is life at its essence?” asked Sam. “The fight against disorganization, chaos, or in more specific terms, Julius—entropy.” 
 
    Sam put the jewel down on the table. 
 
    “What is a deer?” he asked. “A deer is a highly organized structure that defies the ever-increasing disorganization of the universe. It fights entropy with every breath, and it eats grass to keep itself in order, actively disorganizing the grass to accomplish this. And when the day comes that the wolves finally outrun the deer? Then it’s the deer’s turn to lose its precious organization, so that the wolf can stay in order.” 
 
    Sam waved his hands over the jewels. 
 
    “These are not alive, but they are supremely ordered, and thus symbols of life,” he said. “Forged into their structure by pressure and heat, injected with value, forced into meaning by incredible power.” 
 
    Sam picked up a diamond. He took another moment to admire the gem, and then put them all back in the bag. 
 
    “And order is needed with humanity to give it meaning,” he said. “Look at human societies. Empires rise, and then fall, but in the years that they are strong, they have meaning. Kulkuz’s children had no such meaning.” 
 
    Here we are, Kulkuz and her children, thought Julius, still choosing to remain silent. 
 
    “Those crude troglodytes existed, but chaotically so,” said Sam. “Not diamonds, perhaps not even coal. Just mud shaped into a simian form and then brought into existence, and that’s it.” 
 
    Sam took another drink. 
 
    “Do you recognize me, Julius?” he said. 
 
    Sam still looked familiar, but Julius still couldn’t quite place him. 
 
    “It figures; the paintings didn’t do their justice,” said Sam. “Niccolò Machiavelli.” 
 
    Julius now noticed that Sam did resemble the paintings he’d seen of Machiavelli. 
 
    “I am not him, of course,” said Sam. “I was just an itinerant wanderer when I was alive, doing nothing, believing in nothing, being nothing. I died and no one was there to mourn me, or even to celebrate. My earthbound life led my soul to this chamber in the middle place that you choose to call purgatory, and from here I grew.” 
 
    Sam stayed silent, and Julius felt compelled to push the conversation forward. 
 
    “How did you grow?” asked Julius, trying to employ as few words as possible. 
 
    “I made a deal with Asmodeus, as I’m sure you are aware,” said Sam. “Asmodeus is a demon of gambling, among other things. He cannot enter this place due to its caustic nature, so I keep a watch for him, and in turn he teaches me the meaning of true power.” 
 
    Sam looked at the box wistfully for a moment, and then turned back to Julius. 
 
    “Asmodeus taught me so many things, and continues to do so,” said Sam. “But perhaps his best lesson was through another, when Asmodeus sent Niccolò Machiavelli here to be my guide in all things.” 
 
    Sam gave Julius a piercing stare. 
 
     “Asmodeus sent the real Machiavelli, mind you, the one whose philosophy brought order to the world above. The one whose force brought the diamonds of civilization into existence.” 
 
    Julius wanted a drink right now, but remained silent. 
 
    “There are giants throughout history, but they don’t compare,” said Sam. “Alexander the Great? A better-than-average commander whose run of victories lasted a decade or so, and who had the good fortune of dying before his empire fell completely apart. Ghengis Khan was a little better, killing one out of every ten inhabitants of the earth during his reign, slaughtering so many people that the earth became cooler in response.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. 
 
    “But none compare to Machiavelli, because he chose not to pursue a fleeting glimpse of power, but instead laid an everlasting framework for what power truly is.” 
 
    Sam showed his almost-smile. 
 
    “And Machiavelli’s framework covered some dark ground,” said Sam. “Generosity only has value when you can make a display of giving conquered enemies’ resources to those that can help you. And don’t give them so much that they don’t need you, for as soon as they don’t, they’ll take your spot.” 
 
    Sam looked at Julius. 
 
    “Machiavelli revealed the truth behind soldiers, mercenaries and auxiliaries,” he said. “Mercenaries are worthless because they’ll run as soon as the money runs out, or the tide turns against them. If a mercenary is good enough, he’ll take your position if he can. And auxiliaries? Another’s army comes with the price of dependence, and that ensures you lose either way. 
 
    “But your own people? They’ll fight and die for you, and do it for free as long as you infuse them with the false notions of honor and heroic patriotism. The prince should get his own subjects to fight for him if he aims to keep himself in power.” 
 
    And fight he must, thought Julius. Machiavelli’s prince was constantly at battle. The prince was compelled to take a side in every conflict, and if there were none, he’d find a campaign to enhance his reputation. The prince would have tens of thousands of his own subjects slaughtered, for a campaign and nothing else. 
 
    “Critics say that Machiavelli’s way leads to endless war,” said Sam, as if reading Julius’s thoughts. “Do you agree?” 
 
    Julius had much to say on this matter, but still kept his silence. 
 
    “Well, I say the opposite,” said Sam. “Think of where Machiavelli came from: medieval Florence, an unending cauldron of strife that impelled Dante to find comparative solace in Hell. Machiavelli’s Florence was perhaps even worse, with the church pushing its corruption from one end and every feudal territory launching their own brand of hostility from the other.” 
 
    Sam looked directly at Julius. 
 
    “So Machiavelli, a common citizen with nothing but a pen, came up with a plan to get his country out of chaos, and into order,” said Sam. “He wrote a treatise that would provide a schematic for control. His message was straightforward, and led to a revolution of clarity: the world is full of selfishness, so be the smartest and most selfish, and there will be order.” 
 
    Sam took another drink. 
 
    “Machiavelli’s framework gave leaders, strong leaders,” he said. “Leaders that brought order forged with force, nation-states that came out as clear and clean as a diamond.” 
 
    Sam shook his head in disgust, and gave a derisive laugh. 
 
    “And the conquerors were about to bring Machiavelli’s order across the world,” he said. “But then the world became soft, and Machiavelli fell out of favor.” 
 
    Sam took a breath. 
 
    “Machiavelli bemoaned this to me himself, in this very chamber!” he continued. “He said, Sam, they call the devil ‘Old Nick’ now, can you believe it? They equate the devil with ME!” 
 
    Sam pointed at Julius. 
 
    “Machiavelli was my guide, and right before I taught my guide his own last lesson, I told him that becoming the devil isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” he said. “After all, my ultimate master Asmodeus is a demon. And Asmodeus told me that Machiavelli’s message is far from silent on the earthly plane. In fact, it resonates louder than ever before!” 
 
    Sam took another drink. 
 
    “Machiavelli’s prince may have fallen out of favor in the realm of politics and conquest, at least outwardly, but his message found a new place in the world of business,” said Sam. “In the realm of business, a crafty, heartless, self-centered leader is often venerated, and rewarded beyond anything Machiavelli’s princes could ever dream of.” 
 
    Julius thought of the tales he’d heard of sociopathic CEOs, and couldn’t argue with this. It’s because the CEO is the agent for the consumer, he thought, perhaps the most sociopathic entity of all. 
 
    Sam shook his head wistfully. 
 
    “Before I gave Machiavelli his last lesson,” he said, his voice soft. “I reassured him that although the world is not run by princes now, it is run by businessmen, and these new leaders worship him with every last bit of their being. I then blessed him, and called him Santos, for all the saints.” 
 
    Sam smiled again, and this one was full. 
 
    “And after that, I realized that Santos Machiavelli had taught me all that he could,” he said. “It was time for me to become his teacher, his master, once and for all.” 
 
    Sam glanced at the box, and his face filled with such satisfaction that it made Julius’s dreamt heart skip a beat. 
 
    Santos Machiavelli’s last lesson. 
 
    “You put him in there,” said Julius. “He taught you everything you know, and in return you took everything from him, from his soul to his appearance. And then you put him in there.” 
 
    Sam thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I pay witness for Asmodeus in this realm,” he said. “In exchange, he gave me the box. This realm has its own balance, but the box is my domain, and I control the world in there with complete authority.” 
 
    Sam looked at Julius. 
 
    “In his earthly life, Niccolò Machiavelli desperately wanted the order brought by a strong ruler,” said Sam. “I provided this for him, more than he could ever dream of.” 
 
    “I doubt he’s grateful,” said Julius. “And I’ve no doubt that you’ve filled it with other human souls.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Sam, “for what is a righteous kingdom if it has no subjects?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. 
 
    “Though I wouldn’t quite say these souls are currently human,” he said. “Most of my subjects in there have long forgotten that they were once in this realm, let alone ever walked the earth as living beings. They take forms of my choosing now. My box is their world, and I am their god.” 
 
    Julius couldn’t hide his disgust at this, and this caused Sam to scowl in return. 
 
    “I gave Santos Machiavelli his last lesson,” said Sam. “And the last lesson showed him the one piece he was missing in his philosophy, the one flaw that everyone from court schemers to rulers to business leaders fail to realize.” 
 
    Sam Sedou hit the table. 
 
    “It’s that none of a ruler’s order matters in the end,” he said. “None of it.” 
 
    Sam took another drink. 
 
    “The prince who follows Machiavelli’s plans perfectly rules perfectly,” he said. “But then he dies, and then his empire of order falls apart. And the businessman that so rules the earth above? He matters even less in the end. He retires, and leaves no legacy behind but his own small stash of currency, to be spent in the short period of time between his work’s cessation and his death.” 
 
    Sam gave a derisive look. 
 
    “The conqueror ends up as Ozymandias at best, a broken ruin of an era gone by. The business leader ends up as less than this, remembered by no one—not even memorialized by a crumpled statue.” 
 
    Sam glared at Julius. 
 
    “Machiavelli brought order to this world,” he said, “but his mistake was that he gave it to mortal souls, ensuring that any order achieved would end.” 
 
    Sam pointed at the box. 
 
    “This order, my order, does not end,” he said in a soft voice. “I bring reward to those who follow my commands, and punishment to those who do not. And it does not end.” 
 
    He sneered, and then took a moment to calm himself. 
 
    “And though the creature who was once known as Machiavelli so ungratefully tries to escape at any given opportunity,” he said, “that is the price a prince must pay if he is to rule.” 
 
    Julius’s dreamt heart found a way to skip another beat. He’d read about times in history when the inventors of objects of torment met their fate at the hands of the object itself. He had never thought of that as any sort of justice, and this was no exception. 
 
    “Menchy,” said Julius. “That’s what’s become of Niccolò Machiavelli after he spent time in your box.” 
 
    Sam nodded as if this was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “Reality takes on a different hue in my kingdom,” he said. “After they have forgotten their selves, I shape my subjects as I see fit. Since I had taken his form as Machiavelli, he became Menchy—Santos Menchy, if you want to include his title.” 
 
    Julius narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “And you want to add me to your collection,” said Julius. 
 
    Sam considered his words, and then waved his hands over the table, producing a deck of cards, dice, and other devices of gambling, some of which Julius hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “I want to make you a wager, in a game that you choose,” he said. “If you win, I will tell you all that you need to know about Kulkuz. If you lose, you become part of my kingdom.” 
 
    Julius thought about this. 
 
    “My choice of game,” he said. “But your cards, your dice, or something else that materialized beneath your fingers.” 
 
    “Asmodeus is the god of gambling, not cheating,” said Sam. “I promise you that whatever you choose will be a real game.” 
 
    A prince breaks his promises whenever it suits him, thought Julius, remembering what he knew of the real Machiavelli’s words. 
 
    Julius eyed the box, and then looked at the table. 
 
    “I accept,” he said. “Let’s play chess though. It’s a game of wits, not chance, but since we’re gambling with such high stakes, I don’t think Asmodeus will be averse.” 
 
    Sam gave his almost-smile, and it lasted a little longer than any other time he had expressed it. He then waved his hands over the gambling materials, and they disappeared to reveal a chessboard. It was filled with pieces that took on the mien of angels and demons, with the latter on Sam’s side. 
 
    “Julius the living,” said Sam. 
 
    “And Machiavelli the devil.” 
 
    Sam gritted his teeth at the moniker. 
 
    “Before we play, though, I have one request,” said Julius. 
 
    Sam gestured that Julius should ask it. 
 
    “I’d like a glass of Jameson,” said Julius. “With ice, if possible.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Sam got up to pour Julius a glass, and fortunately didn’t seem to be in a hurry about it. He came back with the whiskey over ice, and it was better than anything Julius could have imagined. 
 
    Julius started the game off cautiously, moving to control the middle without leaving himself exposed. Sam played cautiously as well, not letting Julius take full control of the middle, and protecting his own pieces with the disciplined fervor of a miser. 
 
    Julius continued to drink his whiskey, each drink better than the last. He noticed that the ice didn’t seem to melt. 
 
    “I’ve read some Machiavelli in my day, and I agree that his philosophy is flawed,” said Julius, making a move to threaten Sam’s knight, displayed in its demonic form by one of the Horsemen of the Apocalypse. 
 
    “Oh?” said Sam, countering with a defensive move. 
 
    “Yes, but it goes deeper than just the fact that all princes die, and none of it matters in the end.” 
 
    Julius made another move, this one slightly more aggressive than the last. 
 
    “Machiavelli failed to answer one question,” said Julius. “One big question.” 
 
    Sam countered the move. 
 
    “And that question is why,” said Julius. “Why should a prince feel so compelled to dominate their neighbor?” 
 
    Julius made a move that was neither aggressive nor defensive. Sam seized on this and threatened Julius’s angelic bishop. 
 
    “Let’s say, for argument’s sake, that the prince’s empire does somehow last beyond the prince’s lifetime,” said Julius. “The empire survives, but like you said, the prince still does not. And then the prince is gone, with a legacy perhaps, but also a lifetime spent scheming, plotting, destroying and nothing else. While he is actually prince, the ruler doesn’t truly enjoy his existence. Does he?” 
 
    Sam had no answer for this. Julius moved to defend his bishop with his pawn, and Sam took the pawn with his rook, a stone castle adorned with spikes and an assortment of terrifying weapons. 
 
    “Let’s say, again for argument’s sake, that the prince does not perish,” said Julius. “He somehow lives indefinitely. The question still remains. Why does he act the way he does? Why does he spend his indefinite life scheming, plotting, destroying and nothing else?” 
 
    Julius had no move but a neutral one, and he took it. 
 
    “If it’s for order,” said Julius, “then to what end? What is this order for?” 
 
    Sam made another move to threaten Julius’s own rook, a litter that Julius took to represent the Ark of the Covenant. 
 
    “Perhaps Machiavelli didn’t fail to answer this question, so much as he had a fundamental insight,” said Julius. “And that insight is that the prince, by his very nature, is tremendously insecure.” 
 
    Sam was taken aback by this word, and glared at Julius. Julius pressed on, undeterred. He knew he was wavering close to the edge of defeat, but was happy to see the first wisp of a spirit floating behind Sam’s head. He knew more had to come out, so he continued to talk. 
 
    “Perhaps the desperate need for power comes from a deep sense of self-doubt,” said Julius, defending his rook with a knight that looked like Pegasus. “Maybe the prince knows that he can’t provide value to this world through his own ability—for example by contributing a piece of art, or perhaps an innovation of engineering. So the prince dedicates his life to controlling others with those gifts.” 
 
    Julius took another drink. 
 
    “Maybe the prince schemes for power not for any sort of ideal, let alone a higher purpose,” said Julius. “Perhaps he wants to control others because he knows his subjects are better than him.” 
 
    Sam hit the table, and the chess pieces slid off their squares. He gathered himself, took a deep breath, and the pieces slid back to their original positions by themselves. He took Julius’s knight with his queen, even though he could have taken it with his bishop. 
 
    “But I’d rather not talk about a prince at the moment,” said Julius, taking Sam’s bishop and putting him in check. “I’d like to talk about you.” 
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow at the slight, but gathered himself enough to take himself out of check. 
 
    “Machiavelli gave a schematic to those who wanted to control others through the power of their will, those hoping for power that they did not yet have,” said Julius. “He didn’t care for his audience of hereditary monarchies, those that are given their power. And you—?” 
 
    Julius let the question hang in the air for a moment. 
 
    “You have been given your power, Sam,” said Julius. “All of it. You didn’t scheme to take it as Machiavelli instructed, nor did you plan, or mount a campaign to do something grand. You made a deal with a demon, pledging your allegiance to him, in exchange for absolute dominion over anyone who ventured into your cell. That’s it. Niccolò Machiavelli showed the world some dark truths perhaps, truths with which I don’t completely agree, but whatever the case, they are not your truths. You are not even a prince to begin with, so much as a jailer, given a cell filled with souls under your complete dominion.” 
 
    Sam hit the table again. 
 
    “You know nothing about me!” 
 
    He scowled at Julius, and his jaw quivered. 
 
    “You do not know what I’ve done, what I’ve accomplished!” he yelled. “You do not understand the glories that I have brought up from nothing, an empire that will not crumble, an order that will withstand the power of time, and will not be broken, even when faced with the full force of the universe.” 
 
    Another wisp of a spirit passed behind Sam, this one so close that he sensed it. He turned his head to one side and saw five more spirits hanging in the darkness. He turned his head to the other side and saw a thousand. 
 
    Sam then looked down at the box, which was wide open. The inside was filled with swirling colors, and more spirits were leaving it, pulsing out of it like blood from a wound. 
 
    “What have you done?” asked Sam. 
 
    “You purport to be able to withstand the powers of time, even the full force of the universe,” said Julius. “And yet you can’t even withstand me, a single soul who opened your unlocked box while you made him a drink.” 
 
    Sam feinted towards the box, but the spirits saw this and flew in front of it. Some of them had begun to take strange and imposing forms: giant creatures with spindly legs, and fanged things with claws and long tails. 
 
    Not all looked vicious, but they were all striking in their own way, and Sam withdrew. 
 
    “You cheated,” he said. “We had a game and you cheated—” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat, I opened a box,” said Julius. 
 
    Julius pointed at the spirits. 
 
    “And out of all these souls, did you win every single one fairly?” 
 
    Sam had no response to this. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know about Kulkuz?” Sam asked. 
 
    Julius shook his head. 
 
    “Not from you,” he said. 
 
    “I know everything that happens in this place, Asmodeus has me act as his—” 
 
    Julius held up his hand, and Sam went silent. 
 
     “There’s Machiavelli, and there’s right and wrong,” said Julius. “Even in this realm, perhaps especially in this realm, there’s right and wrong. And this is wrong. I’ll find Kulkuz elsewhere.” 
 
    Sam sneered at this. 
 
    “You do not know what I’m going to do to you, Julius the living,” he said. “I’m going to put you in my box, and I’m going to bring such a force to your soul that you’ll wish you were in hell. You are going to be my project, the one that I’ll break so thoroughly that—” 
 
    “Are you a prince?” asked Julius. 
 
    Sam glared at Julius. 
 
    “I am THE prince.” 
 
    “Then prove it. Control these souls by the power of your will, and nothing else.” 
 
    Julius nodded at the spirits, and the spirits descended upon Sam. The smaller, quicker creatures came in first, and the bigger ones followed. The ones who hadn’t yet formed came after, flying around the room and then working themselves into the cracks between creatures wherever they could. 
 
    “Victory you’ve achieved, but do not stay and peruse,” said a voice behind Julius. “You need to leave, whether or not you still want Kulkuz.” 
 
    Julius turned around to see Menchy. He was by the exit to Sam’s chamber, and though he still wore metal around his waist, he was unchained. 
 
    Julius chose not to tempt fate any longer. He immediately walked towards the exit and crawled down into the hole, though he turned to take one more glance at Sam, or what was left of him. 
 
    The spirits had mostly dissolved his form, and were dragging him back to the box. What remained of his corporeal body muttered muffled curses, some against the spirits that bound him and some against existence itself. The vast majority of threats, however, were reserved for Julius, whom he was going to punish on a level not yet understood in this universe, not even by the most depraved demon of the underworld. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Guest of the Demons 
 
      
 
    “You have freed more souls than you can possibly know,” said Menchy as they crawled away from Sam’s chamber. “You broke through Sam’s greed, and you’ll have our grati-latitude wherever you go.” 
 
    Julius was happy to have freed them, and would do it again, but worried that his actions might have unknown consequences. 
 
    “I do what I can,” said Julius. “But tell me, what now for them, and you?” 
 
    “They-I-we go back in the box,” said Menchy. “They-I-we have a home in the place with no locks.” 
 
    Julius didn’t like the sound of this. He felt like he’d just freed a plantation of slaves, only to watch them run straight back to the fields that bound them. 
 
    “Our world is newly free, and no longer a place of anguish,” said Menchy. “It will now be as it should truly be, and we will not languish.” 
 
    Julius figured that might make sense. Since the souls had forgotten their selves while in the box, whatever was in there was effectively the only world they had ever known. Now that they were free of Sam, their home could be a better place. 
 
    When he thought about it further, Julius didn’t blame them for refusing to leave. This world of purgatory might not be that great of an alternative, and besides, it was hard to leave what you knew. Most humans wouldn’t go to another dimension if they had the opportunity. 
 
    And maybe they’re right to think that way, he thought with a laugh. If I ever escape this place myself, I should probably consider staying in my own dimension for a while. 
 
    “Now it’s your time to choose,” said Menchy. “What to do about your destiny, and Kulkuz?” 
 
    Julius shook his head. 
 
    “After what I saw in there, my destiny and Kulkuz might both have to wait,” he said. “Half of me wants to find some other chambers where injustices occur, and rectify them. The other half of me, the bigger half, wants to escape. I want to leave this place.” 
 
    “Your first half wants to free other chambers, but that can’t be achieved,” said Menchy. “The tubes are too long with too many dangers. This place is bigger than you, bigger than you-I-we.” 
 
    He’s right, thought Julius. Purgatory is enormous, and perhaps any latent messianic impulses I might have will be misplaced. I can’t risk my soul in every chamber to bring its inhabitants freedom. 
 
    “Then help me leave, Santos Menchy,” said Julius. “Help me get back to my earthly body, if I still have one.” 
 
    Menchy thought for a moment. 
 
    “I cannot help you return, the task is too great,” he said. “But let’s move forward awhile, while I cogi-tili-tate.” 
 
    Julius agreed, and they walked, or rather he crawled while Menchy walked. Julius still felt like he should crawl through the tubes, though he didn’t know why. Whatever the case, sometimes he looked ahead and saw Menchy on the ceiling, and sometimes Menchy vanished and then appeared behind him. 
 
    They passed many chambers, but Julius didn’t feel compelled to look in any of them. He occasionally felt the ground beneath him shake, and figured it was the merete demon below, flying through the ether to latch onto the tube. He willed himself to ignore her, and moved forward. 
 
    Julius crawled by himself for moments or days, and eventually came around a corner to see Menchy staring through a particularly clear section of their surroundings. Julius crawled up beside him and saw that Menchy was looking at another transparent section in the distance, and it held the rat-creatures staring back at them. 
 
    “I see you’ve found my friends,” said Julius. 
 
    Menchy continued to stare at them, and then spoke. 
 
    “I endured punishments in that box, so many that I ran out of screams,” said Menchy. “But they’re all worth it for a glimpse of these creatures, the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    The rats let off their high-pitched shriek, and Menchy let the sound waft over him as if it were a cool breeze. He then shrieked a response, and his tone was much more elegant than that which came from Julius when he had first tried to do the same. They continued to go back and forth for quite some time, and then Menchy looked up at Julius with sad eyes. 
 
    “You seem to communicate well with these creatures,” said Julius. “There’s some sort of bond and—” 
 
    Menchy held up his hand for Julius to be quiet. Julius became silent, happy to see that Menchy was standing up for himself. 
 
    “They have heard a demon’s wail, this is true,” said Menchy. “And now they have a tale, one just for you.” 
 
    Menchy then proceeded to tell Julius what the rats saw. Speaking in his rhyming couplet, he told Julius that a demon had crawled up to the tubes and squeaked to them in their rodent tongue that those below now knew about Julius, and were impressed with his determination. Julius the living had outwitted Asmodeus’s lackey, but this had also given Asmodeus Julius’s location. After word of this spread, the demons were now mounting a force to take him as their guest. 
 
    “Well, the merete demon tried to take me once already,” said Julius. “At least they now want me as their guest, though it’s probably not that much better.” 
 
    Menchy told him that it wasn’t. Demons were not to be trusted, least of all with their words. He also told Julius that if demons were mounting a force such as this, Julius’s fate was all but sealed. 
 
    Julius tried to keep a sense of humor about the whole thing, but the prospect of being pulled into the ether outside made this difficult. 
 
    “If they take me, they take me,” he said, shaking his head. “What will you do, Menchy?” 
 
    “I’ll stay by your side, and share in your fall,” he said. “I’ll take your place if you decide, the one who saved us all.” 
 
    Julius didn’t like this. 
 
    “I won’t allow that,” he said. 
 
    Menchy stamped his little foot, steadfast in his allegiance to the one who freed him from Sam and the box. 
 
    “If the demon’s idea of taking me as a guest is indeed a kidnapping,” said Julius. “It won’t do me any good to have us both trapped. I’ll need someone on the outside to help me.” 
 
    Julius thought for a moment. 
 
    “If something happens to me, the rodents may hear of it,” he said. “And then you’ll do—something. And if I’m indeed a guest and they send me back to the realm of the living, I may still require your assistance at some time.” 
 
    Menchy thought about this, and then gestured that he accepted it. 
 
    “I do not lie, I do not mock,” said Menchy. “I found you under a flaming sky—” 
 
    Menchy paused to gather his words. 
 
    “And now you’ll always have a friend inside the box.” 
 
    With that, Menchy shrieked twice at the rodents, and then walked away. Julius turned as the rodents were shrieking back to them. He looked back to find Menchy far down the tube from whence they came, walking at an angle on the upper ceiling. Julius heard another shriek, and when he turned, the rodents had disappeared. He looked back to Menchy and found that this small creature, the one that was once Niccolò Machiavelli, was gone as well. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Julius didn’t feel like waiting, so he crawled. He passed by chamber after chamber that he didn’t care to inspect, and often felt the merete demon shaking the tube beneath him. 
 
    He moved forward nonetheless, and then felt something slightly different. He sensed her beneath him, moving in step with her legs and tendrils, then shook the tube, more violently than ever before. 
 
    And then there was nothing. 
 
    Julius wanted to crawl forward, but he felt a darkness descend around him, slowly traveling the length of the tubes, until all was dim. 
 
    And then he heard a terrifying roar. He looked around to see that transparent walls were growing all around him, not the oft-colorfully translucent material that made up the tubes, but something else entirely. It was a bubble, burning in the atmosphere. It moved quickly and it was thick, so it was able to completely encapsulate Julius even while it corroded. 
 
    The terrifying roar was from ether outside, and when the bubble shut itself, the roar disappeared. 
 
    Before he had time to think, the bubble dropped. Whether it was imagined or not, the gravity around him gave way to the speed of the vessel, and Julius was slammed into the ceiling. He eventually managed to crawl to the side of the bubble, and though it was still traveling incredibly fast, he was able to get to the ground, and then stand up again. 
 
    He looked around and saw that he was no longer in the tubes. He was outside now, plunging down through the ether at an impossible rate, descending straight into the depths of hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Part II 
 
    The Rebirth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
     “In 1543, Copernicus published a book that restructured our solar system. It put the sun instead of the earth at its center, and that launched the scientific revolution. And with the scientific revolution came the concept of progress. Humanity’s sole purpose was no longer to worship and to conquer, but to innovate and improve. 
 
    “Now here we are in this auditorium, and that’s that, right? Either progress keeps going, and every generation is better off than the last, or perhaps we reach some sort of a goal, and win? 
 
    “Well, there’s another thing to consider. I’m the last person on earth who will ever second-guess the value of science and reason, but we can’t deny that humanity’s current direction isn’t sustainable. And a century from now, or a millennia, or more, there may be some sort of event that cuts our world in half. This world may even shatter it into pieces like a dropped vase, never to be reassembled again. And then every last bit of progress we have made thus far will be erased. 
 
    “And when that happens, what then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    —Dr. Julius Shaw 
 The Eco Summit
 Kotka, Finland 
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    The Isle of Caedonia (formerly Tasmania)
4,384 years after the Rebirth 
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    The Thylacine
Also Known as the Tasmanian tiger 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Endling 
 
      
 
    Kian looked towards the summit of Mount Ossa with his friend Niall, and realized that though the path upwards would be easy, the night would be difficult. The road was straightforward, a well-worn trail on a slight incline, but the night was going to be cold. Kian knew he’d be able to handle it—he’d always been good in the cold. 
 
    You’re the lucky one, he thought. You can see well in the dark, and you’re good in the cold. 
 
    It would be arduous, but he’d survive. 
 
    Kian wasn’t as certain about his friend though. As they walked, the air became frigid and Niall slowed his ever-going chatter. This caused Kian to worry. Would his friend survive? Niall had the gift of speech, but would this gift help him tonight? Niall was a talker and popular amongst their people, but he was half Kian’s size, barely bigger than a wombat. And small things like Kian generally didn’t fare well in the cold. 
 
    Kian shook it off. He’d find a way to protect Niall. Niall had his gifts, but Kian had his as well. Kian was the survivor, the lucky one, the red child with a spirit looking over his shoulder. When others found a way to die, be it by sickness, starvation or a raid from the shelled warriors, Kian always survived, always, and he’d find a way to bring Niall with him. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They walked, and Kian contemplated the spirit that had supposedly been looking over his shoulder since the day of his birth. I saw it in a dream on your first day, his father had said. I can’t quite describe it, other than it was red, just like your hair. 
 
    Kian wondered if he would meet that spirit tonight, whatever it was. No one other than his father had spoken much of it, but if he were to see it for the first time, tonight would be a fitting time. It was his and Niall’s athbhreith, and something like that was supposed to happen. 
 
    The instructions for their athbhreith were straightforward: first, survive until morning. If you can do that, then you should bring back something for the elders to interpret. It might be a revelation, or a dreamtime vision. And Kian was aware that it might be a meeting with his spirit. 
 
    Whatever it was, Kian and Niall were to survive, and then tell the elders about their experience. The elders would interpret it, and this interpretation would shape the rest of their lives. Kian might be destined to one day fight the shelled warriors, or might be headed towards wisdom, perhaps even taking over the mantle currently held by Elder Cahlbhach. Niall’s tale of this evening might show that his gifts of communication will one day deepen ties with the dog clan. Perhaps their experiences might portend something else entirely. 
 
    Still, we have to survive to make this happen. Both of us have to survive. 
 
    Kian saw that Niall was now shivering ferociously, and his eyes were no longer looking ahead. He was staring blankly at the ground as he trudged forward. 
 
    Kian worried about this. He had grown up with Niall after Kian’s father had taken him in, and vowed to raise him as his own son. They had known each other their whole lives, and Niall had never trudged anywhere, let alone stared blankly. 
 
    If we’re not careful tonight, I’ll lose a brother, and my father will lose a son, thought Kian. Niall’s gifts aren’t meant for this. He’s meant to charm, to converse, not to survive nights on the mountain. He’s meant to— 
 
    “Keep talking,” said Kian. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Niall, shivering through his teeth. 
 
    “We all have gifts, and yours is conversation,” said Kian. 
 
    “It’s not really a gift.” 
 
    “It is,” said Kian. “And you’ll talk with me, the whole night if need be. It will keep you active, keep your mind moving, as well as my own. It’ll help us both survive.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Niall. “But I’m hoping to find my spirit—” 
 
    “Forget your spirit,” said Kian. “That’s only extra, and if you see a spirit at the expense of your life, it won’t matter.” 
 
    Niall thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “Your spirit will surely visit you, Kian,” said Niall. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Kian. “But I’m not thinking of that now. I only care for survival and—” 
 
    “You’ve been protected since the day you were born; your da always said that.” 
 
    “Our da,” said Kian. He had never felt envious of his father’s equal affection for Niall, and didn’t feel this now. 
 
    “Our da always talked about your spirit,” said Niall. “You’re the lucky one, the protected. That’s why you have red hair, because your spirit has blessed you. What else would you see tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll see the morning,” said Kian. “And so will you. If we come back from our athbhreith with nothing, we’ll make something up.” 
 
    “We won’t make something up, because we won’t need to. Or at least you won’t. I know you’ll see your spirit, Kian. I know it.” 
 
    “Fine, but it won’t matter if we don’t survive,” said Kian. “And we both need to survive the athbhreith for our da. So keep talking, for the both of us.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They summited Mount Ossa and promptly found an abandoned hunting blind. Niall commented that it appeared to have been made by their own people. It was hewn of eucalyptus and had a cache of flat wooden shields inside, each one with the crest of the tiger etched into its boss. There were even two small blankets made of wombat pelts, and the skulls of small devils adorned each side of the blind. 
 
    “This shelter was made by our people, and no other,” said Kian. “These shields don’t appear to be stolen, and only the tiger clan believe that devil skulls ward off spirits.” 
 
    “What if they ward off your spirit, Kian? The spirit that was meant to protect us?” 
 
    “They’re meant to protect us from evil spirits, those that would harm us,” said Kian with a smile. “Besides, that’s not my point. What matters is that this hunting blind is from our people, and there’s not all that much to hunt up here. That means they put it up here for us, and for one reason: to help us survive.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kian’s father, Kier, didn’t like talk of spirits other than the one that supposedly protected Kian, and he didn’t particularly care for this ceremony either. He warned Kian that if they would find pelts, they would find barely enough to survive. 
 
    They want you to fight the cold, even though our people rarely fight the cold, Kier had said. They feel this will prepare you for the unexpected vagaries of life, which our people always find a way to withstand. The other tribes have their own ceremonies, and though more tailored to their needs, they are the same. The dog-clan boys go to battle, the ferned men have their young hide in the forest, and the fish people starve themselves for three days, boys and girls both. They each do this because such skills are essential for their people’s survival. Even the shelled warriors, animals that they are, have a purpose in their ceremony. They have their boys kill, often an innocent, but it’s what their people do. 
 
    Kian’s father had then looked Kian in the eyes. 
 
    The athbhreith is a rebirth, but there is death here as well, he had said. Mount Ossa will bring you and Niall close to death, so close that it will kill the boys in you, so that you can be reborn as men. This world holds no room for boys and girls, and the tiger clan needs men and women to survive. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The night was cold, but not impossibly so. The blind blocked most of the bitter gales, and although the rain found a way to sneak through the thatched roof, the wombat pelts kept them dry. Still, Niall couldn’t sleep, and Kian felt Niall’s bird-like bones shivering with every muted gust of wind, and twitching with every invading raindrop. Niall got up and down, shifting desperately to find a comfortable position, but it was to no avail. Kian could tell that his friend might remain awake for some time, but he didn’t overworry about it. Niall might be tired in the morning, but he would survive the night. 
 
    For all we know his insomnia might bring him a vision, thought Kian. Maybe that is the tale he’s meant to bring back from the athbhreith. 
 
    Kian was in no danger of falling prey to insomnia himself, and in fact, suddenly felt more tired than he’d ever been in his life. It was as if his body were being pulled down into the earth, as if he were being shackled so tightly that he would never move again. 
 
    The last thing he saw before he fell asleep was Niall upright and at the hunting blinds’ viewing hole, peering into the night’s horizon, keeping watch for a vision that might never come. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kian dreamt that he was still in the hunting blind, and it was far colder. Niall was no longer with him. 
 
    Kian walked outside the shelter to see snow falling on the ground, which was no longer Mount Ossa, but rather a frozen lake. 
 
    The cold bothered him even less so than it did in his waking life. It was windy and the gales coming over the lake blasted him relentlessly, but he didn’t feel it. In fact, he felt that the wind and the cold were protecting him, like a stern mother, tough on her own child but absolutely ferocious towards everyone else. This brought him comfort. 
 
    The frozen lake was completely surrounded by a black forest. There was a rumbling in the distance, and the trees in front of him shook, spewing snowy mist into the air. He then noticed that the forest around him was alive, all of it. He saw shadowed creatures on the edges, peering out from the edges towards whatever was barreling forward. 
 
    Something large was coming, but he wasn’t afraid, because the cold was here to protect him. 
 
    The cold keeps the ice solid beneath my feet, he thought. The icy winds keep the surrounding predators in the forest. The cold is my bitter friend, and it keeps me alive. 
 
    He looked up at the sky and saw that it was red—still night, but red—like the stars were covered in blood. There was no moon, and in its stead was something else, perhaps the most stunning thing he had ever seen. It was shaped like the moon but larger, and it was iridescent, putting out colors he’d never seen before. 
 
    Kian had never seen anything like this, or even heard about such a thing from his father or the elders. He’d never thought such a thing could be this beautiful, even in his dreams. 
 
    He then heard the rumbling grow, and saw a suite of strange creatures burst through the trees. The first creatures to run through were much like the wild cats Kian had seen in the forest, only much larger, and they had long fangs that curved downwards over their mouths. They ran gracefully over the ice, crossing paths in front of the oversized animals that followed behind them. 
 
    The big creatures that followed were massive, even bigger than the hunting blind that sheltered him. They were brown and hairy, with long noses that swayed back and forth as they ran. They had two long, whitish horns projecting forward at an angle like spears, and Kian saw that they left cracks in the ice as they ran forward. 
 
    The big creature running in the middle had another animal that rode on its back. It looked something like a dog, but it was striped, and far more elegant. It was also red, so much that it glowed, as if it were the source of light that illuminated the sky above. 
 
    The phalanx of creatures ran towards him with no sign of stopping, but they did this right before they reached him, with an ease that shouldn’t happen over ice, not even in a dream. 
 
    The elegant creature on top was the smallest of this menagerie, but it appeared to be the leader of both the cats and the hut-sized creatures upon which it perched. 
 
    It stared at Kian, and the creatures that carried it knelt at once, with a force that caused the ice to fissure beneath their wooly legs. After this, the cats with the oversized fangs lay down as well. The spindly creature on top jumped down and walked up to Kian. Its stature wasn’t imposing—it was about the size of a moderately large dog. But it was still too fierce to be called dainty, and it exuded a gravitas that Kian hadn’t felt before, not even from his father, not even from Elder Cahlbhach. 
 
    It stretched its jaws by opening them at an impossibly wide angle, and then spoke to Kian. 
 
    Do you know what an endling is? 
 
    Kian wasn’t taken aback by the fact that this creature could speak, but still had no response. 
 
    Of course you don’t, it said. This world hasn’t yet regained the concept of a species, let alone the awareness that one can be obliterated. 
 
    It then endowed Kian with the knowledge of species and extinction, though it noted that he might not remember the concepts when he awoke. 
 
    The creatures you see around me are all extinct, driven to nothingness by the humans, said the creature. And I am currently taking the form of another extinct creature, one native to this land long ago, and long before the so-called Rebirth. Though you and your people have never seen me in the wild, my self flows through you all, and my likeness is etched into the bosses that adorn your shields. 
 
    You’re a tiger, said Kian. 
 
    And so are you, said the creature. You are a member of the tiger clan, a people doomed for extinction. 
 
    Doomed for extinction? But Elder Cahlbhach says we’re— 
 
    In a handful of generations, the tiger clan will be no more, said the creature. But extinction doesn’t mean your presence will disappear. 
 
    Kian understood this. After all, the creature in front of him had vanished thoroughly, yet its presence was very much here with Kian. 
 
    The creature yawned again, almost reaching the floor with its jaws. 
 
    But I’m not here to speak of Elder Cahlbhach, nor the tiger clan, he said. I am here to speak about you. 
 
    At this moment, the creature endowed Kian with the precise and complete knowledge of the concept of an endling, the last individual of a species to remain alive, and the last of that species to die. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kian contemplated this for some time. 
 
    You have taken the form of the end of a species, said Kian. You have taken the form of the last tiger. 
 
    Indeed, said the creature. Some call me the tiger, others call me the Thylacine. Regardless, I’ve taken the shape of one that died profoundly and completely alone. 
 
    Kian contemplated the poetic sadness of this. He didn’t have the word to express it, so the creature gave it to him. The word was melancholy. 
 
    Am I an endling? asked Kian. 
 
    Yes, said the creature. 
 
    Kian thought about this. 
 
     Every creature is an endling, said Kian, in a sense at least. We’re all born, and then raised in a group. After this we leave to become unique. When we mature, we soon realize that we are the only instance of ourselves, ever. 
 
    We are indeed all endlings in a sense, said the creature. But you are more endling than most. Perhaps even more of an endling than I. 
 
    Kian didn’t quite understand this. 
 
    I may die alone, but I won’t be fully alone, said Kian. I have my father and Niall. I have my people, and Elder Cahlbhach said— 
 
    You are not one of them, Kian. Not quite. 
 
    Kian didn’t understand this. 
 
    You resemble those around you, said the creature. In fact you resemble not just those in the tiger clan, but all those who currently populate Caedonia. But you have something different inside of you that gives you an indescribable importance. 
 
    I’m not important, I’m just a— 
 
    Your importance goes beyond your people and their prophecy, said the creature. It goes beyond the value of the last tiger. 
 
    Kian still didn’t understand. The creature turned its attention to the iridescent replacement of the moon and continued on nonetheless. 
 
    That which is inside you is too important for your people, for Caedonia even. It must go beyond. 
 
    Beyond Caedonia? How can I go beyond—? 
 
    Your importance transcends even this world, said the creature. So it will travel beyond the stars, and find a home elsewhere. 
 
    The creature endowed Kian with a basic understanding of the universe: that he was on one world, and other worlds hung in the nighttime sky. Kian also understood that the iridescent replacement for the moon was one of them, though he didn’t understand the creature’s meaning beyond this. 
 
    The creature turned its attention back to Kian, and its eyes filled with a stoic sadness, one even more profound than that of an endling. 
 
    For you to understand your importance, I must tell you a tale, said the creature. I can’t endow you with this knowledge. I must tell you a tale, one of myself, this world, and how it came to be. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The creature paced silently around the ice, and Kian sensed that it was angry, and was trying to calm itself down. It eventually relaxed, and as it walked back towards Kian he noticed that its shadow was red, and that the shadow took the shape of a woman with wings. 
 
    Whatever the case, the creature opened its jaws and resumed speaking. 
 
    I have taken this form, it said, but I am an angel, and my only desire is to protect my children. 
 
    The creature’s eyes glowed with anger, but it was in control of itself. 
 
    The other angels brought humanity into this world with the sole purpose of exterminating my children, said the creature. And though the demons imbued humanity with the powers of intolerance and genocide, they couldn’t eradicate my wards completely. They tried, mind you, over and over again. Whenever the humans weren’t occupied with slaughtering each other, the angels and demons would imbue them with countless vile and cruel tricks to kill those that I love. 
 
    The creature’s eyes glowed again, but Kian could tell that it was no longer angry. 
 
    And though they failed time and time again, I saw that humanity would eventually bring my children to extinction. The evil that flowed through them was just too great. So I did the only thing I could do, and had my children mingle with the humans. What resulted are what they called my bastards, and you should know that I despise that term. I love all my children, even those that are half-mine. 
 
    The creature thought for a moment. 
 
    But this compromise wasn’t good enough for the angels. They wanted to exterminate what they called my bastards as well. They tried various tricks, none of which were successful. And then two hundred generations ago, they tried their final trick. The angels wanted humanity to start their journey again, this time without even a single remnant of my children. So they destroyed their entire world only to purify themselves of our kind. 
 
    Kian thought about this and it made sense, or at least wasn’t entirely discordant with what he knew. Elder Cahlbhach had occasionally mentioned an age before, and though he rarely dwelt upon it for very long, he did state that there was an existence before their own. 
 
    Did they succeed? asked Kian. Did the angels exterminate all of your half-children? 
 
    The creature stared at Kian with an odd expression. If Kian had to guess, he would say that the creature was smiling. 
 
    Tell me what you think, said the creature. 
 
    They were almost entirely successful, said Kian. But they left one remaining, and that is me. I am an endling, your only remaining half-child left in existence, the last bastard to— 
 
    DON’T USE THAT WORD. 
 
    The creature’s eyes flashed intensely, and Kian withdrew. The creature calmed itself shortly thereafter, and Kian no longer felt threatened. 
 
    They were not my bastards, said the creature. They were my children, and I loved all of them, even those that were half-mine. 
 
    The creature looked at Kian, its anger gone. 
 
    You are my child as well. You are more than my half-child. When the humans ravaged the earth to deracinate all that I love, I found a way to hide small fragments of our kind, silent bits that neither angel nor human would ever find. An inactive gene here, an unexpressed trait there. These parts were so minute that if left to fate, my children would have effectively been extinguished. But I ensured that all of them would coalesce into you, Kian, and this gives you an extraordinary importance. 
 
    The creature thought for a moment. 
 
     You are not just an endling, it said, but an endling reassembled from the wreckage of extinction. This took me generations of planning, lifetimes spent moving secretly in the shadows—and I will not be able to do this again. So you are the last of my children in existence, and my love for you is so great that it cannot be expressed, even in a dream such as this. 
 
    Kian thought for a moment. 
 
    What shall I do? How can I bring your children back to this world? 
 
    You won’t bring my children back here, said the creature. If you do, the humans will find a way to eradicate them again. They may take even more drastic measures than the self-inflicted genocide, this global immolation that they had the gall to call a rebirth. 
 
    The creature was sickened by its own words, but was able to calm itself. 
 
    So the power within you will not find its ultimate place in this world, said the creature. It will go beyond. 
 
    Kian thought about this for a moment, and then pointed to the iridescent body hanging in the sky. 
 
    Is this beautiful moon the home for what I hold? 
 
    It’s no moon, said the creature. But it is beautiful, and it will be the home for that which is inside you, and the new home for my children. And my children will in turn give it sight, give it the direction and importance that it deserves. 
 
    How will I get there? 
 
    You won’t. But though you won’t set foot under its eternal night, you’ll find a way to leave your imprint in its cloud-swept soil. 
 
    Kian thought about this some more, and he still didn’t understand. 
 
    What must I do to accomplish this? 
 
    Survive, said the creature. That is what you have always done. 
 
    I am the survivor, the lucky one, said Kian. I am the red child with a spirit looking over his shoulder. When others find a way to die, be it by sickness, starvation or a raid from the shelled warriors, I survive, always. 
 
    Always, said the creature. But your journey ahead will have more peril than you can possibly imagine. Both angels and demons will try to throw you off the trail. But you must move forward, and you must survive. 
 
    Survive. 
 
    Move forward, and survive, said the creature. When it’s your time to die, you will know. And when you vanish from this earth, you will lay the seed for my children, for our children. They won’t know your name, but they will know you with every bit of their existence. You will be in them, and your power will give them their new home. Your importance cannot be put into words, Kian, so survive. Survive and then die when the time is right. 
 
    Kian considered this, and nothing seemed off-putting, even the creature’s mandate to die when the time is right. 
 
    What’s your name? asked Kian. 
 
    The creature opened its jaws widely, so widely that Kian felt it could swallow both him and this entire dreamt world whole. The creature then closed its mouth and its eyes glowed with a beauty to match the iridescent world above, and a uniqueness to match Kian’s own hair. 
 
    My name is Kulkuz, said the creature, in a somewhat female voice. And though you are my last remaining child, you will not be my last. You will survive, and after you die you will take your place amongst the stars. 
 
    The creature’s jaws opened wide, first wider than itself, and then wider than the fanged cats at its feet. Its jaws grew wider than the hut-sized creatures behind it, and then stretched open to encompass the entirety of Kian’s dreamt world. 
 
    And be brave, said Kulkuz. For though your journey will be filled with peril, I will be there looking over your shoulder. There will be those who would do you harm, but when that happens, I’ll be there to make sure that they regret it. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Kian woke with a start, though it wasn’t solely due to his dream’s abrupt end. Niall was above him, with his small hand placed firmly over Kian’s mouth. He was quivering, but not just because of the cold. Niall then gestured with his hands in a private sign language that he and Kian had made over the seasons. He tapped the signals into Kian’s arm to make sure Kian understood in the dim light, and though Niall’s arms were shaking, the message was understandable. 
 
    Stay quiet, signed Niall. There’s someone really, really bad outside. And he’s coming to get us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Shelled Warrior 
 
      
 
    Kian shook off the dream and crept up to the shelter’s viewing hole and peered out into the darkness. There was no more iridescent world hanging in a red sky, or even the moon, which was obscured by clouds above. But Kian had always been able to see well in the dark, and he could see well now. 
 
    Niall pointed to the far left, and Kian saw a glimmer of movement behind a large stone. Niall then signed to Kian. 
 
    Listen. 
 
    Kian listened as his father had taught him to listen, as all children from the tiger clan were taught to listen, becoming still and then cupping his hands behind his ears to increase their size. He first listened to his natural surroundings, and found that the ambient noise was by and large wind. He tuned out the wind, letting it slip away into another part of his mind, and then listened for everything else. And he heard a clinking, like hollowed rock rattling against bone. 
 
    Shells, signed Kian. 
 
    Niall nodded yes to Kian’s sign, and then swallowed back tears. Kian knew this couldn’t be a part of the athbhreith, could it? No. He’d heard of the elders throwing strange and dangerous things at the children, but not this. The elders wouldn’t even feign such a thing. 
 
    Kian had already received his spirit, but could this be Niall’s? 
 
    No, Niall would receive his spirit within a dream, he thought, and this is a nightmare. 
 
    Kian calmed himself and listened again to be certain, and there was no mistaking it. There was definitely a shelled warrior out there, and he was hiding behind the stone. Kian had no idea what the warrior was doing so far from the coast, but understood that this wasn’t unexpected of their kind. They were known to travel all over Caedonia for their violent pilgrimages, and these excursions often culminated in them dragging a half-dead warrior back to their land. 
 
    A sojourning shelled warrior might travel to the heart of the dog clan’s shore, or the forest of the ferned men, or even to the coast of the fish eaters, Kian’s father had told him. 
 
    It was quite conceivable that one would wander up to the top of Mount Ossa. It was also conceivable that this warrior might have come here to abduct children, because such a thing wasn’t shameful to their people. 
 
    We all know what they do, but no one quite knows their purpose, his father had told him. Some say the shelled people were sent here to punish, to keep Caedonia in place through fear. If you ever come across one, however, do not concern yourself with questions of their being. Don’t contemplate their motives, or how their depravity built such a powerful tribe. Just know that this is what they do, and you must avoid them at all costs. 
 
    Kian knew that avoidance was no longer an option, so he took a deep breath and examined the situation. Where were they? They were in a hunting blind, one filled with implements that could be used as weapons. This was good, though they were both children and shelled warriors didn’t fear any weapons from the tiger clan, let alone instruments used to hunt. Still, they weren’t defenseless. 
 
    And though the warrior was moving, he didn’t seem to be coming any nearer to them. 
 
    The warrior must know that we’re here, mustn’t he? thought Kian. 
 
    He had to assume that this was a yes. Shelled warriors saw you before you saw them. Some legends said they could even sneak up on ferned men, and besides, it couldn’t be coincidence that he was here at the same time as they. Could it? 
 
    Regardless, Kian reasoned that he should assume the warrior was there to do them harm, and that he and Niall should act accordingly. 
 
    We must escape, and failing that, we must defend ourselves. 
 
    Kian considered that they might both just run for it right now, but then thought that this would be a bad idea. He could see well in the dark, better than most at least, but the cautionary tales he’d heard of them suggested that the night was on the side of the predator, and shelled warriors were nothing if not predatory. If he ran right now, the warrior would pursue, and might get Niall at the very least. 
 
    I’m the survivor, the lucky one, he thought, but Niall isn’t either of these things, and Niall being taken hostage isn’t an option. 
 
    But fighting wasn’t exactly a viable alternative. Kian was never much of a fighter, and though Niall had the power of conversation, this was useless against a shelled warrior. Useless, unless he— 
 
    Kian stayed silent for a moment, and then heard the faintest whispers of talking in the background. He couldn’t understand it, but it appeared to be half a conversation, and though Kian found it unintelligible, Niall might not. It was a long shot, but something told Kian he had to try it. 
 
    Listen to him, signed Kian. 
 
    Listen? 
 
    Listen to him, tapped Kian. You understand many languages. Listen. 
 
    I do not understand their tongue, why would I understand— 
 
    It’s not entirely different from our own. Listen to him. 
 
    Niall thought about this, and quivered more. 
 
    We need to run, tapped Niall. 
 
    We may. But right now, listen to him, and I’ll see what weapons we have here. 
 
    Niall reluctantly assented, and went back to the viewing hole. The shelled warrior had emerged from his rock and was approaching slowly, and noisily. Kian found it odd because shelled warriors only tended to rattle their armor when attacking en masse, to strike fear into their enemy’s hearts. When they came alone they always found a way to attack their victims in silence, even though they were covered in shells. 
 
    Niall shook this mystery off, and felt around the darkness in the back of the hunting blind to see what the elders had left them. The hut was mostly bare, but there were two sticks in the far corner. Each stick had a pointed end, crude spears that had no chance of penetrating the warrior’s shelled armor, but they were something. He also found a single large shield, built in the oversized fashion that his people so loved. Kian’s father joked that the tiger clan built their shields like this to protect the wearer from the rain if need be, and though there was no rain in sight, Kian thought it might be big enough to protect them both. 
 
    If it does protect us, though, it won’t do so for long, he thought. We’ll need something more. 
 
    He peered out at the shelled warrior coming towards them. He was approaching slowly, in a meandering motion that suggested he might have consumed some of the mind-altering herbs that their kind supposedly took during attacks. 
 
    It can’t be that, Kian thought. Those herbs put them in a frenzy and suppress feelings of mercy. They don’t tend to take those when hunting alone. This has to be something else. 
 
    The warrior was still talking, so Kian signed to Niall to tell him if he understood anything. 
 
     I understand some words, tapped Niall, but I do not comprehend. He’s talking of houses on the water, and men with the tiniest spears. 
 
    Houses on the water? Men with the tiniest spears? 
 
    He’s also saying one word over and over again, but I can’t believe it. 
 
    Kian listened for a moment, and couldn’t believe it either. 
 
    He’s speaking our language, signed Kian. 
 
    The word is help, signed Niall. He’s asking for help. 
 
    Kian’s father had said that the shelled warriors didn’t have words for certain things, and one of those was help. This might still be correct, because the shelled warrior was saying this word in their language, not his own. Kian listened closely, and it sounded as if the warrior was asking for help in the other languages as well. 
 
    I understand the words, signed Niall, but I do not comprehend. 
 
    The warrior drew nearer, and Kian knew he would be on them in moments. 
 
    He might be asking for help, tapped Kian, but he’s a shelled warrior. His first instincts are to hurt, and we must prepare for this. 
 
    Kian took one of the spears and put it in Niall’s trembling hand. He kept the other spear for himself, and gripped the large shield with his free hand. It was a bit unwieldy in the small confines of the hunting blind, but he knew it would have to do. He might be able to block the warrior at least, and this could give Niall some time to escape. 
 
    Whatever happened, he couldn’t let Niall be captured. A shelled warrior had killed Niall’s natural father one evening while he slept in his own hut, and had then escaped without leaving so much as a motive. Niall’s mother had withdrawn after that, and stopped speaking altogether before perishing herself within the year. After that, some in the village called Niall Niall the Unprotected, and the moniker stuck even after Kian’s father had taken him in. 
 
    And here Niall is, unprotected and facing a shelled warrior. 
 
    Legend had it that shelled warriors took pride in ending entire families, and whether or not this was the murderer of Niall’s natural father returning for the final piece of his bounty, Kian just couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    It could very well be a stranger, but they do bad things to their captives, and they’ll do bad things to Niall. The men have their herb-fueled rituals, and there are shelled women who have huts built only for torment, to bring such screams from their victims that their ancestors weep and— 
 
    He couldn’t let this happen. He would survive this, and so would Niall. There was no other option. 
 
    Get behind me, he signed to Niall. 
 
    Niall hesitated, ashamed to hide even in the current circumstances. 
 
    My spirit will protect me, signed Kian. Get behind me and she will protect us both. 
 
    Niall nodded, and then crouched behind Kian and the shield. The shells were getting louder, so Kian peered above the shield through the viewing hole and saw that the warrior was only a few steps away. 
 
    Kian knew he had to be careful now. He might have a spirit looking over his shoulder, but the warrior outside was too vicious to rely on such things. 
 
    The clinking got louder, and the shells shook arrhythmically as he stumbled forward. Kian motioned Niall to be still and leaned the shield back over them, so it would look like just another piece of equipment in an empty hunting blind. Niall was breathing heavily, but quietly, and Kian put his hand over Niall’s mouth to say that he should be even quieter than he was now. 
 
    Niall got the message and held his breath for a moment before exhaling soundlessly. 
 
    Kian could feel the warrior peering into the viewing hole, looking for any sign of movement. Their spears were still sticking up behind the shield, and Kian felt in the near-total darkness that Niall’s hand was on his weapon. Kian held Niall’s wrist until it stopped trembling, but didn’t pull it away. They had to keep their spears quiet, but might need them fairly soon. 
 
    He listened to the shelled warrior, still muttering to himself. Kian couldn’t quite understand the language like Niall, but heard the same phrases over and over again. 
 
    Houses on the water. Men with the tiniest spears. Help. 
 
    The warrior might still be saying something like this, or perhaps something else, but whatever it was he was repeating the same things over and over again in a fluttering voice. Regardless of his motives, Kian knew this wasn’t like the shelled warriors he’d heard about in tales. Those warriors could sneak up on you without a sound, and if you heard their voice, it was a shriek so horrifying that it might kill you all by itself. 
 
    The man stopped to say more words, and they cracked as they came out of his mouth, as if his tongue had been dried out for days. The warrior said one more thing in a soft whisper, and then went silent. He began to walk away, but Kian could tell that he wasn’t leaving. 
 
    He’s coming into the hunting blind. 
 
    Kian knew they’d have to act shortly, and he signed to Niall with the faintest taps that they should run on Kian’s mark. 
 
    Niall was still trembling with fear, and Kian understood he might be right to do so. They could catch him by surprise and then run into the darkness, but as weakened as this man was, there was no guarantee that they’d be able to escape. The chase might give him a second wind, and then he would track them down and punish them for their impudence after. 
 
    They needed something more. 
 
    He heard the warrior come into the hunting blind and then look around in the darkness. He was taking his time, muttering incomprehensibly to himself as he clumsily swiped at things, but Kian would still have to act quickly. There just wasn’t that much in this enclosure, and the warrior wouldn’t fail to notice the oversized shield. 
 
    Kian gripped his spear with one hand, and felt the interior of the shield with the other. He thought of the etching of the tiger on its boss, and the endling tiger he had seen in his dreams. He thought of his father and all the guidance he had given him over the years, and how it was now his duty to survive this. He thought of what would happen if he fell into the warrior’s grasp, and what would happen to Niall. He then thought of his value to this world, and how whatever was inside him would one day find its place in the stars above. 
 
    My spirit, he thought. My spirit, Kulkuz. Guide me. 
 
    Kian pushed the shield forward until it made contact with the man. Though unsteady, the warrior was still more than twice Kian’s size, and was able to hold his ground after a few steps. He then grabbed the edges of the shield with both his hands, and Kian was stuck. So Kian let go of the shield and stepped back. 
 
    “Run!” he yelled to Niall without looking back. 
 
    The shelled warrior responded as if Kian was speaking to him, and said some ferocious-sounding words in return. 
 
    Kian thrust his spear forward, but the large shield was in the warrior’s hands and now worked against him. Kian couldn’t find an angle to hit the warrior, who didn’t even bother to dodge as the stick glanced harmlessly away from him. 
 
    The warrior yelled and then pushed the shield forward, knocking Kian down. Kian tried to get up, but was held back by the warrior’s falling weight. The man shifted to push Kian down beneath the shield, and then put his knee over it to keep him there. 
 
    Kian continued to thrust his spear but couldn’t connect, because the angle from his back was even worse than it was before. The man punched Kian in the face, spasming with pain shortly after he did so. He yelled into the air, took a moment to gather his strength and then threw the shield to the side. He yanked Kian forward with one hand, and then grasped him by the neck. He then brought Kian close, and the man’s long-evacuated eyes were visible through his helmet, pale and rimmed with pus. 
 
    He seemed to say help with a heavy, shaking accent, and his breath smelled of bile and rotting flesh. 
 
    He shoved Kian back down and squeezed his neck so hard that Kian feared his own head would be torn off. Kian managed a faint squawk in pain, and the shelled warrior spasmed in response, arching his own back in agony. 
 
    Kian felt something jump over him and saw Niall, thrusting this spear at the warrior. There was no sound of wood bouncing off shelled armor, only a wheezing sound from the warrior as the spear pierced his flesh. 
 
    The warrior exhaled the words that Kian took to mean men with the tiniest spears, and then fell backwards in a heap, the blunt end of the weapon pointing out of him. 
 
    Kian and Niall took a moment to calm themselves, and then Niall looked at Kian as if he needed reassurance that this was all real. 
 
    It was. Kian didn’t know if he owed his life to Kulkuz, Niall or both, but he was alive. And however he’d gotten here, he was glad for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Man and Nothing More 
 
      
 
    “Men with the tiniest spears,” said Niall. “Maybe it’s not just delirium.” 
 
    Niall helped Kian pull the ropes that bound the warrior’s ankles tight. There were several small sticks pointing out of him, and they had feathers at their ends. Two of the sticks jabbed into his lower half, one in each thigh. They stuck upward and he howled in pain when they tried to pull them out, so Kian and Niall wrapped the ropes around his legs, making sure that he wasn’t in any undue discomfort, but wouldn’t be able to escape either. 
 
    “He was crying for help,” said Niall. 
 
    “In our language,” said Kian. “Our da says they don’t even have the concept of help. Maybe he didn’t know what the word meant.” 
 
    Kian looked down at the bound, febrile man and saw that this couldn’t be true. If anyone needed help, it was the warrior beneath them. 
 
    “Our da says that a fever can break any man, even a shelled warrior,” said Niall. “But still, someone or something put these tiny spears into his legs, and gave him this fever. Maybe there’s something out there so frightening it even makes a shelled warrior cry for help.” 
 
    Kian didn’t want to think about this now, and didn’t want Niall to think about it either. They were still on Mount Ossa, and had a delirious warrior under their purview. They couldn’t afford to be frightened of anything else. 
 
     Kian changed the subject by pointing to the wound where Niall had thrust his own spear. It hadn’t penetrated any vital organs, and the bleeding seemed to have abated, but it was there, proof that Niall had an athbhreith like no other. 
 
    “They’ll sing songs about you when we get back, you know,” he said to Niall. 
 
    Niall smiled, but was still too wound up to take any joy from this. 
 
    “You brought down a shelled warrior,” continued Kian. “You took a spear and pierced his shelled armor.” 
 
    “I didn’t pierce anything,” said Niall. “I placed it in between the gaps of his breastplate.” 
 
    “All the better. How many have done that?” 
 
    “It was luck.” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” said Kian. 
 
    “Maybe it was your luck, protecting you through me.” 
 
    Maybe it was just that, thought Kian. Though instead of luck, it was my spirit, Kulkuz. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    There was a rough sled in the hut, so they took it out and then tied the warrior to it, avoiding the feathered sticks coming out of his legs. They had thought about leaving the man here, but decided against that. It would portend bad things to leave a foe to die like that, even a shelled warrior. Neither Kian nor Niall cared to give a deathblow either. Kian surmised the warrior would have gladly taken it, but it wasn’t their style. They may have gotten lucky with a guided spear, but they weren’t killers. 
 
    Freeing him wasn’t an option, so they decided to take him back. Kian knew this would be a legendary conclusion to their athbhreith, and though it would raise questions, it would avoid the questions that Kian didn’t want to answer. He didn’t want to talk about his dream, and he didn’t want to talk about his endling spirit. 
 
    They took off the man’s helmet to help him breathe easier, and surprisingly, he wasn’t a monster. He even looked like some of the men in Kian’s village. His head was a mass of cuts and bruises, as if he had been dropped into a pile of jagged rocks, but he was a man, and nothing more. 
 
    The warrior whispered help again. 
 
    They bound him to the sled one more time, lashing his body to the frame to both steady him and prevent escape. 
 
    They then strapped the shield on him for good measure. It fit awkwardly and Kian didn’t know what purpose this would serve, but it made them feel safer, perhaps because it put an extra barrier between them and the dangerous man beneath. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They left at first light, guiding the warrior down the slopes of Mount Ossa, always carrying their spears just in case he woke up and tried to escape. They agreed that if he somehow did this they would stick him well before he broke out fully from his bindings. It wasn’t their natural inclination to kill a bound man, but if it came to it they would do what they must. 
 
    The road down was slow going, much more so than the way up had been. The man began seizing halfway down the mountain, and though the rope held, he spasmed so violently that he snapped one of the sled’s wooden beams. There was nothing they could do about it, so they just waited for him to calm, repaired the sled as best they could, fastened his ties again and then continued on. 
 
    The warrior fell further into his delirium, and they began worrying less about him escaping and more about him breaking the sled inadvertently with another one of his seizures. He was in a dull stupor for the moment so they continued, keeping one eye on the trail and one eye on him as they walked. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The man woke when the sun was directly overhead, still not a threat, but awake and muttering strange words to himself. 
 
    “Do you think he’s a shelled ghost, Kian?” asked Niall. 
 
    Kian, like all children of the tiger clan, had heard legends of these ghosts. The shelled people had their own version of the athbhreith, and it was far more perilous than that of the tiger clan. It involved killing, sometimes of dangerous animals, and sometimes of grown warriors from a rival tribe. It wasn’t uncommon for the shelled child to die during this ritual, and this was considered an honorable end. But sometimes the child failed, which was not. If they failed, they were supposed to return to the village to face ritual execution, usually at the hands of their own family. 
 
    If they didn’t return to their village, no other shelled people would take them, and they were forced to wander Caedonia alone. The other tribes called these shelled outcasts ghosts, and spoke of them in whispered voices, saying that they would lurk in the forest and do bad things to anyone they came across. 
 
    Kian’s father had said that most of tales were only cautionary, meant to coerce children into behaving, but there was indeed some truth to them. Some exiled shelled warriors grouped together to make bands of outlaws, and many did roam Caedonia alone. 
 
    His father told him that some of these formed vendettas against those who had rejected them, and spent the rest of their lives seeking vengeance on their own kind. But some went seemingly insane from the isolation, and just wandered the land and killed at random. 
 
    I even saw one of these crazed souls myself, his father had told him once. I was exploring the Tarkine with Niall’s Uncle Bran when we came across a foul stench cutting through the forest. I heard a cackling and then saw a disheveled man of indistinguishable age, but surely older than his years. He smelled like a scatheap and dragged himself along on all fours, and was befouled by so many insects that he resembled a crawling tree. We hailed him in every language we knew, including a few words of the shelled tongue, but he didn’t respond. He snarled at us like a rabid dog, and Bran suggested we put the writhing bag of bones down and be done with it. I told him that this was not our way, and Bran reluctantly assented. 
 
    Kian’s father had gone on to tell the rest of the tale, how he and Bran went on their way and the man had stalked them on his hands and knees, showing up at their camp days later and biting Kier in the calf while he slept. Bran quickly put the man down after this, and Kier had paid for his oversight with a festering wound that ate half his leg before abating, leaving both scars and a limp. 
 
    Bran had dragged both Kier and the body of the man back to their village, and Elder Cahlbhach had deduced that this man was a ghost, an outcast shelled warrior exiled to live the life of an animal, taking nothing from his upbringing but ferocity, and skills in murder. 
 
    This ghost’s mind and body had deteriorated into rabid instinct and nothing else, Kian’s father Kier had said. But Elder Cahlbhach counted fifteen haphazard, self-inflicted scars on him. This man had found a way to kill fifteen innocents in Caedonia before Bran gave him his end. Fathers, mothers, sons and daughters, each taken down before their time because of this ghost. 
 
    Kian now examined the man that they had, and though he held a ghost’s incoherence, he didn’t quite fit the description. His armor was still mostly intact, and the scars on his left arm were too orderly. He might have gone insane, but he wasn’t an exile. 
 
    “He’s not a ghost,” said Kian. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Kian pointed at the man’s left arm, which held a long strip of horizontal scars underneath the cuts and bruises. 
 
    “Shelled warriors get a scar for every kill from one of their shamanesses, who are trained in giving such markings,” said Kian. “Ghosts often do this to themselves, and end up with shaky ones all over their body.” 
 
    Kian allowed Niall to examine the man’s arm. The scars were methodically arranged, but came in different patterns. Some were curved, some were dashed, and some came as shapes. 
 
    “Our da said each type of scar holds a different meaning,” said Kian. “Some show that he killed a member of a particular clan, or perhaps a high-ranking chief. Some show that he dragged a hostage back to his camp before murdering him, and some are meant to show that they fought a rival shelled warrior, and won.” 
 
    Niall pointed at a small mark on the man’s shoulder, much shorter than the rest. Neither of them dared to say it, but they both understood. The man had taken the life of a child, and in return received the etching of a life stamped out long before it was meant to end. 
 
    “He’s killed many,” said Niall, pointing to his other arm, which displayed a small collection of its own marks after the first one ran out of room. 
 
    Kian changed the topic, pointing at the feathered sticks coming out of the man’s thighs. 
 
    “He said something about men with the tiniest spears,” said Kian. “Maybe that’s who got to him before we did. Men with tiny spears.” 
 
    Niall thought for a moment, and then pointed to the man’s closed eyes. 
 
    “He’s passed out,” said Niall, turning his attention to one feathered stick. “This one here isn’t wedged as deeply as the other one. Let’s take it out.” 
 
    Kian examined the sticks and saw that Niall was right. Both had missed vital organs, but one of the sticks entered the man at a more oblique angle, setting in shallower than the other, and putting itself through the far side of his leg. 
 
    Kian considered removing it by pushing it through, but in one quick motion Niall gripped the stick and yanked it up until it was out. The man groaned and then spasmed in response, but that was it. He passed out again, and the resultant wound didn’t bleed heavily. 
 
    Niall flipped the stick over, and the end that had pierced the man’s skin was leaf-shaped, and was made of neither stone nor wood. Niall wiped off the man’s blood from the tip and Kian saw it was made from something they hadn’t seen before, a dark substance that was cool to the touch and harder than rock. 
 
    “I put my own spear through his armor by nestling it in the gaps,” said Niall. “But these go right through the shells.” 
 
    Niall pointed to a stick in the man’s upper body that had pierced his shelled armor. The feathered end was broken off, but the pointed tip was wedged in tight and the wound was filled with pieces of smashed shells. 
 
    “Whoever brought this warrior down, did so rather easily,” said Kian. “They may have tiny spears, but I doubt they’re tiny themselves.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Prophecy 
 
      
 
    They camped one more evening, taking turns throughout the night to act as lookout for both the warrior and anyone else who might come across their site. The night passed without incident, and they reached Dove’s Loch the next morning. 
 
    They were close to home now, and the edges of the lake bustled with familiar life. They saw devils scurrying about, and Niall spotted an echidna resting in a hollowed-out log. 
 
    My soul might belong on a frozen lake in my dreams, thought Kian, but it’s good to be here, with water instead of ice, and no creatures more than half my size. 
 
    They saw one of their own soon thereafter, Declan the thief, who was observing the world from his usual post, perched stone-still in a tree and averting his eyes in the style of the ferned men. They would have missed him if they hadn’t known him so well, and he might have remained in his tree if they weren’t carrying a shelled warrior in tow. 
 
    Declan disappeared into the tree’s foliage, and then appeared behind them without a sound. His eyes became large, and he immediately put himself between them and the warrior. He took out his wooden pike to run the shelled warrior through, but Niall held up his hands and told him it was okay. He told Declan that the man was well-bound and delirious, and no threat to anyone. 
 
    Declan understood, but demanded that he be there to escort them to the village. It was custom that men returning from their athbhreith do so by themselves, but they both knew that Declan’s escort would be unseen. Kian figured it wouldn’t hurt, and Declan disappeared off the path, out of sight but undoubtedly still there. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The entire village lined up to meet them: unsmiling with eyes averted, and completely silent. Kian’s father had warned them to expect this treatment. You’ll be ignored when you return from the athbhreith, but this is purely symbolic, his father had said. For you are men now, and men of our kind are too strong to need undue attention. 
 
    Kian looked straight ahead and saw the villagers were straining to avoid notice that the boys had returned with a man in their possession, a shelled warrior no less. 
 
    Kian kept his head up, feeling happy to be home, but not feeling like a man. 
 
    Men know things. They give orders and don’t ask questions. I have too many questions be a man just yet. The athbhreith might be our rebirth, but if I’ve been reborn, I’ve still yet to live a single day. 
 
    Peiffer the songman started a tune with his pipe, and soon the women of the village joined him. With their eyes still averted they sang a slow, somewhat mournful tune that bordered on a dirge, sung in the dialect that only they were able to learn. Kian saw Niall mouthing along with the words, and soon an older man began to sing along with words that the men could understand, and whether his words reflected the women’s or not, they added a layer that complemented the song well. 
 
    Tigers of the past
Become our people of today
We give this world its meaning
We help it keep its way 
 
    Those that are gone
Have not disappeared
For the truth and the light
Will always stay here 
 
    Time flows in a circle
Until the shape is broken
Then the world will reunite
And our path will be awoken 
 
    Tigers of the past
Become our people of today
We give this world its meaning
We help it keep its way 
 
    The song ended and the crowd split apart to reveal Elder Cahlbhach walking towards them, his posture perfect despite his age, and his hairless pate still gleaming a strong brown in the soft sun overhead. 
 
    His eyes were imperiously high, holding a solemn dignity but not looking directly at them. Even though Elder Cahlbhach was their leader, he wouldn’t deign to make the first recognition of the pair. The right of first recognition belonged to one’s father, and both Kian and Niall already had one in Kier. 
 
    Kian and Niall walked ahead and then knelt, leaving the shelled warrior behind them. He was now awake, writhing and babbling endlessly in his own tongue. Elder Cahlbhach showed no notice of this, and stepped aside to show Kier’s hut, the only home that Kian had ever known. 
 
    One of the villagers pulled the wombat pelt that separated the hut from the outside world aside, and Kier came out. He smiled, clearly relieved to see them both alive. His relief quickly turned to consternation after he saw the shelled warrior on the ground, but he regained his composure and acknowledged them both. 
 
    He limped up to them with the help of a cane, and though he was a generation younger than Cahlbhach, Kian’s father still managed to appear older. 
 
    Kier walked until he stood in front of Niall. He had asked Kian if he could give first recognition to Niall, and Kian had accepted this without hesitation. Niall had been dealt two blows in his life: a father taken from him, and then his mother following within the year. Niall was Kier’s son and Kian’s brother now, and first recognition was the least they could offer him. 
 
    Kier bent his frame even further to speak with Niall, who was fighting back tears. Kian wasn’t sure if the tears were from pride, sadness or the gratitude of not having to enter adulthood alone, but he was relieved when Niall swallowed them back, and then willed himself into a stoic demeanor. 
 
    “My son Niall, I am honored to be the first to see you as you truly are,” said Kier. “But I will not be the last. From this day forth you will carry the burden of manhood with you, and you will carry it well. You will represent our people as we hold our place in Caedonia. We are the middle people, neither conquerors nor the conquered, destined to safeguard the angels’ morality until the day of reunification.” 
 
    Kier’s father knelt so low that he looked up at Niall, whose eyes were still and determined. 
 
    “After your natural parents were taken from this world, they called you the Unprotected,” said Kier. “And from this day forth, you shall keep that name, but with a different meaning. You shall roam this land unprotected because you won’t need anyone to protect you. You may travel through the Tarkine with only your wits, yet emerge unscathed and unstarved. You will know the harsh realities of this world so well that you’ll instinctively tread lightly around the areas where death is certain, but you won’t avoid them entirely. You will find a way to go beyond these places, and then spread the tiger clan’s honor farther than any have done before.” 
 
    Kier paused for a moment. 
 
    “Now, Niall,” said Kier. “Do you accept the burden of manhood?“ 
 
    “I do,” said Niall, without a quiver in his voice. 
 
    “Then turn around to see your people,” said Kier, before addressing those assembled. “And you may all now look upon the newest member of our clan, who will help guide our people on the way to our destiny, a man whom each and every one of you may rely upon in time of need. Niall the Unprotected, Niall of the Nine Tongues, Niall the Courageous!” 
 
    Niall turned around, and the villagers lifted their heads and looked directly at him. Peiffer played a melody on his pipe that he had written specifically for Niall, a high-pitched and lively tune that held an underlying strength to make it memorable. 
 
    Kier then addressed Kian. He gave a similar speech to the one he’d given to Niall, speaking of the burdens of adulthood, and how Kian would bring the tiger clan’s honor to Caedonia. He spoke of how it was Kian’s duty to bring compassion, justice and honor to a world that could not give such things to itself. 
 
    Kier asked him if he accepted the burden of manhood, and Kian said he did. Kier then called him Kian the Fortunate, Kian the Survivor, and Kian of the Red. 
 
    Kian thought of his red hair, and then the iridescent body hanging in the sky, and then of Kulkuz. He then regarded himself as Kian the Endling, but chose to remain silent. 
 
    The tiger clan has a destiny, but I have one as well, he thought. And whatever it is, it’s my own. 
 
    Kier then commanded Kian to turn around and see his people. 
 
    Kian looked at the villages, and saw from the corner of his eye that his father was now wistful. The tribe will be gaining two men, he remembered Kier telling him, but I will be losing two sons. 
 
    But though Kier’s body was broken and his eyes were wistful, his mind was still as sharp as it ever was. Kier allowed Kian to face the villagers for a few moments, and then turned his attention to the shelled warrior beneath them. 
 
    “You both must tell us what happened up there,” he said, using a tone that didn’t lend itself to refusal. “Everyone will be talking about this shortly, and many already have their own plans. So tell us your tale, and leave absolutely nothing out.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They brought the warrior to a small hut, and told Kier and Elder Cahlbhach what happened while the rest of the villagers waited outside. Niall did most of the talking, telling them about the hike up to the mountain, sheltering in the hunting blind, and the unsteady approach of the shelled warrior. He spoke of hiding under the shield, the warrior’s attack, and the counterattack that found its way through the slats of his shelled armor. He told them about the man’s delirious ramblings about houses on the water and men with the tiniest spears. He spoke about how the warrior yelled for help in every language but his own. 
 
    He then showed Kier and Elder Cahlbhach the tiny spear that they had taken out of the warrior’s leg, with feathers at one end and the strange, hard substance on the other. 
 
    Kier and Cahlbhach were too transfixed on the man below as well as the small feathered spear to ask if either of them had met their spirit during their athbhreith, and Kian chose not to reveal anything about what he had seen. 
 
    They heard a commotion outside the hut, and it was punctuated by yells. Kian recognized one of the voices as Niall’s uncle Bran. 
 
    “We must call a council quickly,” said Elder Cahlbhach, eyeing the door. 
 
    “Do you think those outside will convene into a council?” said Kier. 
 
    “They must,” said Elder Cahlbhach. “There is something far more important here than vengeance, no matter how warranted it might be.” 
 
    Cahlbhach left the hut to calm the angry crowd, and his appearance brought commotion. Cahlbhach had a voice to match Bran’s, though, and soon he had quieted Bran and the rest, though just barely. 
 
    “Cahlbhach is correct about calling a council, and I believe he’s right about this portending greater things,” said Kier. “Though I don’t know if those outside will be quieted just because he’s right.” 
 
    Kier turned his attention to the warrior beneath them. 
 
    “His name is Cormag,” said Kier. “That would be Cormac in our tribe, which goes to tell you that our two peoples aren’t entirely different.” 
 
    Niall looked unconvinced, and Kian felt the same. 
 
    “At their heart, the shelled people are humans just like us,” said Kier. “But they’ve been infused with the power of demons, and that leaves them quite different indeed.” 
 
    Kier shook his head. 
 
    “There are important things afoot, far greater than this shelled warrior, but he played the part of the demon thoroughly, and those outside might not see beyond that,” said Kier. “Cormag has done some very bad things.” 
 
    The yelling outside resumed, and the warrior had a small seizure in response. 
 
    “The man’s presence portends something greater than even his own cruelty, however,” said Kier. “Perhaps bigger than the whole of Caedonia itself. I don’t know if those in our village will see it this way, but they must. Cahlbhach is right—there is something far more important here than vengeance.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They exited the hut to meet the crowd, but Kier made sure to stay in front of the entryway. Though his fighting days were behind him, Kian’s father still commanded respect from the village, and no one would push him aside. 
 
    They might push him in, though, thought Kian, watching the villagers encroaching upon them. 
 
    The crowd had gathered around Cahlbhach and the hut, and was led by Bran. He was in a rage, and flanked by four men from the dog clan, each wearing a pelt of short brown fur. They had identical tattoos of a dragged claw mark on their off shoulder, which showed they were of the same hunting pack. Bran had the same marking, though with stripes in the middle to show that while he would be their brother in the hunt, he was still born of the tiger clan. 
 
    Kian also knew this didn’t bode well for Cahlbhach’s hopes to speak of something far more important than vengeance. As much as the tiger clan detested the shelled people, the dog clan loathed them even more. Kian’s father had told him that the shelled warriors apparently hunted members of the dog clan, and this caused them great distress. The dog clan were the hunters, not the hunted, and the mere thought of anything else sickened them in ways those in the tiger clan couldn’t quite understand. 
 
    “Elder Cahlbhach,” said Bran. “I claim first vengeance, as is my right.” 
 
    “It’s not your right to take vengeance at this time,” said Cahlbhach. 
 
    “It is,” said Bran. “The shelled people took my brother, and Niall’s natural father. I can list countless other things they’ve taken from myself, from our people—and from my brothers in the dog clan—but we don’t have time for this. So I’ll just say that a shelled warrior took my brother, and that alone warrants first vengeance.” 
 
    Kian realized at this time that the shelled people’s cruelty brought fear to most, but not all. Some, like Bran, rose to meet it with anger. 
 
    Bran then translated the words to his dog-clan brothers through gritted teeth, and Kier stepped forward. 
 
    “I cannot argue against your pain, Bran,” said Kier. “But though a warrior took your brother, who was my friend, and another ghosted warrior took my leg, neither of those perpetrators are currently in the hut.” 
 
    The crowd erupted at this. Though Kier still commanded respect, defending a shelled warrior was a difficult proposition to put forth. Bran didn’t translate this for his dog-clan brothers, but they were able to infer the sentiment, and growled with anger. 
 
    “Shall I recount my history with the shelled people, Kier?” asked Bran. “Or how about our people? I’m sure if I do I’ll be able to find someone who has suffered directly at the hands of Cormag, and I hereby volunteer to act as vengeant on their behalf, and I promise that I will—” 
 
    “I’ve suffered at the hands of Cormag!” yelled a voice in the crowd. “Though I need no vengeance from Bran. I will take care of this myself.” 
 
    The crowd went silent, and then parted to reveal a woman who hadn’t shown her face in countless seasons. Her name was Goody Clodagh, and she had a scarred face, a limp to match Kier’s, and skin turned sickly pale from a self-imposed exile in her own hut. 
 
    “If you look upon the warrior’s striking arm, halfway down and a bit, you’ll see a long mark with a small one beneath it,” she said. “And those are the only tombstones I’ll ever have for my husband and child. Cormag took them both back to the shelled coast for no other reason than because he could, and after he ended them he gave himself two etchings, one large, one small, and that was it. He moved on.” 
 
    Clodagh scrunched up her scarred face and gave Cahlbhach an accusatory stare with her good eye. 
 
    “He took my beauty before he left of course, but needed no stripe for that,” she said. “Perhaps he thought it unworthy of a memory, or perhaps he marked enough of my flesh for the both of us.” 
 
    She turned to address the crowd. 
 
    “But whatever he did to me was secondary, for without my two loves, it was merely a brutal theft,” she said. “And the only thing that has kept me going to this day is the hope of vengeance. I don’t need first vengeance, but I will need the last, because above all else I want my face to be the final thing Cormag sees before I send him back to the demons.” 
 
    The crowd erupted at this, and Bran nodded in agreement. The crowd started to chant, and some were already encroaching upon the hut that contained Cormag. Cahlbhach backed up and held up his hands. Kian couldn’t imagine anyone pushing Elder Cahlbhach aside, but he hadn’t seen his people in a rage like this either. 
 
    “I can’t argue against your anger, or your pain!” yelled Cahlbhach. “The shelled warriors have hurt each and every one of us, and the one inside has taken more than I could ever put into words!” 
 
    Elder Cahlbhach glared at the crowd, and they quieted. 
 
    “And if you demand vengeance, that may be your right,” he said. “But we have bigger things with which to concern ourselves at the moment.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Bran. “What could possibly be of greater importance than the return of a man who has caused so much suffering—” 
 
    “Our prophecy is about to come into being!” yelled Cahlbhach. “We are about to see the first steps of our destiny—of the great reunification!” 
 
    The crowd became hushed, including Clodagh. Bran was so taken aback that one of the dog clan had to remind him to translate for them. 
 
    Niall looked stunned as well, and Kian felt the same. They’d heard talk of the prophecy, the tiger clan’s destiny and the great reunification since their first memories, but the phrases were always something abstract, concepts that would come into reality generations hence, if that. At the very least, they wouldn’t occur in this lifetime. Elder Cahlbhach had always reminded the village that they needed to prepare for their future as if it would arrive tomorrow, and here they were, with their destiny still abstract, but upon them. 
 
    “The day of reunification is near, and it’s up to each and every one of you to face it like a member of the tiger clan is destined to do,” said Cahlbhach. “Your duty is to listen to the grace of the angels above, and let them guide your every action. If you want to overpower me and do wretched things to the demon Cormag, I’ll not stop you. But when those from across the great water come to gather you, you’ll need to meet them with a pure body and soul!” 
 
    Cahlbhach glared at the crowd for another moment, and they remained quiet. 
 
    “I’m calling a council,” he said. “I ask that you put down your vengeance and come. In return, I’ll tell you the secrets of our people and this world that have been entrusted to me. I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    No one touched Cormag, and he died shortly thereafter anyway. Cahlbhach brought his body to the large hut, and they began the council. Goody Clodagh said a prayer over the warrior’s body, and asked fate to deliver her soul to wherever his was after she died, so she could have her vengeance then. She told fate that even if Cormag had the power of demons at that point, her fury would still find a way to make him regret his existence. 
 
    After her prayer she gestured to Cahlbhach that she wanted nothing more this day, and returned to her seat in the audience. Cahlbhach banged a middle-sized stone against a larger one beneath to bring the council to order, and everyone became quiet. Kian sat up front with Niall and his father. 
 
    “We have two among us who have just returned from their athbhreith,” said Cahlbhach. “And they have brought something back that is truly exceptional.” 
 
    Cahlbhach pointed at the man laid out before them. 
 
    “In any other time this would be extraordinary,” he said. “But this is more than just extraordinary. It is like the prophecy says: Two children shall be reborn, and they will see the mightiest warrior become like a child.” 
 
    Cahlbhach held up the small spear that had been stuck in the man’s leg, and presented it to the audience. 
 
    “This warrior will have been felled by weaponry incomprehensible,” continued Cahlbhach. “And he shall tell the children that those who had vanquished him come from the across the water.” 
 
    Cahlbhach looked at Niall. 
 
    “Niall of the Nine Tongues,” said Cahlbhach. “What did he say to you in his delirium?” 
 
    “He said they came from houses on the water,” said Niall. 
 
    Cahlbhach let those words hang in the air for a moment. 
 
    “And when they come for us from across the great water, the fiercest of Caedonia shall be cast aside like empty shells, and the noblest shall be brought back across the water to see the world begin.” 
 
    Cahlbhach took a deep breath and looked at Kier as if for approval. Though it was disconcerting to see Cahlbhach look for such a thing, Kier still gestured that Cahlbhach had his approval. 
 
    “There has been a vein of knowledge passed down amongst the Elders of our people. After I heard it from the Elder who came before me, I acted as caretaker of the knowledge, keeping it safe and adding to it with insight I saw through my dreams. I had assumed that I would share the wisdom on my deathbed with the one who came after me, but it appears that this is no longer the case.” 
 
    Cahlbhach paused his words, and took another breath. 
 
    “For the Elder of the tiger clan is bound to share this knowledge with the people when the reunification draws nigh,” he said. “And this knowledge is the tale of our Rebirth. Not the rebirth of an individual’s athbhreith, but the rebirth of humanity as a whole.” 
 
    The crowd murmured, half out of shock, and half because they didn’t quite understand. 
 
    “There was another world that came before us,” said Cahlbhach. “Another age. We know nothing about this time, other than those who lived within it accomplished great things, and that they were impure. The angels and the demons both understood that this impurity would eventually lead to a bad end for this world. So the spirits above and below deemed it best to start over, to purify humanity and then start our world again from nothing.” 
 
    Elder Cahlbhach looked at the roof above as if he were looking at the stars. 
 
    “And in our part of this new world, our Caedonia, we have nothing—nothing but stone and wood, bone and grass,” said Cahlbhach. “But we of the tiger clan are pure, just like all people of Caedonia are pure, including those of the shelled tribe.” 
 
    Many in the crowd scoffed at the last part of this, and a few grew visibly angry at the notion. 
 
    “We are all pure,” said Cahlbhach, holding up his hands as if to keep the audience from erupting. “It just so happens that in Caedonia, the angels became the spirits of the tiger clan, and the demons put their power into the shelled people.” 
 
    Though most of those assembled still didn’t appear to understand the message as a whole, they accepted this explanation, and became quiet. 
 
     “The angels blessed us to give Caedonia morality,” said Cahlbhach. “The demons bound themselves to the shelled people because—” 
 
    Cahlbhach paused to gather his words, and gestured to Bran that he should take this time to translate what he had said so far to his dog brothers. Bran said the words calmly, and his friends in the dog clan understood. 
 
    When they were done, Cahlbhach took another moment to gather his thoughts. Kian could tell that what he was going to say next was a difficult concept to convey, and Cahlbhach placed the utmost importance in expressing it accurately. 
 
    “The angels and demons are natural enemies, but they have a shared goal,” said Cahlbhach. “They don’t always work in concert, but in this age, they both want humanity pure, and on the correct path. So the angels gave the tiger clan the concepts of compassion, justice and honor to prepare Caedonia for the reunification.” 
 
    Cahlbhach pointed at the man below him. 
 
    “The demons put themselves into the shelled people to bring balance,” he said. “A rough, merciless balance that comes at the cost of monstrous cruelties, but a balance that was necessary for a day such as this. Just as the small devils of our land kill the snakes and then feast upon the dead, the shelled warriors have done their part to keep Caedonia as it is until now.” 
 
    Cahlbhach allowed Bran to translate this for his comrades, and then continued. 
 
    “But we are dealing with far more important matters than the small devils, snakes and carrion,” he said. “Without the shelled warriors, one of the tribes here would have gained dominance over the others, perhaps our tiger clan, perhaps the dog clan. Perhaps even the fish eaters or the ferned men! But this is all beside the point. Without the shelled warriors, Caedonia would not have had balance. One of us would have built an empire in miniature, and on this day, when we would have heard that the men from across the water had set foot on our land, Caedonia’s empire would have made plans to defend themselves.” 
 
    Cahlbhach paused to allow Bran to translate for the dog clan, and for the rest of the people to take this in themselves. 
 
    “Caedonia’s empire would have then engaged in a losing battle,” continued Cahlbhach, picking up the small, feathered spear. “For those from across the water have weaponry and numbers that far outstrip anything we could have ever brought to battle. But our empire would have fought, and fought well. We would have lost, and they would have brought an occupation to this land. We would have then engaged in a series of revolts on our end, followed by punitive measures on theirs.” 
 
    Cahlbhach took a breath. 
 
    “And this cycle would have gone on indefinitely,” he said. “And then Caedonia would have been a part of a world that progressed just as it did in the first age, with history defined by wars and little else.” 
 
    Cahlbhach spread his arms to the side, palms out. 
 
    “But there is no Caedonian empire, and this will not happen,” he said. “The angels and the demons brought us balance, and here we are.” 
 
    Niall stood up, and though it caused a little stir because he was still so small, Cahlbhach recognized him because he was now grown—a full member of the tiger clan. 
 
    “What now?” asked Niall. 
 
    Cahlbhach smiled at this, and the crowd leaned in. Kian figured that they were all wondering the exact same thing. 
 
    “And now we must listen to the prophecy,” said Cahlbhach. “And they shall not wait for the future, but go to meet it. They shall send a small selection of the most noble amongst them, and though not all shall arrive, those that do will be the first among them to see extraordinary things.” 
 
    Cahlbhach looked across those assembled. 
 
    “The prophecy has been passed down by the Elders, infused along the way with insight sent through my dreams,” said Cahlbhach. “And it tells us that we can’t wait for those from across the water to come to us. We need to send a group of volunteers to meet them. These emissaries might not survive the journey, but if they do, they will be the first among the tiger clan, and of Caedonia, to see the world truly begin.” 
 
    Kian thought of this. He had no idea what the prophecy held, or what those from across the water were like, or what plans they had for Caedonia. But something told him that he had to go. 
 
    I will meet the future, he thought. I will be one of the emissaries. 
 
    Kian thought about his dream again, and of the creature with the jaw that opened to impossible angles. He thought of the iridescent body that hung so beautifully in the sky, and of the love his spirit felt for him, so great that it could not be expressed, not even in a dream. 
 
    And with your guidance, Kulkuz, I’ll survive to see the future, and beyond, he thought. No matter what the angels and demons throw at me, I will survive. 
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     “What a strange ignorance the future places on the past. We’re so eager to show the universe what we can do, that we can’t contemplate waiting a generation before acting, even if it means our technological prowess will increase an order of magnitude every time we blink. Think of Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan sending that gold record into space so long ago. What did it have? A few images, some sounds? 
 
    “Would it have served us to have waited a few decades to send a million times that much information, on a much more durable substance? Or wait another decade and bring that up to a billion? We knew what technological progress would soon bring, in time scales inconceivably short when compared to that of the universe. Should we have waited to send something bigger and better? 
 
    “The answer, of course, is no, we should not have waited. There’s no harm in throwing that first bottle into the cosmic ocean, and it hasn’t precluded humanity from throwing others afterwards. Quite the opposite in fact: that golden record inspired a generation to come up with a myriad of other ways to communicate with those who might be out there. 
 
    “And let’s say some alien race does find this golden record floating in space, and let’s say that they have the intelligence to understand it. Would they think, ‘Look at these amateurs, sending these crudely drawn etchings of themselves’? I’d bet they wouldn’t think that. If they have the intelligence to go out and find this record in space, they’ll most likely think: ‘This must have been humanity’s first attempt at communication. In the time that it’s taken this record to reach us, they’ve surely come up with countless marvels, the likes of which we can only imagine.’” 
 
    —Dr. Julius Shaw 
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    The Mosasaur 
 
      
 
    Dexl was dreaming of his daughter, just as his Menthil had instructed him to do. Menthil Kraskel was a guide to so many, but when she spoke to Dexl it was as if he were the only one in this world. 
 
    She had told him that dreaming like this was the best way to keep the connection to his daughter alive, a connection that was vital to Dexl’s own psyche. 
 
    Lately his dreams had taken on a different hue, and this last dream was no exception—Dexl’s daughter’s eyes and hair were glowing an impossible shade of red. Whatever the color meant, it filled him with emotions he’d never felt before. He couldn’t put a name to the feelings, other than that her eyes seemed to bring life. 
 
    Menthil Kraskel suggested that the color was symbolic. Neither red eyes nor hair occurred naturally, so she suggested that perhaps the color was that of blood, not that which is spilt from a wound, but that which flows through a child not yet born. 
 
    That was close, but not quite it, he thought. Distant in the way that words can never quite capture a picture, and in the way that a picture can’t quite capture a dream. 
 
    Whatever the case, Dexl woke up unsurprised because he’d woken up like this so many times before. He saw the electronic notepad beside his vessel’s small bed glowing faintly, waiting to receive the memories of his dream. He didn’t feel like writing it down as Menthil Kraskel had suggested, but did so anyway, and the words were much like the last dreams he’d experienced, but with a steadily increasing intensity of feeling. 
 
    In the distant past, profound personal tragedy was expected, Menthil Kraskel had said. You’d have six children and hope that two survived to adulthood, or even one. If your sixth perished, you’d bury the child but keep the name so you might give it to your seventh. 
 
    Kraskel had gone on to say that they weren’t living in the distant past, they were living in the present, where personal tragedy didn’t occur that frequently. A lightning strike wouldn’t burn down your village. The village would harness its energy instead, and then add the power to its reserves. If you got a strange new illness, you weren’t expected to die. You’d be cured, and then you’d rest easy knowing the data acquired during your convalescence would ensure no one else would get sick in that way again. 
 
    And if you had only one child, it was okay. You didn’t need to have seven children, because children didn’t— 
 
    The security of the modern age has its price, Kraskel had said. Part of it is that when something bad does happen, it inevitably has an outsized impact. 
 
    Kraskel normally advised those she guided to do whatever it took to move on from their tragedy, but she had made an exception for Dexl. His dreams were good for him, and almost seemed to be guiding him in some way. 
 
    And your daughter stays with you in a very real sense, she’d said. She physically existed before, and now she exists in your memories. When you dream, she’ll be there again. She’s your constant companion, pushing you to do great things in her honor. 
 
    Sometimes the dreams were good, and he’d wake up disappointed that she wasn’t still here. Sometimes the dreams were bad and he’d wake up to the relief that it wasn’t real, and when he realized that she still wasn’t here, that feeling would gradually fade into melancholy. But in both cases, he felt whole afterwards, at least more whole than he’d been the night before, and he felt grateful that she was still with him in some way. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The dream had been a good one, but he didn’t have time to contemplate it for very long because he suddenly received an array of messages. He quickly looked to the front of his underwater vessel to see if anything was approaching, and he saw nothing, save for half of his dolphin pod swimming around and chirping excitedly. He hadn’t yet turned on the translator, but he’d learned a few of their phrases and ascertained that they may have found what they had set out to find this morning. He then flipped on the translator, and there it was, over and over again. 
 
    Shark-whale. Shark-whale. LONG shark-whale. 
 
    LONG shark-whale. That’s what the dolphins called mosasaurs, with an extra emphasis on the long part to show that of the many revivified species lurking in the water nowadays, this one might be the most terrifying. 
 
    This creature has half the length of a blue whale and the ferocity of a shark, Dexl thought. Terrifying or not, this won’t be easy. I’m good at what I do, but this is a large predator that’s about to cross paths with an even larger prey animal. I have to be careful if I want any chance of coming back in one piece. 
 
    Dexl reminded himself that every creature needed to come back in one piece: all his dolphins, the mosasaur—and of course the brachiosaur and her soon-to-be child. 
 
    Dexl got out of the back section of the submarine, and resumed his place in the captain’s chair. He enhanced the main monitor’s visibility until he could see the entire ocean ahead with perfect clarity. He often kept the resolution on a lower setting so he could see things the way his dolphins did, not to mention that the highest resolution made him feel like he was flying instead of swimming. But this mission was too important and far too dangerous to worry about that, so he kept visibility at a maximum. It was a graphical display of course, one that turned the outside environment into data and represented it in a virtual space. He would be able to see the same thing if the ocean water was filled with mud, or if it was night. 
 
    He put a small patch up without enhancement, and saw that water visibility was low. This was good, because he needed every advantage he could get, though he cautioned himself that advantages were not what they seemed when facing a mosasaur. These creatures could hunt in low visibility, and could even hunt at night. He had his dolphins, he had his vessel, but he still had to be careful. 
 
    “What do you see?” Dexl asked the dolphins through the translator. 
 
    Three of them chattered at once, and the computer put out all their words simultaneously. 
 
    “Pod scout, and pod scout only,” repeated Drex. “Tell me what you have found.” 
 
    The pod scout worked its way to the front of the screen. Like all the others, it had its own helmet fitted sleekly over its head, with glowing eyepieces that enhanced its own vision. 
 
    Dexl gave the creature a nod, and the creature spoke, producing chirps that the computer turned into words, both spoken and displayed on screen. 
 
    “Small path friend-whale LONG-friend-whale small path,” said the pod scout. “No no path LONG-shark-whale, no no path path. LONG-shark-whale long path path.” 
 
    Dexl waved his hands to take the translation to the next level. Vocabulary isn’t uncommon amongst animals, even plants have their own words, he thought. But no creature holds the concept of grammar like humans, not even neurologically enhanced dolphins. 
 
    “We have found a shorter path to the brachiosaur,” said the second translation. “The mosasaur is currently taking a longer path.” 
 
    Dexl had suspected this. The mosasaur wasn’t actively hunting the brachiosaur at the moment, it was just patrolling the area that it normally did, and the brachiosaur just happened to unexpectedly situate itself directly in the predator’s way. 
 
    And she’s giving birth in the lagoon of all places, thought Dexl. We thought the brachiosaurs could cohabit with the mosasaurs due to their enormous size, not to mention the fact that they tend to live on land. But here we are, headed to the lagoon to watch over a birth. 
 
    Still, Dexl knew that this was a small break. He couldn’t count on the mosasaur swimming past the brachiosaur without noticing, but still, they had just a little bit of time on their side. 
 
    “We’ll take the shorter path,” said Dexl, and the translator turned his words into chirps and squeaks. “Leave some dolphins behind to trail the mosasaur, and make sure they keep their distance. That creature is more agile than you think. But the rest of us will take the shorter path, and be there when this LONG-shark-whale arrives.” 
 
    The translator processed his words and the pod scout passed the message to the pod leader, who in turn commanded the rest of the dolphins. 
 
    Our work is cut out for us now, thought Dexl. All we have to do is take the shortcut, and then defend an unborn infant against the fiercest aquatic predator the world has ever known. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The shortcut was little more than an oblique angle cutting through a kelp forest, but they got there in time, and soon they were in front of the brachiosaur, hovering over her soon-to-be offspring. 
 
    “Easy now,” said Dexl to the pod. “The mother can be just as dangerous as the mosasaur. One swipe of her tail, or anything for that matter, will rip you in two.” 
 
    And it will rip this ship in two, he thought. This vessel is meant for many things, but not for withstanding a brachiosaur’s blunt force impact. 
 
     He wasn’t entirely sure if she was defensive—the newly revivified brachiosaurs hadn’t yet shown any aggressive behavior. But he had to assume that she would be dangerous, even inadvertently so. He’d been reckless on these missions before, but Menthil Kraskel had gotten him to stop. There’s value in failure, she had said, because it can teach the world a lesson. But if you end up as a cautionary tale on one of your expeditions, you can only teach the world but once. 
 
    Ever since then he’d been more careful, and he reminded himself to be a bit more careful now. Like so many things he did in this stage of his life, he was doing something no one had ever done before, and he had to minimize risk. 
 
    Dexl panned the view screen out until the brachiosaur’s body fit within it, and he saw its eye gleaming back at him in the water, the nasal hole on its head just barely cutting out above the surface. Dexl marveled that one of the world’s largest creatures could still find a way to hide—at least from all those on land—and then saw the pod scout dipping underneath the creature’s underside, and then swimming over its back before heading back to its comrades, squeaking excitedly that the LONG-friend-whale was relaxed, and might even be dozing over its rock. 
 
    Dexl knew that the brachiosaur was very much awake, so he swiped the holographical interface to speak with them all at once. 
 
    “Slow, slow, no scare LONG-friend-whale, no scare LONG-friend-whale,” said Dexl, speaking in their tone to make it clearer. “Whale friend, whale.” 
 
    The dolphins squeaked in response, and after a moment they became quiet and their pod scout faced the submarine and spoke back to him. 
 
    “The brachiosaur is not a threat,” said the pod scout through the translator. “It appears to be sleeping over that rock.” 
 
    “It’s not asleep,” said Dexl, switching back to his normal tone. “But even so, we don’t want to frighten it.” 
 
    Dexl paused a moment to allow the dolphins to understand. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to frighten it even if we desired to do such a thing,” said the dolphin. “It’s a whale, and whales don’t fear anything.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly a whale,” said Dexl. “You could think of it as a land whale, but it’s something else entirely. It’s—” 
 
    Dexl didn’t quite know what to say next. All he knew was that nothing about this mission was natural, let alone precedented. Brachiosaurs and mosasaurs didn’t even exist at the same time, let alone act as prey and predator. What was more, before revivification the paleobiologists didn’t believe the brachiosaurs would actually venture into the water at all, least of all to give birth. 
 
    And the brachiosaurs may not have ever behaved like this in their own time. But natural or not, this one was in a deep lagoon, with a mosasaur headed its way. The bioethicists had taken every possible outcome into consideration, including this one, and had then approved this line of species revivification, as well as the mosasaur’s. And now Dexl was here to do nothing short of staving off disaster. It wasn’t time to ponder ethics. It was time to act. 
 
    “It’s not a whale, it’s a brachiosaur, and it might act unpredictably,” said Dexl. “Because it isn’t sleeping over a rock. That’s an egg, and that’s what the mosasaur will probably want. If the brachiosaur gets agitated, she probably won’t take the time to see that we’re the ones defending her.” 
 
    The dolphin swam back to its pod to discuss. The words between them came quickly and all at once, and though the computer was able to keep up with the translation, Dexl couldn’t make any sense of it. Fortunately, the pod scout came back. 
 
    “This mosasaur is an ambush predator?” asked the dolphin. 
 
    “Most likely,” said Dexl. “From what we’ve observed of the others, it seems to hunt this way.” 
 
    “Then some of us may need to stay close to the brachiosaur and her egg,” said the pod scout. 
 
    The dolphin offered no further explanation, but Dexl didn’t need one. Whatever their plan was, this was a good start, and he saw on his display that the mosasaur would be here shortly. The creature may have taken the long way around, but it was surprisingly fast for a creature its size, and they had to make decisions now. 
 
    “Fine,” said Dexl. “Defending the egg is of paramount importance, and after that, take care of yourselves. Everything else is secondary.” 
 
    Dexl knew he wanted the mosasaur unharmed as well, but he didn’t want his pod to worry about this at the moment. They had to defend the egg, the first brachiosaur egg laid outside a laboratory, and the rest would be up to him. 
 
    The pod scout chirped the command that they should be cautious around the brachiosaur, but a few still swam under her body and then around her neck and back again, often repeating the loop. She didn’t seem to notice, let alone mind, so Dexl didn’t press the matter. 
 
    After one dolphin performed a series of five straight loops, it chirped to its group and the pod scout relayed the message to Dexl. 
 
    “The egg is breaking,” she said. “Is this trouble?” 
 
    Dexl had the submarine perform a diagnostic on the vitals of both the dinosaur and her child. Both came back without any problems. 
 
    “First of all, the egg is hatching, not breaking,” he said. “And once the baby gets to the shore, we should be good. But it’s a long way from here to there.” 
 
    He pulled up a screen to see the view behind him, and he saw the mosasaur come into view, escorted by distant dolphins that looked like pilot fish in comparison. 
 
    “But our hostile creature has arrived,” he said. “That’s trouble.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The mosasaur noticed the arriving newborn, and then swam back into the deep to plan its next move. The brachiosaur mother wasn’t overtly defensive of her child against either the dolphins or the oncoming threat, though Dexl knew this might change. 
 
    Or it might not. It was conceivable that brachiosaurs originally had few predators due to their enormous size, and that their water births might have eliminated any other threats. 
 
    Whatever the case, he figured that this brachiosaur could change her attitude at any moment, and in fact hoped that she would. He knew that his dolphins could dodge most anything, and if she started thrashing her tail, the mosasaur might go away by itself. Big predators are often lazy, he thought, because they need easy, nutrient-filled prey to feed their enormous frames. If the brachiosaur made a fuss, the mosasaur might think that it wasn’t worth the effort. 
 
    But he couldn’t count on this happening, and her location presented another problem. She had chosen a small lagoon to give birth, somewhat deep and with a rocky shore. It was easy for her to enter and would be easy for her to leave, but her child might have difficulty reaching land, and until it did, they would be in danger. 
 
    Dexl kept an eye on the mosasaur’s location, and it stayed lurking in the deep while the egg hatched. He told the pod he was going to block the inlet, and he then positioned himself directly between the two brachiosaurs and the mosasaur. He then turned outwards, and saw it in the distance through his virtual display, skimming the surface, biding its time. He waved his hand to bring up a panel showing what was behind him, and saw that the brachiosaur egg had now broken open, and its long neck was peeking out. The baby hatched through the rest of the egg relatively quickly, and then escaped without much effort. Dexl was worried at first that the mother didn’t notice, but she soon swung her enormous neck back into the water and propped up the baby with her head until it came to the surface. Dexl saw it begin to flail its legs once its head went above water, and it soon began swimming. The dolphins saw this too and laughed to themselves, shouting words like baby, float and survive. 
 
    It can swim all right, he thought. But it’s going to have to do a lot more than that to survive. 
 
    “Form a barrier between the child and the mosasaur, and then swim parallel to the ocean,” said Dexl to the dolphins. “Then slowly move towards the shore to push the baby inwards. Perhaps we can encourage it to climb that rocky shore all by itself.” 
 
    The dolphins that were swimming loops around the mother brachiosaur flew out towards the ocean, and began doing long rings that expanded to the width of the inlet. The dolphins moved towards the land with every loop, but neither the brachiosaur nor her child would retreat. 
 
    “The mosasaur is coming,” said the pod scout. “We can tell that it sees the baby, and wants to consume it.” 
 
    Dexl looked outward and saw the long, thick mass coming towards them. He zoomed in on the creature, and the image expanded to show the mosasaur wriggling into view. Its build was somewhere between an eel and a sea lion, with the oversized head of a crocodile and a body that rivaled the size of Dexl’s vessel. 
 
    Dexl was tempted to throw his harpoons towards the mosasaur and be done with it, but he knew this wasn’t right. As frightening as the mosasaur appeared, it was just as valuable as the brachiosaurs, if not more so. Their revivification project had been largely successful with all kinds and sizes of herbivores, but they had a hard time keeping the large apex predators alive. The big carnivores needed nutrient-filled prey to feed their enormous frames, and when they found what they needed, it often led to a problem. 
 
    We had a megalodon shark that wreaked havoc on our archelon turtles, he thought. And though the dolphins solved it, it wasn’t a pretty end. 
 
    The megalodon was even larger than the mosasaur, but the dolphins made short work of the creature. They instinctively attacked its gills, and that was it. The threat to the archelons was over in a matter of moments, but so was the megalodon. It had no offspring, and the work of the revivifiers had to begin anew. 
 
    Big predators can be terrifying when they’re in front of you, he thought, but in the grand scheme of things, their place in this world can be tenuous. 
 
    The mosasaur approached steadily, with sharp turns that showed incredible agility. This creature wasn’t brutish and overpowering like the megalodon, with its small, dark eyes and a mind that compelled it only to swim forward and kill. The approaching mosasaur was planning its attack, and factoring in both the dolphins and Dexl’s ship. 
 
    Dexl listened to the chatter of the pod scout. 
 
    “We will attack the approaching predator when the time comes,” it said. “We will attack it.” 
 
    Dexl looked at the dolphins’ vital signs, which showed they had no fear of the mosasaur. Dexl knew they wouldn’t find it as easy to conquer as the megalodon, however. The mosasaur had no gills to punch, and it could easily wriggle through the dolphins’ perimeter and snatch the young brachiosaur, perhaps even swallowing it whole with its oversized jaws. 
 
    Dexl understood that the odds were not in their favor, but he decided against calling headquarters for assistance. They were monitoring his every move and might soon send help of their own volition, but if he asked for support now they would bring it with a fury, and this mission would come to a quick, brutal end. They might send in one of their enhanced orcas, or maybe another submarine equipped with lasers, and it would start cutting things in half. 
 
    This needed some finesse. If he wanted to save both predator and prey, he’d have to do it with his dolphins, and no one else. 
 
    The dolphins trailing the mosasaur squeaked messages to the rest of the pod, and more dolphins joined the protective loop, turning it into more of a wall. The mosasaur then paused to inspect their movement, but didn’t turn around and flee afterwards. It was too intelligent to believe that the group was one large creature. 
 
    Dexl heard the dolphins discussing their strategy amongst themselves while they swam. They spoke of the mosasaur’s agility, its intelligence and what its vulnerabilities might be. Dexl didn’t hear them speak of any weaknesses, but he did hear them asking if the mosasaur was afraid of anything, and if it could be killed. 
 
    “Defend the newborn, and defend yourselves,” said Dexl. “Only kill the mosasaur as a last resort.” 
 
    They might have heard him, but he couldn’t tell for sure because three dolphins had already left the circle to meet their massive foe. Dexl repeated the command, but the dolphins were so quick that they had already engaged the mosasaur, and were too flush with the heat of battle to listen. 
 
    The first dolphin, a particularly fearless creature named Axlin, created a distraction for the others by swimming near the mosasaur’s jaws and luring it into snapping forward. The predator took the bait, just barely missing Axlin’s tail. The other two seized the advantage and rammed the mosasaur in a coordinated attack, the first butting the creature in the area where its gills would have been were it a shark, and the second ramming it full speed in its underbelly. 
 
    Neither attack did any damage, even with the alloyed slips that both covered their beaks and augmented their punches with an electric shock. 
 
    But the dolphins weren’t deterred, and Dexl worried that the creatures’ fates had already been sealed. The dolphins had enhanced intelligence and technology on their side, but they were up against a predator whose ferocity cut through both of those attributes. If they continued their fight, they would all be torn in two. If they fled, the mosasaur might follow, nipping at their tails until they were all caught, and then return to capture its original target. 
 
    “Pod scout, they cannot win this fight,” said Dexl, hoping to cut his losses. “Tell Axlin, Iztic and Yatl to disengage.” 
 
    The pod scout quickly relayed this to the pod leader, who in turn chirped commands to the three dolphins. All three swam away from the mosasaur before propelling themselves towards the surface. Axlin barely dodged another bite from the predator, and then jumped out of the water with his two cohorts, who then splashed back down below the surface and swam in three separate directions. 
 
    The mosasaur froze for a moment, and then decided to follow Axlin. Dexl commanded the computer to track Axlin’s every movement, and it brought up a holographic display of the dolphin and the giant predator stalking it from behind. Dexl noticed that Axlin’s swimming motion looked odd, and then noticed a thin stream of blood trailing him, dripping out from a gash on his abdomen. 
 
    “Pod scout!” yelled Dexl. “Send some dolphins to protect Axlin, now!” 
 
    The pod scout chirped and squeaked, and five broke from the group to swim into the deep. Soon there was silence, and Dexl realized he might have gotten the predator to leave. 
 
    At a heavy price, he thought, thinking of Axlin and his wounded abdomen. And it will be all for nothing if we can’t get the brachiosaur to move before the mosasaur returns. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    The brachiosaur and her child eventually moved, but not towards land. Instead they ventured outwards to the kelp forest, staying close to shore but not quite getting out of harm’s way either. The mother tromped easily through thick algal strings that stretched from the ocean floor to the surface, and she gracefully parted the seaweeds with her massive neck. Her child continued to paddle behind her, swimming freely but ensconced within the floating forest. 
 
    Dexl told the dolphins to resume pressuring the dinosaurs inwards, but it was no use. He even risked having them sting the mother’s side with a few electric shocks, but she barely even noticed them. The dinosaurs were returning to their herd at their own pace, and would remain oblivious to both the dolphins and the giant predator that might soon return. This was their situation. 
 
    “Dexl, do you require assistance?” asked a voice coming from the speaker. Dexl recognized it as Kuallil, who was both his friend and liaison to the headquarters. 
 
    Dexl considered that he might need help with this mission. If he asked, they would provide assistance within moments, and it would be done. But it wouldn’t end elegantly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “We don’t blame you,” said Kuallil after a pause. “We’re still within the range for an acceptable amount of bioethical crises as a whole for the year, but we’re in one now and you’re at the front, and that’s all that matters at this point.” 
 
    Kuallil paused again. 
 
    “What we’re saying is that you can’t be faulted for failure here,” he continued. “Revivification is an unnatural process, and you’re not responsible for cleaning up every one of our messes. You’ve been successful with everything we’ve thrown at you in the past, but don’t let your spotless record cloud your judgment.” 
 
    Dexl took a moment to observe the brachiosaurs next to him, continuing their leisurely journey through the kelp forest. The mother walked forward, the child swam and occasionally rested on her back, but neither seemed in a hurry to get anywhere. He didn’t know what their original behavior had been, but their revivified forms weren’t equipped to evade any water-borne predator, let alone a mosasaur. 
 
    “What will you send?” asked Dexl. “Tactical orcas?” 
 
    “Tactical orcas and amphibious drones.” 
 
    Dexl laughed to himself. As fierce as it was, the mosasaur wouldn’t stand a chance against the headquarters’ contingency plan. The drones were probably already in position, and by the time the orcas arrived, the only thing left would be seared flesh and a faint cloud of blood. 
 
    “Send a reinforced drone to rescue Axlin,” said Dexl. “My monitor shows that he’s still alive, though just barely. Once he’s secure, there’s an outside chance that the brachiosaurs might have reached their port. Or perhaps the mosasaur might have lost interest, and swum away by itself.” 
 
    “And if those outcomes don’t occur?” 
 
    Dexl thought for a moment, and listened to the dolphins’ chatter as they swam in front of the brachiosaur. Some of them were still wondering if the mosasaur was afraid of anything, and if it could be killed. 
 
    “Let me try one more gambit,” said Dexl. “If it fails, you have my permission to bring in orcas, drones and anything else to ensure that the dinosaurs reach land safely.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Dexl soon got word that Axlin had been rescued, but the brachiosaurs showed no signs of going to shore, and the mosasaur showed no sign of losing interest in them. Dexl saw in the monitor that the predator didn’t even break its stride as it turned around and headed back from whence it came. It was swimming towards the lagoon instead of where they were now, but the brachiosaur was hard to miss as it moved through the kelp forest, and the mosasaur wouldn’t have difficulty following their path. 
 
    Dexl hadn’t fully formulated his plan yet, but he cross-listed his options through the computer to get ideas. He found one that could conceivably work, and then prepared several smoke canisters, setting their contents to be both viscous and filled with a variety of bright colors. 
 
    He saw that the mosasaur had already found the lagoon empty, and was currently heading through the kelp forest, making a straight line through the brachiosaur’s wake. 
 
    “I’m enhancing your senses to optimize them for combat in close quarters,” said Dexl. “Our predator is big, but it’s still a lot better at hiding than any of us. You don’t need to beat it, though, just get the mosasaur out into the open ocean so we can see it unobstructed.” 
 
    The pod scout relayed the message, and five dolphins broke off from the pod and swam through the algae. 
 
    They’re off to fight a monster in its own domain, and they do so without a moment’s hesitation, thought Dexl. Enhanced intelligence or not, some creatures just see fear differently. 
 
    The computer announced that the smoke canisters were ready, and Dexl commanded it to prepare them as projectiles. 
 
    But every animal experiences fear, he thought, from augmented dolphins to revivified mosasaurs. 
 
    The dolphins reached the predator quickly and began their assault. They stayed behind the mosasaur so they wouldn’t get pinned against the coastline, and then methodically took turns hitting it with their electrified beaks. They struck the creature’s stomach and side, and stayed away from its tail and head. They coordinated their attacks as well, with one dolphin thrusting into it from beneath, and then dodging its counterattack while another would ram it from the opposite angle. They would then swim back into the surrounding forest and begin their assault anew. 
 
    They did this over and over again, always prodding it from its landward side, and the mosasaur eventually responded by swimming down into the water and then towards the open sea. 
 
    Dexl knew it was time to get its attention. He had the computer let out a high-pitched cry, and then flicked his own vessel’s tail to turn away from the brachiosaurs and swim upwards. He headed for the surface and then boosted himself into the air for a brief moment before hitting the water again with an outsized splash. He then altered the timbre of his cry to suggest that whatever he was trying to be, he was wounded. 
 
    “On my mark, come out of the forest and float lifelessly,” he commanded, speaking directly to the dolphins attacking the mosasaur. “Pretend that you’ve been killed, or are close to it.” 
 
    Dexl turned around to see the predator directly in front of him, studying his vessel with fierce, calculating eyes. It snapped its jaws, and Dexl saw countless razor-sharp teeth taking the shape of a ghoulish grin. 
 
    It’s not afraid of my ship, thought Dexl. Not yet at least. 
 
    “Now!” yelled Dexl. 
 
    The dolphins came out of the kelp forest in various states of feigned injury. Two floated up to the surface without moving, and one did the same but managed to make itself sink. The other two spasmed uncontrollably, and though their acting was a bit overt, it got the point across. 
 
    Dexl first shot out an electric charge at the creature’s abdomen, with just enough voltage to leave it disoriented. After the spike hit, he sent out an array of smoke canisters, each grenade ejecting streams of different colored gels. Dexl then withdrew the electric charge, and let the creature see what was in front of its eyes. 
 
    The mosasaur paused, and then snapped its jaws again. It turned its head to look for a way around the colored gels, but the display consumed its entire field of view. 
 
    Dexl was about to send another charge to get his point across, but there was no need. Before he pulled the trigger, the mosasaur turned around and headed away. It swam into the deep, and then turned to follow the coast in the opposite direction of the brachiosaur. 
 
    “We’re going to resume escorting the brachiosaur to wherever it decides to port,” said Dexl to Kuallil. “Tell me if the mosasaur comes back, and I’ll do this once more.” 
 
    There was a pause, and then Kuallil responded. 
 
    “We don’t see it coming back towards the brachiosaurs,” said Kuallil. “You did it again, Dexll. We’re impressed.” 
 
    Kuallil added the extra l to the end of Dexl’s name to signify friendship. Kuallil often did this, calling him DESH-ul in the mission and then DESH-ul-ELL after the mission was successful. 
 
    “We’re not out of it yet, Kuallill,” said Dexl, returning the informal style. “They still need to port.” 
 
    “There’s a beach up ahead that leads to the brachiosaur herd,” said Kuallil. “Our analyses suggest a high probability of them porting there.” 
 
    Kuallil paused again. 
 
    “But we’re still impressed,” he said. “Can you tell us what you did?” 
 
    Dexl first took a moment to make sure everything was on track. It was, and the beach that Kuallil had noted was indeed up ahead. 
 
     “I took a gamble,” said Dexl. “The mosasaur was the apex predator in its day, but even an apex predator can experience fear.” 
 
    Dexl then brought up Axlin’s vitals and saw that though the dolphin was wounded, he was in stable condition. He then viewed a holographic display that showed his vessel shooting the smoke grenades, and the mosasaur fleeing afterwards. 
 
    “Many creatures have an instinctual fear of snakes,” said Dexl. “The mosasaur might have had one from its own era, or perhaps the feeling was inadvertently injected through revivification—or it might have been something else entirely. But the mosasaur was afraid, and it fled.” 
 
    Dexl smiled to himself. 
 
    “Water-borne snakes are particularly deadly, and I think the mosasaur knew that,” he said. “There’s a lot of terrifying things out there, even when you’re terrifying yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Above the Clouds of Aztlá 
 
      
 
    Dexl returned to his land-vehicle later that evening, glad to have the incident behind him. He trusted the bioethicists, and trusted that there would be some gain from this, because there always was. It might be a biological mystery unlocked, a new medicine, or perhaps just the return of something beautiful that had previously been gone forever. 
 
    He also knew that this near-debacle was still well within in the statistically acceptable margin for error, and it hadn’t ended up as that much of an error. There are now two brachiosaurs happy and whole, a wounded dolphin and a slightly traumatized mosasaur, he thought. They called me in to handle the situation, and I did just that. 
 
    Dexl had handled every situation they had thrown at him, and though Kuallil often called him legendary, Dexl didn’t feel like a legend. He felt like he was there to take care of shameful ends, to clean up the damage that shouldn’t have occurred in the first place. And here he was now, moving on so the world could forget about these events. He might be legendary in the moment, but his success meant that history would hold no place for him. 
 
    And yet she keeps telling me to move forward, he thought, thinking of his dreamt daughter. Her hair glows like burning blood, and she tells me to keep going. 
 
    He checked his messages, and had a high-security transmission from Menthil Kraskel. 
 
    It didn’t make sense—she never sent her messages with security, and he had never received any message at all with security this high. 
 
    “Dexl, we have a mission for you,” she said, her tone surprisingly formal. He also noticed that she avoided saying his fully pronounced name. “But it’s—different than anything you’ve had before. They want you to talk to me first, to make sure it’s right for you.” 
 
    She paused for a moment. 
 
    “It’s a big one,” she said. “That’s all I can say at this point. Come meet me at the tower, and I’ll tell you as much as I can in person.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He commanded his vehicle to take a longer route out of the reserve, one that went through areas that held other revivified species. He passed over a valley filled with a group of mesonychids: big, carnivorous ungulates, sized somewhere between a human and a bear. They looked like overgrown wolves, but the resemblance was superficial. Mesonychids were their own type of carnivore. 
 
    His vehicle passed them by, and soon entered a plain. He increased his moonroof’s visibility until it was transparent, and saw the silhouette of a pterosaur overhead. The creature was far away, but he could still sense its impossible size: one of the largest flying creatures of all time. 
 
    This reserve may just barely lay on the side of bioethical acceptance, he thought, but there’s no denying the beauty of this place. 
 
    He thought of his daughter again, and then closed his eyes. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He slept briefly, but didn’t dream. The moonroof was still transparent, and after he awoke he watched the stars as the vehicle sped along. He commanded the moonroof to magnify the view, and the sky above came a little closer. 
 
    He had found himself comforted by the stars ever since his daughter left. Perhaps it was their consistency—the moon found a way to change its shape every evening, but the stars remained the same. 
 
    Mostly, he thought with a laugh. The stars change position every night due to the earth’s movement, and given enough time, they’ll change position all by themselves. This universe is in constant motion. 
 
    He didn’t know exactly why the stars gave him comfort, but they did, and whatever the case, he knew of their importance. They’re more than just a magnificent nighttime canopy, and they’ve acted as more than just celestial guides for our seafaring ancestors. Stars may have brought the world to the way it is now. 
 
    He and Kuallil had spent one evening years ago discussing how cosmic radiation abetted genetic mutations, the raw material of evolution. Kuallil had argued that without stars, life on this planet might have remained at the unicellular level, if even that. 
 
    He and Kuallil had discussed this throughout the night, and had come to a profound conclusion. If you went far back enough in our earth’s history, it was one singular photon that traveled through space, to hit just the right microbe at just the right time, to abet some mutation upon which all biology is based. If that photon had been blocked by an asteroid, or had hit the ground a hair’s breadth away, the entire world would have been different, perhaps staying at the unicellular level for another billion years. 
 
    Or perhaps another photon would have come along after that and abetted complex life a billion years earlier. Regardless, every creature on earth would have been different. Without that single photon, the branches of life that we all take as a given—animals, plants, bacteria and even viruses—all of these would surely have been different. 
 
    But it hit, and that single photon set the history of this planet in motion, he thought. This universe is more connected than it seems. 
 
    He magnified the stars just a bit further, and let them pass by in silence. He sometimes preferred to view the stars with his naked eye, but not tonight. The photons above might not determine the fate of a planet, but they had traveled unthinkable distances to reach him at this very moment, and he wanted to bring a few of them in just a little closer. 
 
    Thwunk. Psssssh. His vehicle hit an acceleration tube and the stars were gone. His vessel’s wheels turned into devices for magnetic levitation, and Dexl felt the gentle, steady pull of increasing velocity. The velocity stabilized, and the vehicle seemed to stop moving altogether. 
 
    He increased the transparency of his vehicle’s side windows, because he enjoyed the moving graffiti on the walls of the acceleration tubes. These passageways inevitably contained messages meant to be read at supersonic speeds, long strings of words and images that danced in various animations as the vehicle went by, conveying thoughts about how everyone should have a place in both the city and the country, and about how it was an affront to one’s fellow human to work more than half the day. 
 
    Dexl didn’t always believe the messages, at least not fully. He understood the concept that overworking oneself robbed humanity of a piece of its true potential, but he didn’t like setting hard and arbitrary limits on one’s vocation. Still, he always enjoyed the artwork, because those that made the markings found a way to inject them with colors that rivaled anything in nature, even the revivified reserve from whence he came. 
 
    But there was no graffiti in this tube, or at least not in his section. He wondered if this was Menthil Kraskel’s doing. It was a possibility—she had enough sway to do something like this, and perhaps she wanted him to rest while he was in the acceleration tubes. 
 
    Or maybe this task that is so important will require me to work more than half the day, he thought with a smile. And she doesn’t want any graffiti suggesting otherwise. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He felt his vehicle decelerate, and then felt a gentle thump as it bumped a vehicle in front of him. The tube stayed dark for a moment, and then gradually illuminated as he approached the city. He was now moving in a line with several other vehicles, each from their own branch of the acceleration tubes, and each with their own purpose for coming to the city. 
 
    He noticed that the vehicle in front of him was unusually large, and remarkably sleek. He also noted that its back seemed to be growing, and checked his monitor to see that it indeed was. He turned around to see that the vehicle in back of him was doing the same but from its front, and looked above to see that the two vehicles were expanding to envelop him. 
 
    He knew it was an escort, and didn’t panic. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder about the purpose of Menthil Kraskel’s assignment. An air of importance inevitably surrounded Dexl’s missions, where he was the last hope for some species to remain alive. But he’d never had an escort, no matter how rare the imperiled cryptid was. 
 
    The compartment sealed itself, taking back the darkness of the tunnel before the material’s color faded into transparency. He took relief in this, reassured that his escort was only a precaution and not a kidnapping, and turned his seat to look to the side so he could see the city in all its glory. 
 
    Aztlá. 
 
    He’d come here so many times before, and never failed to appreciate its splendor as he came out of the acceleration tube. It was like seeing the ocean after days of traveling through the desert. 
 
    Dexl loved this place at night, an endless matte of glowing jewels scattered across the ground. He had even helped test the ethereal light dome in his younger days, which helped it shine without bringing light pollution to the surrounding fauna. You could see both the stars and city lights while on the edges of the dome, and Kuallil had taken note of this, saying that walking through Aztlá at night was like swimming through a sea of gems while the diamonds shone down from above. 
 
    It wasn’t night, but Aztlá was just as breathtaking as it shone golden in the morning light, with each building reaching up to the sky to capture the sun’s power. Many of the structures were truly enormous, but rather than making Dexl feel small, they made him feel as if he were a part of something great. 
 
    When I witness the glories of nature, I’m proud to be part of the living, he thought, but when I see this, I’m proud to be human. I’m proud to be part of something that’s brought such beauty to this earth. 
 
    As his escort drove him down into the heart of the city, the skyscrapers made way for the individually designed buildings at their base, and the city’s golden radiance became a backdrop for the streaks of brilliant color emanating from its citizenry. Their clothes held every hue imaginable, and the same could be said about their skin underneath, whose augmented shades brought their unique identities to the world. 
 
    The escort slowed down, and Dexl reminded himself that though he loved Aztlá, he wasn’t here for the sights. The escort stopped at Menthil Kraskel’s building, but not the rustic outpost where she held her sessions with Dexl. It was her main building—the tower—where she planned the psychological well-being of the people, both in Aztlá and abroad. 
 
    The escorts sidled up to the tower and released their shell. Dexl’s compartment was immediately pulled towards the building, and latched into its side. Once secured, the building brought his vehicle upwards, and he knew he was in for a ride. This building was the tallest skyscraper in Aztlá, and Menthil Kraskel’s office was at the very top, so high that it often breached the clouds above. 
 
    Dexl traveled upwards, and the neon-colored citizenry faded into the golden hue of the street below. Soon after this the smaller skyscrapers around him disappeared back into a matte of building roofs, still magnificent but now contained, oversized but no longer imposing. The elevator soon passed through the upper level of the sky, and his surroundings became as still as the tunnels that brought him here. 
 
    Dexl felt somewhat detached from the glittering city below, and everywhere else. He was still part of this world, but so high above that he felt dissociated from everything that lay beneath. He entered a patch of mist and could see only white, and when he passed above it, he was alone with the city’s highest human-made point, a single spire peeking above the clouds. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    Menthil Kraskel’s office took up the entirety of the floor and was completely empty, save for two chairs and the particulated air that sprayed down on her from above. Even though the windows allowed the room to be bathed in natural light, the artificial fog served to obscure her features, and her face was cloaked in shadows. 
 
    Dexl hadn’t yet caught a glimpse of her face in all the time he’d known her, so this didn’t disturb him. 
 
    “I followed the episode with the mosasaur, and it was impressive, even for you,” said Menthil Kraskel, after Dexl had sat down. “Would you care to share your thought process in figuring out how to do that?” 
 
    Dexl looked at her silhouette set against the enormous window, and gestured that No, he didn’t particularly feel like sharing this. 
 
    “Is that why you brought me here?” asked Dexl. “To talk about my thought processes?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Menthil Kraskel, “but I think it might be helpful to you in this upcoming mission if you considered your own methodology of coming up with these ideas. Kuallil told me he’d done countless computer simulations just in case you asked for his help.” 
 
    Dexl knew better than attempting to steer Menthil Kraskel away from this line of questioning. 
 
    “And what did Kuallil’s computer simulations show?” 
 
    “More than a thousand potential solutions to this,” she said. “None of them involved invoking the mosasaur’s heretofore unknown fear of snakes. And Kuallil believes that none of them would have been as successful as your gambit.” 
 
    Dexl had no explanation for this. 
 
    “There are some things computers can’t do.” 
 
    “Indeed there are,” said Menthil Kraskel. “So why do you think that you were able to come up with an idea, on the fly, whereas a computer couldn’t?” 
 
    “I got lucky,” said Dexl. “I guessed that the mosasaur might be afraid of snakes, and I guessed that the mosasaur might think that the trails of gelled smoke were snakes. Countless things could have gone wrong, but they didn’t. If they had, perhaps I would have been better off listening to Kuallil’s suggestions.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel pondered the words, and then shook her silhouetted head. 
 
    “You’re dodging the underlying question,” she said. “How did you come up with this idea?” 
 
    Dexl thought for a moment. She often spoke to him like this, asking specific, seemingly unimportant questions about Dexl himself, questions he’d never considered before, questions to which he had no immediate answer. And though he knew she was responsible for the psychosocial health of Aztlá’s citizenry and beyond—as usual, she was speaking to Dexl as if he were the most important person in the world, perhaps the only one. He had no recourse but to respond. 
 
    “Computers can index and sort, they’re really good at that,” said Dexl, going over familiar ground because he still didn’t have a solution. “Conversely, the human mind is associative. We can tell jokes, and come up with strange ideas. So when it comes to creative processes, computers lose their edge. They can simulate the creative process, often quite well. But they do it by indexing and sorting at an incredible level, making algorithms and doing countless things at once.” 
 
    Dexl thought for a moment. 
 
    “The rest of the world doesn’t believe that computers have their limits,” said Dexl. “But I do, and perhaps that’s how I came up with the solution—everyone else relies on computers for everything, and I rely on them for most everything. In certain circumstances I prefer to trust my own instincts.” 
 
    The answer was complete enough for Dexl, but not for Menthil Kraskel. She sat in her shadow and let him think more. 
 
    “I also have another theory,” he said. “About water.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel silently gestured that Dexl should continue. 
 
    “We all love the water, but there’s a hard limit to this love,” said Dexl. “We want to be near it, or sail over it, or perhaps enter it if it’s shallow enough. But once that water gets deep enough, that love turns to fear.” 
 
    Dexl thought about his words, and Menthil Kraskel allowed him to think. 
 
    “It’s a fear deep within us,” he said. “The world’s seas held our first life, and because of this, the ocean had a head start in evolution. That’s a rough analogy of course, but the ocean, as beautiful as it is, can be place of nightmares. The competition for survival in the ocean is just more intense than it is on land. Predators lurk behind every rock, and you can’t just avoid the rocks either, because threats come from every direction, above and below included. Our own ancestors left the ocean to take a break from the competition, but those that stayed became even fiercer. Some developed tricks, like laying a hundred eggs, and that’s a lot more savage than it appears—sacrificing ninety-nine of your children in the hopes that the hundredth survives to reproduce. But much of the fierceness is directed outward: case in point, snakes. Snakes on land are dangerous, but the ones in the sea? Their venom is more potent than you can imagine, and every creature in the ocean knows that.” 
 
    Dexl considered this for another moment. 
 
    “But my thought process in discovering this?” he asked. “I guess part of my advantage over Kuallil’s computers is that my decisions have an emotional component to them. They’re rational of course, but I understand what it’s like to be afraid. I understand what it’s like to not want to die. Computers can factor those into their equations, but they can’t understand the emotions like I can.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel gestured that she understood. 
 
    “That’s a good answer,” she said. “There are some things computers can’t do. Perhaps truly understanding fear is one of them. Regardless, you acted, and you revealed a truth that a computer couldn’t find.” 
 
    She leaned forward, but her face was still in shadows. 
 
    “And that is why I have brought you here,” she said. “Because you are the prime candidate for a very, very important mission, one that requires a depth of understanding that can’t be filled with technology alone.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “The nature of your directive will reveal itself shortly,” she said. “The only thing that I want you to do is to understand yourself well enough to see whether you truly want to undertake the mission. It’s a life change, and it’s completely voluntary. In fact it’s aggressively so.” 
 
    “Aggressively voluntary?” 
 
    “Yes. They want you, but they also want to be sure that you truly want to go. Like I said, it’s a life change.” 
 
    “Life change, how?” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to explain further, other than to tell you that if you agree, it’s likely that you may never see myself, your home or anything else you know again.” 
 
    Dexl noticed that she didn’t mention friends. He had Kuallil, but not friends plural. And she didn’t mention anything about family. 
 
    “Is part of the reason why I’m a prime candidate my daughter?” he asked. “More specifically, her absence? It makes it easier for me to leave.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel thought about her words, and then spoke. 
 
    “They had more candidates than you can imagine,” she said. “And they did a complete analysis of each and every one of them, including you. So yes, this undoubtedly played a part. But that should not be your concern. You should only think about whether you want to go or not.” 
 
    “It’s my choice.” 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    Dexl thought about this. 
 
    “I’m sensing I’d be volunteering for something very difficult, and very dangerous.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel didn’t respond to this, but she didn’t disagree either. 
 
    “I know you’re probably not allowed to speak further on this,” said Dexl. “But tell me, does this life change have any upside?” 
 
    “Oh it does, Dexl, I can tell you that much,” said Menthil Kraskel. “You won’t be the first to travel to this place, but you have a chance at making an extraordinary impact. Your actions may be felt throughout history.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel shook her head and then parted the mist with her hands, revealing her face to Dexl for the very first time. She had a gently hooked nose stretching back into grey cheeks, and deep-set but soft eyes. He noted that she was one of the rare individuals who had refused anti-aging therapy, and the results were glorious. She looked like an old bird, perhaps, but one so noble that it belonged in a perch such as this. 
 
    “I have suspended treatment for every one of my patients, and every one of my populaces until you make a decision,” she said. “It’s that important. You’ll find out soon enough where you’re going, but for now I’ll warn you that this place is very, very dangerous. It has creatures far more fierce than anything you’ll find in the ocean. It is the place of nightmares, Dexll, and once you arrive, there will be no waking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sami 
 
      
 
    Dexl was allowed to visit his home to take care of any last necessities. He was escorted the whole time by a suite of guards, drones and Menthil Kraskel. She assured him that this was a formality. She said that they trusted him completely, but they couldn’t allow anything unexpected to happen, from an encounter with one of the fauna around his house, to him falling in his home and hurting himself. 
 
    Whatever the mission is, he thought, I guess it’s that important. 
 
    They then had him dictate what should happen to his belongings after he left. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I tell them the fate of my belongings in case something happens to me?” he asked. “Is there any chance that I’m coming back?” 
 
    “All will be explained in time,” said Menthil Kraskel. “For now, it’s best to think of the journey as one way.” 
 
    “A will. They want me to make a will.” 
 
    “If thinking of it that way helps you let go of all that you have, then yes.” 
 
    Dexl didn’t find it difficult to let go of all that he had, other than the fact that he had no one to give it to. So he thought for a few moments, and set aside a few memorable objects for Kuallil. He then set half of the rest of his assets to be distributed amongst the five closest genetic matches to his daughter. He set the other half to go to whoever would benefit the most from what he had, and whoever would do the most with it. Whether it was individuals or institutions, he wanted to optimize the benefit to this world. 
 
    In another time I wouldn’t have to depend on an algorithm to determine the fate of my belongings. But for now, I have to realize that there are some things computers can do that humans can’t. 
 
    After he signed what he owned away, he didn’t feel bad. If anything he felt clean. He could soon have nothing in his possession besides himself, but that was enough. He felt as if he had sat down to an empty desk, and now it was time to begin. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He slept on his journey towards the site, and woke up in a desert. He knew the area. He had been here before, and had always felt that if he ever retired, he’d spend his last days in a place like this. 
 
    Perhaps you’re getting your wish, he thought with a laugh. 
 
    Though most of his work lately had been in lush forests, both above and below the water, he liked the silence of deserts. He found them comfortable, and enjoyed the slower pace of the creatures. Life here was primarily suited to withstand the unforgiving elements, not to fight against one’s neighbor. Many of the fauna could still kill you with a bite or a venomous sting of course, but this wasn’t the forest. If you found a way to survive and then keep to yourself, the desert often left you alone. 
 
    Even evolution slows down here, thought Dexl. The climate is unforgiving, but predictable. If you find a way to withstand it, you don’t need as much genetic variation to survive. Some lizards in this place can even reproduce asexually. They found their path to survival, and have no need to stray from it, not even in the slightest. 
 
    His vehicle announced that his destination was in front of him, though he couldn’t see any building with his naked eye. The computer recognized this, and put an outline over the structure. It was broad, flat and painted to blend in with the desert skyline. 
 
    Dexl looked closer and noticed that the building was changing its hue to match the sunrise, mirroring the red of the morning desert. He wondered if it had mutable colors to leave the desert environment unspoiled, or to keep the building hidden from the rest of the world. He figured that it involved a little of both. 
 
    The vehicle approached the building, and Dexl felt a strange sense of finality to this place. Take one last look at your beloved desert, he thought. Because wherever I’m going, they haven’t sent me here to retire. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    His vehicle attached to an elevator inside the front doors, and as he had suspected, the majority of the structure lay underground. He went down and down, more levels than he thought could be dug into the earth, and then went down some more. He saw some numbers and occasionally saw a few strange symbols that he didn’t recognize. He swiped his holographical command display to translate, and it told him it inferred that these symbols were also numbers. 
 
    “What kind of numbers?” he asked. 
 
    “They appear to be an extension of our natural set,” said the computer. 
 
    “An extension?” 
 
    “Yes, counting from a different base,” said the computer. “These appear to be in base 12.” 
 
    Dexl thought that this made sense. Though it was human instinct to count in the number that reflected the number of digits on human hands, base 12 had its advantages. They were up to big things down here, and perhaps they needed their own number system to abet their goals. 
 
    The elevator came to a gentle thud below, and then a thick door opened, allowing the vehicle to descend further. It did, and then Dexl heard the door above close. He was in a room that wasn’t illuminated by itself, but Dexl could see from his vehicle’s external lighting that the space wasn’t much bigger than his vessel. Soon his external lights shut off, and then his internal lights dimmed as well. He saw points of fluorescence all around him, which he recognized as beams meant to scan. He ascertained that they were looking for any contraband in the vehicle, as well any signs of his own sickness. He didn’t mind either of these things, and allowed the examination to take its course. 
 
    The scan reached its end, and the lights turned on again. The vehicle then opened one of its doors to reveal a stark white room. 
 
    “Please step out of the vehicle for the next phase,” said a voice from above. 
 
    Dexl reached into the back to get a bag of clothes and personal items that he had brought. 
 
    “Those won’t be necessary,” said the voice. “Everything you need will be provided for you, and everything you have brought with you will be replaced.” 
 
    They said it was a life change, thought Dexl. Perhaps my life change has already begun. 
 
    Dexl moved forward, and the voice commanded him to disrobe and then leave all his clothes in a white panel on the far wall. He took off his clothes and stowed them away, and heard the door to his vehicle close, and another panel come down after that. He was completely naked, with all his items gone and his vehicle in the other room. 
 
    The voice commanded him to bathe, and a door opened up on the side to reveal a large room with a shower. He went in, the door closed, and as he walked farther into the room, the water began pouring out. The soap they had provided felt grating on his skin. He washed it off, and then stepped out of the shower to blasts of hot air from both sides, and this dried him quickly. The voice instructed him to sit down in a chair against the far wall. He did so, and two metal arms came out with what looked like razors. 
 
    “Please sit back,” said the voice after he got up. “They will not harm you.” 
 
    He reluctantly sat down, and the robotic arms proceeded to shave his head. They did so with great skill, and he barely felt the scrape of the metal as the blades went across his scalp. The arms then rubbed lotion across Dexl’s skin, sprayed him with water once more, dried him, and then projected a holographic mirror. Dexl noticed that his head was completely shorn, without even a trace of stubble. 
 
    Two smaller robots came in and did the same with the rest of his body, and soon he was completely devoid of hair, with even his eyebrows and eyelashes missing. After the robots left he was instructed to go back into the shower again, and this time the soap felt harsh in a different way, and was extremely slippery when it got wet. 
 
    He knew they were alternating cleanings, with one bath acidic and the next a base. Whatever their reason was for sterilizing him, they weren’t taking any chances. 
 
    He allowed the room to air-dry him again, and a pole came down from the ceiling. It was holding a box, and he opened it up to see that it held two black ovals. He recognized them from a decontamination procedure he had to go through before he was to enter an enclave of formerly extinct creatures that were revivified without robust immune systems. 
 
    Whatever the case, he put them on. They fit neatly over his eyes, and covered nothing else. He knew they were going to bombard him with light, and they didn’t want to miss the areas that would be covered by protective glasses. 
 
    The world through the protective lens was dark, though not completely black. He saw various strips of light come down and run across his body, coming from every direction and reaching into every crevice. Some of the lights stung him as they streaked across his body, but a cooling mist salved the pain shortly afterwards. 
 
    When he was done they gave him injections. He had another shower, and was asked to drink three different cups of colored liquids, the last of which made him violently ill. The room expected this, and he saw that a suite of receptacles had been placed all around him, ready for whatever discharge would come. 
 
    After he was done, another mist came out and his nausea disappeared. The receptacles disappeared as well, and he was ordered to take one more shower. This one had a softer soap. After he came out and dried in the warm air, he was ordered back into the center room. The door closed behind him, and he was once again left naked. 
 
    More than naked, he thought. They first took all that I owned, and then stripped everything from my skin, and everything within me. I am now myself, and nothing else. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    He was given clothes and led into another room, which contained a table, a chair and Menthil Kraskel, who was now completely shaven like Dexl. 
 
    “They wanted me to apologize for keeping you in the dark about what they’re doing,” she said. 
 
    “I understand. I’ve done covert missions before.” 
 
    “Not like this. But they’ll appreciate the understanding. Now, the next steps will involve you eating some meat.” 
 
    Dexl was taken aback. 
 
    “I don’t eat meat,” he said. “I mean, I can, if you need me to, though my body will have to acclimatize and—” 
 
    “They’ll take care of the acclimatization process. The meat you consume won’t be like anything you’ve had before. They grow it in a lab, and it will make you ill at first.” 
 
    “I’ve already been there,” he said, thinking of his time with the colored liquids. 
 
    “They’ll change your body so you can handle it.” 
 
    Dexl figured that they would seed his digestive tract with some biotic agent, but Menthil Kraskel interrupted him as if reading his mind. 
 
    “They’ll acclimatize you by changing your genetics,” she said. “You’ll still be you, of course. Outwardly you’ll look the same, and inwardly you’ll be mostly the same as well.” 
 
    “But I’ll be able to digest certain meats.” 
 
    “Among other things,” she said. “You’ll be given the standard biological augmentations—strength, speed, endurance and the like—but these aren’t enough to survive the dangers that you’re about to face. You’ll need specific modifications.” 
 
    “Specific modifications,” repeated Dexl. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “The place you’re going can kill you with a glance, but we’re going to do everything in your power to ensure that it won’t.” 
 
    /***/ 
 
    They took samples of his body, alternately scraping cells of his skin and taking bites out of his arm before allowing the wound to heal. He had already received robust wound-resistance augmentation in the past, so the injuries healed rather quickly. Whatever the case, they gave him a meal the next day with a small amount of vat-grown tissue in it, a thin grey square of meat. 
 
    Calling it meat would be generous. It was tissue, though just barely. They had smothered it with seasoning to make it palatable, but it held an underlying aroma that left Dexl unnerved. Whatever was in front of him didn’t seem like it was meant to be eaten, at least not by him. 
 
    Nonetheless, Dexl ate. It wasn’t as wretched as it seemed, though it still didn’t feel like it was edible. It was like consuming the casing of something. 
 
    But he ate it all, and now it was part of him. They took my belongings, and then cleaned me thoroughly inside and out. Now they’re taking flesh out of my body and replacing it with something new. 
 
    His body didn’t quite agree with this plan. The first meal made him more ill than even the last colored liquid had, and he threw up everything that touched his tongue for the next day. They fed him a normal meal, and then gave him an injection. The day after that they gave him another strip of meat, and it again made him ill, only this time less so. They repeated the process, again and again. Soon he was able to eat an entire plate of the meat, and it began to take on an odd, sharp flavor. It wasn’t quite good, but it didn’t feel like it was something to avoid consuming either. 
 
    They subjected him to a battery of tests, from endurance to self-defense to cognition under sleep deprivation. He needed a little bit of training with self-defense because he had never employed it before. But he passed the other exams at every level, and was able to pick up the self-defense techniques rather quickly. A few of them involved fighting, but most of them centered around disarming one’s opponent to gain just enough time to run away. 
 
    He eventually passed the self-defense exams as well, and they tweaked his diet until it consisted mostly of the vat-grown substances. They increased the variety within the meals that they gave him, adding several substances that they called fruits and vegetables, though they tasted like nothing of the sort. These items were different than the meat—some had a wooden texture, some were gelatinous and some defied any sort of description. But he ate them, and continued to pass the tests they provided. 
 
    They improved his hearing and vision, particularly his night vision, and subjected him to extreme exercise. He was able to withstand it with ease. 
 
    “You’re in better shape than you’ve ever been, but don’t get arrogant,” said Menthil Kraskel during a break. “You’re undeniably strong, but you’ll be facing creatures an order of magnitude stronger. And though your wounds heal quickly, you won’t be able to withstand a sharp object going straight through your chest.” 
 
    “I can run,” said Dexl. 
 
    “You can, and you will,” said Menthil Kraskel. 
 
    She smiled ever so slightly, and Dexl was taken aback. He never thought Menthil could express any emotion, even the faint semblance of one she had at the moment. 
 
    /***/ 
 
    She took him out of the room, through a hallway and into another room. It was unlike any other place he saw here. It was rather dark and cavernous, with what looked like an obstacle course at the far end. The walls were blowing air and the ceiling was pouring water over the artificial terrain. Dexl thought it might have been meant to simulate a heavy downpour, but the simulation looked fiercer than the average storm. 
 
    Menthil Kraskel pointed to the far end, and Dexl saw faint movement. He couldn’t tell what it was, but the obstacles were moving as something bounded effortlessly between them. She whistled once and the movement stopped. 
 
    Dexl was still looking forward when Menthil Kraskel gestured that he should look down; when he did, he saw a giant cat staring back at them. Dexl jumped backwards, putting his arm up to protect Menthil Kraskel, but she was relaxed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dexl,” she said. “He’s a jaguar, but he’s your friend.” 
 
    Dexl noticed the cat did look like a jaguar, though its head was a little bigger, and its fur was the same color as the floor. 
 
    “His name is Sami,” said Menthil Kraskel. “He is to be your companion if you so choose to undertake this journey. He’s a feline, but we’ve given him several enhancements. He can see in the dark with incredible acuity, and he has vastly improved endurance and climbing skills. And as you can see, his fur can quickly change color to match his environment. You might not see Sami, but he’ll be there for you.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel looked at the jaguar. 
 
    “We’ve also augmented his neurology, and he can communicate through speech, at least somewhat,” she said. “Sami, can you show Dexl?” 
 
    The jaguar made several strange vocalizations, and a speaker attached to its forearm translated them. 
 
    “I am happy to finally meet you, Dexl,” said the speaker. “If you choose to go, I will be happy to accompany you.” 
 
    Dexl was surprised by this, but gathered himself and nodded in return. 
 
    “We’ll train you in the vocalizations should the speaker fail,” she said. “But know that Sami will be your companion, and we’re giving you every other advantage we can.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel looked at Dexl. 
 
    “Now you need to make a choice,” she said. “It is time for us to tell you everything about your mission, and where you will be going. And after this it will be up to you to decide whether you want to visit the Dark Angel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Project Quetzalcoatl 
 
      
 
    The next day he and Menthil Kraskel met a woman named Ixta who was sitting in front of him with a plane of glass in between them. Ixta didn’t have shorn hair, and neither did the three individuals whose holographic projections sat alongside him. He had seen others in this place, but had only been in physical proximity to those who had undergone the same cleansing he had. 
 
    “First and foremost, Dexl,” said Ixta, “we must reiterate that the mission before you is one of choice. If at any time you choose not to participate, up until the very moment you enter stasis, you will be free to leave. Your specific memories and all evidence of this place will be erased of course, but other than that you will receive no ill effects. Do you understand that you are free to go?” 
 
    Dexl nodded that he did. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “A mission as consequential as this cannot be undertaken by duty alone. A successful outcome is critical for a myriad of reasons, and for this mission to be a success it must become who you are. Your mission and your life will be one and the same, and if any part of you does not want this, you will be doing us all a favor by opting out. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    Ixta pulled up a holographic display that portrayed what appeared to be a gigantic, round stone tablet. It held a variety of repeating shapes that increased in number as they spread out in concentric circles. There was a man’s face in the center, and he appeared to be sticking his tongue out. 
 
    “This is one of the rare artifacts from before the Rebirth that we recently found,” said Ixta. “It appears to be some sort of calendar, and it is thematically linked to the mission before you. We call your mission Project Quetzalcoatl.” 
 
    Dexl was shocked. He’d heard of artifacts of the age before the Rebirth, and had read more than his fair share of theories on what had happened in humanity’s first age. But he’d never seen any concrete evidence, even in holographic form. 
 
    “We found this in a cave, and we believe it corresponds to a certain tale from an incredibly archaic mythology—” 
 
    Ixta stopped herself, and then shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll get back to this later, because you shouldn’t concern yourself with the past, but rather the future,” she said. “And again, these artifacts are only thematically linked. Let’s move on.” 
 
    She pressed a button, and the holograph turned into what looked like a large transportation ship. 
 
    “This vessel, the Starseed, was set up to travel beyond our solar system many years ago,” she said. “It was sent in the hopes of reaching another planet that we had found to be habitable. We were hoping those that the Starseed brought would be able to establish a colony.” 
 
    Dexl laughed at this. Finding artifacts from before the Rebirth was one thing, but this—this was inconceivable. Space travel was difficult, but a colony? The distance, the logistics of keeping a crew alive, it just didn’t add up. He’d tried to make a plausible plan with Kuallil so many times before, but they could never find a way to go even a fraction of the way there, wherever there was. 
 
    “The bioethicists gave us permission to keep this a secret from the general public,” said Ixta. “And the Starseed was launched, successfully. The passengers then established a colony, successfully.” 
 
    Dexl had to interrupt. 
 
    “No way,” he said. “The nearest system with even a shot at having a habitable planet is too far away. We couldn’t send a ship out there, especially with the technology of the past. It would have to be a multigenerational ship, and there’s no way the bioethicists would let that get off the ground.” 
 
    “You’re correct, they wouldn’t,” said Ixta. “So those that came before us bent the rules.” 
 
    Ixta changed the holograph to show the interior of the ship, which was absolutely filled with crates, containers and robotics. It held no inhabitants, and didn’t even have a place to sit. If anything, it looked like the packed hold of a cargo freighter. 
 
    Ixta tapped a small area of the vessel’s interior, and a solidly built container came to the foreground. She tapped it again and thick, frozen metal tubes came out of it. She tapped those, and the images of several cells came forward. 
 
    “We sent frozen embryos,” she said. “They would withstand the journey, and upon landing would be brought to life. They would be tended to by robots, and then taught until they were functioning adults.” 
 
    Dexl took a moment to take this all in. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
    Ixta waved the vessel away to reveal a display of the earth, and then drew it back to show the entirety of the solar system. She pulled that back further to show an array of stars, and then zoomed in on one of them to show its own planets, more than that of the earth’s system. 
 
    She pulled up a reddish world quite far from its sun, and it grew to take up the entire display. It was beyond beautiful, with swirling currents of brilliantly-colored atmosphere that smashed into each other and eddied about. A wisp of red color at its upper pole melted down over the rest of the planet, causing an understated glow that pulsed towards its bottom. 
 
    This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, he thought. And that red, it’s the same as my dreamt daughter’s hair. 
 
    “This is Betlgeuz-5, the planet that we found to be habitable,” said Ixta. “We call it the Dark Angel.” 
 
    “The Dark Angel?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ixta. “So named because it’s beautiful from the outside, but quite different on the surface.” 
 
    Ixta pulled up the display to show a dim landscape with thick, swirling clouds above. 
 
    “It’s farther from its sun than Earth is from ours,” said Ixta. “But the dense atmosphere traps enough heat to keep it habitable. Just enough.” 
 
    Ixta waved her hand over the holographic display and a small, distorted video came up. She spread out her fingers to enlarge it, and it looked like a forest under a moonless night. Dexl couldn’t make out any more details because the quality was so low, but the distortion and sound suggested that the area was filled with heavy rain and ferocious winds. She waved her hands again and the computer augmented the display with graphics, and it was indeed raining there, harder than Dexl had ever seen rain come down before. 
 
    “You can breathe unassisted on the surface,” said Ixta. “Imagine the place with the worst weather on earth, and that’s an average day on Betlgeuz-5. But you won’t die, or even be short of breath. You can live there.” 
 
    Ixta waved her hand again to show other images of the planet. All of them were augmented by the graphical display, but few showed more than a dark landscape. 
 
    “But it’s cold, and the days are half-lit at best,” she said. “And its nights are filled with pure blackness, at least to us.” 
 
    “To us?” asked Dexl. 
 
    “From what little we know, Betlgeuz-5’s ecology might be even more robust than Earth’s,” said Ixta. “And the creatures there are adapted to the low light. To them the days are days, and the nights are nights.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel told me the Dark Angel is the place of nightmares. And bad weather alone doesn’t bring nightmares. 
 
    “I’m assuming the fauna there have a certain—ferocity?” 
 
    Ixta gestured that this was indeed the case. She swiped her hands across the holographic display and it brought up another image showing the forest. A large shadow moved across the display, and she froze the movement by punching the holograph with her palm. She traced around the shadow with her finger, and soon the display began delineating the shadow by itself. It ended up as a roughly wolf-shaped silhouette, but had spikes coming from its fur. It also had a long, barbed tail. She touched the display again, and though the image remained silhouetted, two large circles popped up on its head. 
 
    “We don’t know much about this creature other than it appears to be strong and surprisingly quick,” she said, pointing at the circles. “It has oversized eyes adapted for the dim light, and undoubtedly a host of other adaptations.” 
 
    She pulled up a display showing the creature in comparison to other land predators from Earth. The silhouette of the creature dwarfed them all. 
 
    “This creature is over twice the size of one of our bears,” she said. “This makes it a medium-sized predator on Betlgeuz-5.” 
 
    Ixta wiped the screen away. 
 
    “From the scant reports that we’ve received, we’ve ascertained that the entire planet is filled with these monsters,” she said. “There are large creatures that make our fiercest dinosaurs look like house pets, and small creatures that crawl into your ear at night so they can fill your skull with their young.” 
 
    Dexl thought about this, and shook his head. 
 
    “And yet you sent colonists there,” he said. “As embryos, to be raised in this environment, this hell.” 
 
    Ixta took Dexl’s words in calmly, as if she deserved the accusations. 
 
    “We knew of this planet for years, but it had always been the bitter fruit just out of reach,” she said. “The practical limitations meant we couldn’t make a generational starship that would doom the unborn middle children to an entire life aboard the vessel. But frozen embryos need far less space, and far less resources. We could have the ship travel much faster, with far less. So those who came before us made a decision, one still fraught with ambiguities, more than you realize.” 
 
    And now here we are, thought Dexl. There’s a problem, and here we are. 
 
    “And you want me to go there,” said Dexl. “But I must make a conscious choice to go, a choice these colonists never had.” 
 
    Ixta nodded her head in confirmation. 
 
    “Again, the decisions of those who came before us were fraught with ambiguities,” she said. “And the act of sending you to Betlgeuz-5 will be no different.” 
 
    Ixta looked at Dexl. 
 
    “But our forebearers saw they had to make this choice, regardless of ethical consequences,” said Ixta. “They had a chance to establish the first-ever colony on a habitable planet. They couldn’t deny the fact that they were sending humans not yet even children, into a maelstrom of terror. But they knew they had to find a way to make this choice.” 
 
    Ixta paused. 
 
    “So they went to the bioethicists,” she continued. “And tasked them with finding the conditions that would allow a decision like this to be made. 
 
    “The bioethicists discussed this, and came back with a plan. They stated that the embryos could be sent provided their robotic guardians would afford them a safe upbringing, and once raised, that the children would enjoy certain advantages, advantages above and beyond that which we give ourselves through genetic enhancement.” 
 
    Ixta pulled up an image of a human in comparison to the creature that was twice the size of a bear. She expanded the view of the human, leaving just enough of the mid-sized predator to show the enormous size discrepancy. 
 
    Dexl focused on the human, which was subtly different than any human that he had ever seen. 
 
    “Our ancestors found a way to fulfill their preconditions,” said Ixta. “The ship came equipped with an adaptable system that catalogued every menace around it and then taught its children specific lessons tailored to that specific threat. Our ancestors of course gave the children the usual suite of genetic enhancements—increased endurance and strength, as well as vision particularly suited for low light. The probes had found that Betlgeuz-5’s prey animals excelled at hiding in the planet’s analog of trees, so they gave the colonists strong hands and an extra digit to allow for better climbing. They did innumerable other things, upon which we’ll brief you at a later time. But needless to say, those who came before us did everything in their power to give the colonists every chance they had at surviving the place, and Dexl, you have been infused with many of these advantages as well.” 
 
    Ixta brought up an image of DNA rotating beside the human. 
 
    “Perhaps their most powerful enhancement is this,” she said. “Are you familiar with chirality, or handedness in our makeup?” 
 
    “I am, but you should probably explain from the beginning.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “As you may already know, molecules can twist one of two ways: left or right. It just so happens that every living organism has amino acids that rotate left. We don’t know why this is. For all we know the first amino acids just happened to rotate left, and it hasn’t ever changed.” 
 
    Ixta brought up another image showing the helical structure of DNA, next to another chain of molecules that was connected somewhat differently. 
 
    “Our probes sampled genetic material from the creatures of Betlgeuz-5, and as you can see it is carbon-based, but it’s vastly different from our own,” she said. “And their analogs of amino acids swing right. Our forebearers found a way to grow the tissue in a lab, and then found the material all but indigestible. They began looking into alternatives, solutions that involved the colonists growing their own food, but realized that this would not be enough. So they enhanced the colonist’s digestive systems to break down the right-handed tissue, and then reassemble it as humanlike left-handed material.” 
 
    “The colonists can eat the flesh of the monsters around them.” 
 
    “The colonists and you, Dexl,” said Ixta. “You can now consume Betlgeuz-5’s monster-flesh, as you call it, as well as their analogs of plant material, and anything else.” 
 
    “I could probably eat anything up there,” he said. “Some of their creatures surely have toxins flowing through their veins, but the toxins haven’t evolved to work on humans.” 
 
    “As a rule, never take anything on Betlgeuz-5 for granted, especially when it concerns your safety, but you’re getting the idea,” said Ixta. “And your digestive advantages go further than you think. You see, if the creatures of Betlgeuz-5 consume you, they’ll get sick, and most likely die.” 
 
    “That’s an advantage,” he said. “But a small one.” 
 
    “It’s bigger than you think,” said Ixta. “The evolutionary pressures of Betlgeuz-5 have given some of its prey animals powerful toxins in their veins, as you say, and our probes found that the predators in turn learn what they can and can’t eat quickly, and other predators learn from them.” 
 
    “All this from our left-handed DNA?” 
 
    “We augmented the effect by co-opting your cells into making various other extraterrestrial poisons,” said Ixta. “Harmless to you, but even the fiercest predator on Betlgeuz-5 would be advised to stay away.” 
 
    “But the creatures can still kill us,” said Dexl. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Ixta. “Even if a predator avoids you, the prey it’s chasing might not, and trample you. Or a creature might think that you’re a predator, and destroy you instinctively before fleeing.” 
 
    Ixta looked at Dexl. 
 
    “And if you find yourself in front of a predator that isn’t aware of the dangers within you, you had better find a way to flee as well.” 
 
    Ixta took a breath. 
 
    “But from what we understood before we lost contact, the colony appeared to be secure,” she continued. “It had a perimeter patrolled by armed robots, and though the creatures attacked once, they didn’t do so again. There were some fatalities at the hands of predators as well, but never in the same place twice. They might not have a physical wall around them, but their borders have held.” 
 
    “But you lost contact,” said Dexl. “And that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ixta, waving her hands to reveal holographic words. “We received regular updates from our liaison, but he disappeared, leaving only this message:” 
 
    NOW AWAKEN THE CHILDREN OF KULKUZ 
 
    “Who is Kulkuz?” asked Dexl, pronouncing it KULL-kuzz. 
 
    “It’s kool-KOOZ,” said Ixta. “And we have no idea who it is. But you’ll find this out, among other things.” 
 
    Ixta waved her hand through the holographic display, and the image disassembled itself and then reformed in the shape of a man. He was of average height, with a thick mustache and a slowly receding hairline. He was well in the second half of middle-age, and a bit round in the midsection, but he had an aura of strength about him. He looked like he could survive anything, even the Dark Angel’s fiercest predators. 
 
    “His name is Kaltzin, but they call him Father Kalter,” said Ixta. “He was our liaison, raised somewhat apart from the rest, and trained to have loyalty to us, to take our messages, and to send us theirs. But he disappeared.” 
 
    “That’s not unexpected in such a hostile place.” 
 
    “It is,” said Ixta. “Our probes sense that he’s alive, though he’s not living in the main compound. And our statistical analyses have shown almost no chance of him vanishing like this.” 
 
    “Unless something happened that you didn’t take into account.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ixta. “If so, you will find this out.” 
 
    “Find Father Kalter,” said Dexl. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ixta. “Our probes sense that he’s living with others inexplicably far from the camp. That’s all we know about him. But we feel that if you find him, the answers to the rest of the mysteries will follow.” 
 
    Find Father Kalter, thought Dexl. Find Kulkuz and her children. 
 
    “Could there have been some sort of massacre at the main camp?” asked Dexl. “Perhaps a parasitic creature laid its eggs in the heads of a few people, and they went crazy and started shooting. Kalter had no time to send a message, but he fled with a few others into the forest, and they all found a way to survive.” 
 
    “Our probes show no signs of a massacre, from internal or external forces,” said Ixta. “They only sense that there are two sets of colonists now, one in the main camp, and the other living with Kalter far from the camp. Neither parties show any sign of communicating with us.” 
 
    Ixta waved her hand through the display again, and it reassembled itself into a ship, smaller than the first ship, but a bit more elegant in its design. 
 
    “We’ve improved our methods of space travel since the time of the Starseed, so we no longer have to send embryos. We hope to put you and Sami in stasis so that you will not expend your lifespan upon the journey. It will still take some time, but you will arrive there. When you do, you will have every advantage that we can give you, from augmentations to technology, to the frozen embryonic siblings of Sami should he perish.” 
 
    Dexl thought about this. 
 
    “Why send me alone?” he said. “Why not a team of trained, augmented warriors, with real weapons?” 
 
    Ixta gestured that Menthil Kraskel should field this question. 
 
    “This is not a mission of force, Dexl,” said Menthil Kraskel. “This is something well beyond any thought of controlling the situation, through armed warriors or anything else. We feel that it requires someone of your unique aptitude, and so far you’ve accomplished your missions without a direct human partner. We calculated that we’d find the best odds of success if we sent you alone with Sami.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel gave her half-smile again. 
 
    “The computers calculated the odds,” she said. “They factored in the notion that there are some things you can do that computers can’t, and the computers said the optimal decision would be to send you and Sami, along with every advantage we could possibly give you.” 
 
    “What were the odds of my success?” asked Dexl, ignoring the irony of the situation. “And my survival?” 
 
    “They put your immediate survival at a bit under one in four,” said Menthil Kraskel. 
 
    “Immediate survival?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Considering this is most likely a one-way journey, your chances of surviving past a conclusion of the mission would be one in four. After this, you may have no option but to live the rest of your lifespan upon the Dark Angel, and the odds of you surviving all the way to your natural end there are not high.” 
 
    “All right,” said Dexl, not feeling the need to inquire further about his chances of survival. “And what are the odds of me finding a conclusion to this mission?” 
 
    “Our computers didn’t have enough data to calculate this,” said Menthil Kraskel. “We don’t know if you’ll ever come to a resolution, let alone a good one.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel gestured to Ixta, and she wiped the holographic display away. 
 
    “Needless to say, the odds are not in your favor on multiple fronts, Dexl,” said Menthil Kraskel. “And I remind you again that this is a mission of choice, and you must choose to go without reservation. It’s not my role to dissuade you, but take a moment this evening. We have further details about the dangers that await you, and have put them in your quarters. Read them over well, and please ask us if you have any questions.” 
 
    Menthil Kraskel gestured to Ixta again, and she pulled up the holographic display to show the circular stone tablet with the man’s face in the center. He appeared to be staring directly at Dexl, as if challenging him. 
 
    “We had our computers take into account the scant remaining myths from before the Rebirth, and indexed them against this tablet,” said Ixta. “They reconstructed a legend concerning a god named Quetzalcoatl, a plumed serpent who took human form and then visited humanity to free them from corruption and violence, even human sacrifice.” 
 
    Ixta brought up the image of Father Kalter next to the tablet. 
 
    “Our probes heard the colonists whispering about this legend here and there,” said Ixta. “We don’t know how the idea got to them, and figured that one of our communications must have brought the mythology of Quetzalcoatl to their culture. But it was just a small mystery, and before he disappeared we entertained the possibility that Father Kalter would play the role, bringing the colonists their humanity through us.” 
 
    Ixta waved the image of Father Kalter away. 
 
    “But we now see that he’s not Quetzalcoatl,” she said. “If anything, that role would be fulfilled by you, Dexl.” 
 
    Dexl’s disposition wasn’t one to take on a messianic complex, but he was intrigued. 
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “These colonists were given every advantage technology could provide, but they didn’t have a foundation of human parents,” she said. “That’s a break in billions of years of evolution. So we need you to find Father Kalter and unravel this mystery, but we also believe your presence will bring immeasurable value to them.” 
 
    “My presence?” 
 
    Ixta gestured that Menthil Kraskel should speak. 
 
    “What we’re saying is that this is more than just a mission, Dexll,” she said. “You’ll be bringing the very essence of humanity to the Dark Angel.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    An Impossible Shade of Red 
 
      
 
    He dreamt of his daughter again, but this time it was different. She was older than he had ever seen her, and in addition to her indescribably red hair, she had wings. Dexl had seen this before—teenagers often grafted the appendages onto their bodies. But they’d done it only for ornamental purposes. The biomechanics of living wings never quite turned into flight. 
 
    But Dexl’s daughter looked like she could indeed fly, and she was currently doing more than that. She was hovering above him, surrounded by the wisps of atmosphere that so mixed on the Dark Angel. 
 
     Will you go, Dexl? she asked. 
 
    He noticed that she didn’t call him Father, and that her eyes were glowing, and oversized. She also had six digits on each hand. 
 
    I don’t know, he said. Perhaps we shouldn’t be there in the first place. 
 
    Tell me why you think we shouldn’t, Dexl. 
 
    Because the possibility of existence alone isn’t enough to warrant it. Just because we can live there doesn’t mean that we should. We could live in thermal vents beneath the ocean if we really set our minds to it, but we choose not to. 
 
    Humans do enough with their thermal vents, she said. They take every bit of energy and every last mineral they can without disturbing the extremophiles therein. They don’t live in the thermal vents, but do everything in their power to tame them, and make them theirs to control. 
 
    Is this a bad thing? he asked. 
 
    Yes, she said, because control is an illusion that humans choose to see as real. And the illusion of control brings about another illusion, the one that they call progress. But this new home holds no pretense of human control. 
 
    Dexl still wasn’t convinced. 
 
    Look at your life, Dexl, she continued. You consider yourself a man of adventure— 
 
    I consider myself no such thing. 
 
    And yet you fill your life with it at every opportunity, she said. You yearn for the thrill of discovery, for the risks of a world where nothing is safe. 
 
    Dexl couldn’t deny that her words held truth. 
 
    And you’ll find only a shadow of what you seek where you are, she said. This world is so tamed that its humans must revive the monsters of old to keep it interesting. And when one of them gets beyond their control, they send you to bring things back to order. 
 
    Perhaps, he said. But adventure for its own sake is fleeting at best. Once the danger is over, it’s as if your experience never existed. 
 
    The woman descended to his level and flapped her wings. She was much larger than he, and looked incredibly powerful—more powerful than the mosasaur, or perhaps even the silhouetted predator on the Dark Angel. And yet he felt unthreatened. Whatever she was here for, she wasn’t here to hurt him. 
 
    If not the adventure of a new world, she said, what do you want, Dexl? 
 
    I want my daughter back, he said. And I now realize that you aren’t my daughter. 
 
    The woman with red hair didn’t disagree with this. 
 
    I can’t offer you your daughter back, she said. But I can offer more. 
 
    More? he asked, letting his disdain come through. 
 
    Yes, she said. I am offering you a new world. 
 
    I’m not meant to rule a world, said Dexl, especially not one as hostile as the one before me. 
 
    You will not rule it, Dexl. You will abet it. 
 
    She raised her hands, and the space behind her filled with darkness. Within the darkness grew an oncoming storm whose power rivaled that of a hurricane. Dexl’s sight adjusted to the dearth of light, and he saw the world with a clarity that he’d never experienced before. He could see the outlines of strange and vicious creatures in the distance, but he didn’t feel threatened by them. Nor was he threatened by the howling winds and ceaseless rain that would soon consume him. In fact, he found them strangely comforting. 
 
    My name is Kulkuz, said the woman, her eyes and hair glowing an impossible shade of red, and you, Dexl, will abet a new world for those that I love. Its danger and distance will serve to protect them from the humans. The Dark Angel will ensure that my children will never be extinguished again. 
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