
  
    
      
    
  


  Synopsis


  


  Vernon has a quest and Harold has a secret. They have gone to the desert in search of the source of the missile that destroyed the Diamond City. But this is no harmless expedition. As they go into the depths of the desert, they learn that not only are their love and lives at stake, but so is the fate of everything they hold dear.


  


  As the sands blow them off course, Harold grapples with the knowledge that he has been changed by his experiences in the Diamond City. Infected with the technology of the Ancients, he feels himself changing, becoming something other than human. Does Harold have the courage to tell Vernon the truth about himself? Does Vernon love Harold enough to accept that he might no longer be human? They might not have time to find out as the sleeping Progenitors stir.
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  Prologue


  


  The desert winds howled down the ravine, stirring the prayer flags strung from one high wall to the other. Aminat walked slowly down the path, her hand on the stone wall as the wind buffeted her and yanked on her robe. She had come all this way from her people’s land to arrive on Shavan, the holy day. And on Shavan, she walked the path to visit the Temple and worship with the others at the feet of the Progenitors, the Ones Who Sleep.


  As she neared, she saw more acolytes in front of her. They made their way down the narrow path, pummeled by the vengeful wind, which posed the first challenge.


  The ravine emptied out into a sand-filled basin, carved long ago by forgotten water, all traces of greenery and life erased by the constant winds. The Temple stood at the center of the depression, surrounded by the revenants, who waited in staggered ranks.


  The revenants were the second challenge. They gathered every Shavan, knowing that the acolytes would be there. They were a test of faith. Those who doubted did not pass them. She would not doubt.


  The desiccated creatures stood as the protectors of the secrets of the Temple, the testers of faith, the challengers to all who would dare trespass on the holy ground. Their bodies guarded the Temple after their souls were sacrificed to the battle beyond.


  Aminat had been coming to the Temple since she was a very young child, picked as a female twin to be an acolyte. Her brother fought in the battles between the tribes on the desert sands. The bond they forged sanctified them for the battle beyond. She did not fear the revenants.


  She walked the path through the mass of creatures, her gaze fixed on her goal. They would not attack her here. She was an acolyte of the Progenitors, a servant of the quiescent dead. They would not dare. Even so, she felt their gaze on her, their furious hunger. They wanted her to fail, wanted her to stray from the path, even for a second. She would not stray.


  The wind pushed her sideways as she took one step after another toward the Temple. She leaned to correct herself, her eyes fixed on the path. They would not dare. She mouthed the words. They would not dare.


  She stepped forward and soon came to the shadow of the Temple. The immense building blocked the wind, giving her some relief. After a few moments, she could blink the sand from her eyes and look up to see the black building tower above her.


  The third challenge was the entrance of the Temple. This she did fear. She did not fear death, but she feared the challenge to her faith.


  To serve as an acolyte meant to sacrifice others, to take their souls for the battle beyond. To sacrifice her own brother to it when he came of age. The priestesses told her she would be a great priestess in her own right. Her sacrifices could bring peace, could finally turn the tide from the forces of evil and raise the Progenitors, triumphant, from the grave. She would take souls and offer them up to the sleeping ones. She would create revenants to protect those who slumbered. She would serve them until they awoke.


  But she must first sacrifice her brother.


  Standing in front of the door to the Temple, she took her amulet from her robe and held it up. Her hands shook as she spoke the oath. “I serve, I obey, I sacrifice.”


  The gilded doors swung open silently. She had heard of other unworthy acolytes who died in the entryway to the Temple. If she was judged unworthy, she would not be able to step across the threshold without harm.


  She gathered her determination, raised her right foot and stepped. Her foot came down on the intricately tiled floor, and she forced herself to raise her left foot to join it. Standing in the entrance, she let out the breath she had been holding. One more Shavan survived.


  “You will not always be allowed to cross so easily.” She started as Gisla, one of the priestesses, came out of the shadows. “Your doubts will hold you back, and you will be judged unworthy.”


  Aminat raised her chin. “Then so be it. But let me be judged by the Temple and not those who have only served for three years.”


  Gisla colored with rage and looked for a moment as if she would strike Aminat. With some visible effort, she gathered her composure. “The High Priestess would see you. Follow me.”


  Nervousness shortened her breath as she followed Gisla through the corridors of the Temple. There were only a few reasons why the High Priestess ever asked to see any particular acolyte. Either she herself was to be sacrificed, or she was to begin her kasva. She wasn’t sure which she dreaded more.


  The High Priestess’s chambers lay far underground the Temple complex, just above the bodies of the Progenitors, serving as the gateway between the supplicants, the acolytes, and the sleeping ones.


  Aminat followed Gisla through the door and bowed. The room was at least fifty feet long with another intricately tiled floor that could judge the unworthy and bring swift death. She stepped forward as confidently as she dared. One did not show fear to the High Priestess.


  At the far end of the room, High Priestess’s chair was wedged between two massive pipes that hummed with high-pitched discordance. Piles of tributes from the tribes were laid around the chair, sent in the hopes of appeasing the High Priestess and encouraging her to take their daughters. A daughter to the Temple, a son to the battle beyond. Aminat’s parents had been blessed.


  Aminat prostrated herself in front of the High Priestess’s chair, seeing Gisla leave out of the corner of her eye. She relaxed. If she was to be sacrificed, the priestess would have remained to see that it was done. She had never liked Aminat since finding out that she was a twin. Gisla had been a twin, too. But her sister had died before she could be sacrificed, denying her the glory.


  “Rise, acolyte.” Worn from age, the High Priestess’s voice still held the strength to command. Aminat rose and looked at her, seeing how small she seemed in her chair. But Aminat could not mistake the power in her gaze. She saw through her, saw all of her doubts, saw her fear. “You have a brother, a twin?”


  “Yes, High Priestess.” Aminat looked down at her feet, dread building in her chest.


  “You have been with us for ten years now, child. Why have you not asked to be elevated to priestess?”


  Aminat swallowed and considered lying. “I…”


  “It’s because of your brother, isn’t it?” the High Priestess said. “You are afraid that you won’t be able to do it because he is flesh and blood. You are afraid your faith isn’t strong enough.”


  “I know it is not yet strong enough, High Priestess.” Aminat met her gaze, shameful tears stinging her eyes. “I want to believe that the sacrifice will save our people, will bring the sleeping ones back, will end the war. I do believe. But I do not believe that sacrificing my brother will be enough. I am afraid, High Priestess.”


  “I had a twin once.” The High Priestess said. “I sacrificed him. Do you know why, child?”


  “Because you believed?”


  “No. Because it was necessary.” The old woman rose from her throne, straightening to a surprising height. “Because without the sacrifices, the forces of evil will triumph, and the holy Progenitors will not rise from their slumber. Without the sacrifice I made, the world would have fallen into disarray, and the evil ones would have won.”


  She walked to Aminat and took her chin in her sharp fingers, pulling it up until their eyes met. “I can see that your sacrifice will be just as powerful. It may even be strong enough to awaken the sleepers. Already I can feel the Temple stirring around us. Can you feel it?”


  “Yes, High Priestess.” Aminat whispered. The High Priestess was right; there had been a change in the Temple. She could feel it through her bones.


  “Strengthen your faith, child. It will be needed. The Temple will awaken, and there will be a call to arms. The days of the last battle are coming, and we must be ready to sacrifice our warriors to fight in the battle beyond.” The High Priestess let her chin go and stepped back. “You must be ready. You are to be sent on your kasva today.”


  “Today?” The word left Aminat’s mouth before she could consider it. The High Priestess frowned. “Yes, High Priestess.”


  “You will take your brother and go to the city of Zar. There you will find an acceptable sacrifice. Bring this sacrifice and your brother back by the sanguine moon. The last battle draws near, and we have no time to lose.”


  “Yes, High Priestess.”


  Chapter One


  


  Harold struggled against the wind, his knuckles white from gripping the controls of the Codam. Filled with half the desert, the dust storm jostled them, threatening to slam the small craft into the clouds above or the ground below. They were both the same color, making it hard for him to keep to the middle. He yearned, as he had never yearned before, to be home. The contrast to the rainy cliffs of their island home city of Caranarm could not have been starker.


  Vernon sat next to him, his hands clutching the arms of his seat. He traded a wan smile with Harold, then fixed his eyes forward on the windows at the continuous wall of dust outside. The wind buffeted them and then spit them out into the calm of the storm.


  “Can you get a fix on the source of the missiles?” Vernon asked.


  Harold resisted the urge to look at him incredulously. Even amidst the worst storm they had ever weathered, Vernon focused on their goal instead of the danger. Sometimes Harold wondered if Vernon ever saw past the quest.


  He pulled the Codam up, away from the wall of the storm. He shouldn’t be annoyed at Vernon. It wasn’t Vernon’s fault that he had a splitting headache. It wasn’t Vernon’s fault that he could hear the regular chime every time he turned his head southeast. “It seems like it’s south of here, maybe a little east, provided the compass isn’t set awry by this storm.”


  Lightning sparked along the forward edge of the ship, crackling up the nose. The interior of the cabin smelled of ozone. Harold prayed that the Codam would hold up long enough for them to get back to civilization. Or, barring that, a soft place to land.


  The Codam was an Ancient creation, combining the qualities of a carriage, a submersible and a flying machine. Perhaps twenty feet long by ten feet wide, on the outside it looked like a stubby cigar with short wings. Although he could fly it, he still could not explain how it was propelled, or how it managed to stay aloft despite the constraints of gravity and atmosphere.


  Bucking under the controls, the Codam shuddered as he pushed it up toward the center of the eye of the storm. He wasn’t sure how high the craft could go, but if he could get it over the storm, perhaps they would make it. The acceleration pressed Harold into his seat, and he struggled to keep his hands on the controls.


  And then they were free.


  The Codam soared over the storm, and he shared a relieved glance with Vernon. Before he could ask, Harold checked the readouts. Now that they were free of the storm, the signal cleared. He didn’t tell Vernon that he had been hearing it for days now. He’d never found a good time to mention it.


  Clearing the storm took them half an hour. After they were comparatively safe, Harold landed the craft on top of a mesa overlooking the vast deserts of the Wastes.


  “I suppose that will have to serve us for now,” Vernon said after a pause.


  “The signal?” Harold asked, turning to him.


  “We haven’t gotten any closer, even with this flying.” Vernon closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “After all this, we still only have a vague idea of where it is.”


  “I still think it might be a good idea to go ask in Zar.” Harold eyed the horizon nervously. The storm might turn.


  “Someone in the city might know, or there might be legends,” Vernon mused, bringing Harold’s attention back to their conversation.


  “There are always legends.” Harold smiled at him. “And sometimes they’re even true. The desert tribespeople, in particular, might be aware of something.”


  Vernon sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “We’re just so close to finding it.”


  “The Wastes are immense.” Harold turned to him, placing his hand over Vernon’s. The novelty of being able to touch Vernon hadn’t worn off, even after all the weeks they had spent together since leaving Caranarm.


  The Codam had become their sanctuary from the world, their small piece of solitude away from the prying eyes of people who wouldn’t understand. He was loath to break the peaceful idyll of their lives on the improbable flying craft, but their supplies wouldn’t last forever. “If nothing else, the locals might be able to point us in the right direction. They might know landmarks, something that will help us more than just south and a little to the east.”


  “But the signal should be able to guide us to it.”


  “How far into the Wastes are you prepared to go? Even flying, we have no guarantee that we will be safe from the contamination in the sands of the deep desert. And we would have to land to be able to look at the Ancient structures in the first place. I, for one, would like to know what I’m getting into first.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” Vernon picked up the book the Gardian Chyriath had given him. Harold eyed it uneasily. It was her final gift, her bequest and her curse. She had given them the task of stopping the chain of events that the awakening of the Diamond City had started. He blinked away the memories as Vernon continued. “It’s just a shame that this book doesn’t give any specifics. I agree with you. I would like to know what dangers we face before venturing further into the desert as well.”


  “I know. We might not have as much time as we would need.” The missiles that had destroyed the Diamond City had struck two months ago, but neither of them doubted that whatever had awakened would remain a threat until it had either been demolished or somehow put back to sleep. The Ancients had deactivated their technology when they had almost destroyed the world, after it was almost too late to save what was left. But through Vernon’s expedition and subsequent misadventure, as well as the malice of one of their company, the Diamond City lived. Its awakening had triggered a cascade of effects that they were only now starting to understand.


  Or at least, that Harold was only now beginning to understand. He turned back to the window as his smile faded, and he stared at the curved panorama that showed not only the front of the ship, but a view of the side and the rear as well. Vernon didn’t know that Harold had been infected, somehow, by something in the Diamond City. My condolences, the city’s controlling intelligence had said. Harold took a breath and let it out slowly. He started to see what the creature had meant.


  He sensed the place they were searching for in the desert. He didn’t need the readouts on the Codam’s controls to tell him where the signal was coming from. He had heard it steadily growing stronger over the past several days of searching.


  The only problem was that it grew louder no matter their heading. He suspected that was because the source was growing more awake with each day, rather than being an indication of their course. It was throwing off the Codam’s systems as well, which led to them spending days roving across the Wastes in the tiny hope that they would stumble upon the source. He knew Vernon knew this, but he was too stubborn to simply give up.


  “If nothing else, we need more supplies,” Harold pointed out after a moment. He heard Vernon sigh behind him.


  “You’re right,” Vernon said. “We are so close, though.”


  “We can mark this spot on the map,” Harold suggested. “And then come back to it once we have more supplies and perhaps a better idea of what we’re looking for.”


  “Thank you, Harold,” Vernon said.


  “For what?”


  “For keeping me grounded.” Vernon leaned over and kissed the top of Harold’s head. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”


  Harold forced himself to smile. The infection had taken hold in him. What if it was fatal? He dared not tell Vernon, but sometimes he wished he had the courage. It was just… what if Vernon thought he was a monster? Vernon had vowed to destroy or deactivate all Ancient technology, convinced of the dangers it posed to humanity. But Harold had become part of that technology. Did it mean that Vernon would destroy him too?


  Harold swallowed his doubts and readied the Codam for flight. He would worry about telling Vernon later. First, they needed to find the source of the missiles and deactivate it.


  He activated the Codam’s engines and felt the strange sensation in his stomach that preceded their liftoffs. He wasn’t sure if it was caused by the craft’s engines, or his own relationship with Ancient technology. It was something else he didn’t mention to Vernon.


  Biting his lower lip, he carefully eased the Codam into the air, surprised, as always, when it obeyed his commands and shucked off the bindings of gravity.


  He enjoyed flying despite his trepidation. He grinned as he pushed the steering levers forward and accelerated the craft. They were flying at least twenty miles per hour, perhaps faster. Never in his life could he have imagined that he would be in a flying machine, much less piloting one.


  The storm roiled behind them, and he pushed the little craft forward as fast as he dared. It undoubtedly could go faster, but he feared his flying skill would not be up to the task. Even so, he skirted the border of his comfort level, glancing at the sides of the window that displayed the rear view of the Codam. The storm grew into a black mass in the sky that churned up the desert sands. If they could keep ahead of it, they might find a safe place to land in Zar before it overtook them.


  


*


  


  In the middle of a dust storm, Harold found Zar to be singularly unimpressive. They landed the Codam on the western side of the city in the hopes that the storm would disperse over its ancient stone towers. Harold wished they had thought of seeking refuge in the city earlier, but they had been too far out into the desert, and the storm had come up too soon.


  They sat in the Codam and felt the wind beat against their small ship. Glancing at the windows, Harold could see the storm wearing itself out against the mountains bordering the northern side of the city, but the remnants of it still jostled the Codam on its landing struts.


  Harold gave Vernon a worried glance as an especially strong gust of wind struck the side of the ship, catching on the wings and tilting the craft slightly.


  “We should find some way to tie the craft down!” Vernon raised his voice to be heard over the wind.


  “Maybe if we just stand on the windward side?” Harold asked as the gust abated, leaving them in a moment of silence.


  When the moment extended, Harold looked out the window to see that the storm had blown itself out. While there was still a breeze, the dust and debris had settled into tiny dunes against Zar’s city wall.


  They gathered their gear and opened the hatch on the side of the craft, ready to rush back inside should the wind return. But the spiteful breeze only blew a little grit into their eyes before dying down as well. In the eerie calm that followed, Harold heard the faint sound of singing chimes.


  “Do you hear that?” Vernon asked.


  Harold started and glanced at Vernon to see if he was serious. He answered cautiously. “I do. Do you?”


  “Yeah.” Vernon turned his head toward the sound. “I think it’s coming from that direction. Let’s go see what’s causing it.”


  “Wouldn’t it—” Harold started, but Vernon strode away, as if determined to have an adventure.


  Harold set the ship to disguise itself against the wall and locked it before hurrying to catch up.


  The sound came from a gateway into the wall, as twenty or so wind chimes hung from the arch of the gate to tinkle above the heads of those entering the city. They stared up at them for a moment.


  “What do you think they’re for?” Harold asked.


  “Perhaps they’re just decorative,” Vernon said with a frown. “But there’s something… something that I heard once. The city has chimes all around it, I think, to protect it from the dangers of the waste. Some sort of superstition.”


  “Superstition or folklore?” Harold asked shrewdly. They had learned the hard way not to discount the stories told by the indigenous peoples.


  “You do have a point.” Vernon smiled at him.


  Harold shouldered his pack and followed Vernon through the gate into what appeared to be a market plaza. Or it would have been a market plaza, if the booths had not been battened down against the storm.


  As they walked farther, the proprietors of the various booths emerged from the shelter they had taken in the storm. With apparent equanimity, they unpacked their booths to return to business. He supposed they must be used to such storms. Perhaps they looked upon them as he and his mother had once viewed the storms that came off the Poisoned Sea during the summer months.


  The memory of his mother sent a pang through Harold’s heart. He hadn’t written her in a week, having nothing new to report. From her infrequent responses, she was happy about how he was spending his time, but perhaps not as happy with the company he had chosen. She had known about his previous lovers, of course, but never knew how she had felt about his proclivities. He feared that she didn’t approve.


  Vernon led the way to a booth, addressing the woman who was busy setting up her shop again. “Madam, could you perhaps point us to a tavern or somewhere where we can find some information?”


  “Adventurers, are you?” she asked, looking them up and down. She went back to raising the awning that protected her wares from the wind. “I suppose you’ll be wanting Joh’s inn. He’s the one who caters to folks like you.”


  The way she said it left no doubt in Harold’s mind as to how the locals viewed people like Vernon and himself. He had never been disparaged for being an adventurer before. Amused, he put down his pack and lifted the other end of the awning as the woman put up the brackets for her end. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re a strong one, aren’t you?”


  He shrugged slightly, waiting for her to finish with her side of the awning. Once it was in place, he stepped back, still holding the other side, to allow her to put the bracket in. This time her glance was suspicious. “Why are you helping me?”


  Harold smiled. “Because it’s what folks like us do.”


  She hmmphed and slid the bracket into place. “Joh will help you out. Tell him Marnie sent you.”


  “Thank you.” Vernon smiled at her, then turned his smile to Harold.


  After he was sure she had it secured, Harold let go of the awning and dusted off his hands. The metal had been coated with a thick layer of grime from the dust storm. He picked up his pack and waited while Vernon asked for directions to Joh’s inn.


  “It’s just up the main way about half a mile,” Marnie told them. “It has a big piece of art or some nonsense out in front of it. You can’t miss it.”


  “We’ll be sure to look for it.” Vernon gave her a slight bow, and she raised an eyebrow before returning her attention to rearranging her wares and dusting off the various pots and containers.


  Harold followed Vernon up the street and away from the main plaza. The buildings of Zar looked like hundreds of termite mounds stacked up against the foothills of the black mountains that bordered the Wastes. They loomed over the city and, if he squinted, he could see the cave openings that speckled the mountainsides.


  The streets of Zar weren’t paved like the streets of Caranarm and, after the storm, little sand dunes piled in drifts from the sides of the buildings.


  Looking up, Harold saw that all of the buildings had domed tops rising to varying heights. In the distance, toward the center of the city, a taller building loomed, perhaps twelve stories high, made of the same stuccoed material as the rest of the city. Its stained glass windows glimmered in the setting sun.


  Harold followed Vernon up the slight incline of the street, looking around as the city roused itself after the storm. Different from Caranarm, different from Demarse even, Zar challenged his expectations of what a city should look like.


  He swallowed against the alienation that threatened to overwhelm him. This city was different, yes, but it was still a city. People still lived here, presumably they loved here. Certainly it wasn’t alien just because it looked different.


  But he had grown to distrust cities and their seeming appearances. Zar’s strange buildings unsettled him, reminding him of the structures of the Diamond City. His fears were realized, in part, when they arrived at the inn.


  There was indeed a sculpture in front of the inn. The inn was the largest building in the plaza and, like the rest of the city, it was predominantly stucco. Tall and narrow, it rose to the height of four stories with windows interspersed unevenly, shuttered against the wind.


  Despite the prominence of the inn, the sculpture that turned in the slight breeze dominated the plaza. It initially reminded him of an orrery, and when he studied it further, he saw that their planet Oart, was indeed arranged with GARD and the sun in orbit. But the piece of art showed more than the traditional five planets of the system. There were smaller, glimmering orbs that surrounded the representation of Oart. The scale put Oart in the center of the orrery, with the sun at the base, to provide an impression of orbit.


  The structure impressed him, but it also worried him. A strange noise came from it, different from the chimes of the signal they were following, but with a low, bell-like tone that tickled the back of his mind with the hint of memory. He glanced at Vernon, but the other man gave no sign that he had heard it. Instead he gazed upon it with excitement. Harold recognized it, as no doubt Vernon had, as a piece of Ancient technology. “Harold, this is our first sign. We’re on the right path.”


  “But what do you think it is for?” Harold asked uneasily as Vernon stepped closer and looked down past the low wall that surrounded it.


  “It has to predate the city. Look at how the wall is constructed around it. It’s almost as if the founders of Zar build their city around this sculpture. There might even be more of them throughout the city.”


  “Do you think they have a significance?” Harold tried again, hoping Vernon would come to the same conclusion he had.


  “They have to be some sort of monitoring structure, and if there are more of them, then I bet they are arranged in an array that would allow whatever connects them to monitor the world across.”


  “I think they have to be aligned with the signal we are following,” Harold said.


  “Like amplifiers?”


  “Perhaps,” Harold shrugged, wanting to be away from the noise that resonated through the back of his jaw. It had grown louder as they had stayed by the structure. Perhaps it had recognized whatever infected his blood and made him a creature of Ancient technology. He glanced at Vernon.


  “Hmm.” Vernon clambered up onto the wall and studied the globes. “And they’re exact replicas, although I would say that they have to represent the world as the Ancients knew it. Come here and look, Harold. They have cities here. They’re worn, but you can almost—”


  Vernon ducked under one of the moving parts and teetered on the wall, almost falling forward into the machine. Harold rushed forward and grabbed him around the waist, pulling him backwards. Vernon regained his balance in his arms and gave him an abashed look. “I’m sorry. There hasn’t been a lot to get excited about lately.”


  Harold nodded. After the debacle in Demarse and their subsequent flight to the Wastes, the only encouragement they had was the signal itself. This structure, however, was promising, despite the sound it was making.


  “We should go to the inn,” Harold suggested, his eye on the horizon. They had perhaps an hour of daylight left, certainly not enough to study the structure in detail. And he distrusted the streets of Zar at night. There had to be a reason why the border city had a bad reputation, and not only because of its proximity to the Wastes.


  


*


  


  The interior of Joh’s inn was cool compared to the lingering warmth of the desert summer. The walls radiated coolness into the dimly lit common room of the inn. Despite the exterior heat, a fire smoldered sullenly in the fireplace. Several trestle tables sat in neat rows between the main entrance and the fireplace. A couple men sat there, drinking with the determination of men long accustomed to the undertaking. On the far right side of the room, a bar mirrored the curve of the building.


  A man leaned on the bar, watching them with an unreadable expression. “You adventurers?”


  “Marnie sent us,” Vernon said, readjusting the straps on his pack.


  “Of course she did,” The man sighed. “I’m Joh, welcome to my establishment. What sort of strays are you? Adventurers? Prospectors? Fools?”


  “Probably all of the above.” Vernon smiled mildly. “But right now, I would think we are customers.”


  “I have only one room left. It’s a busy time now with all the caravans coming through.”


  “That will be fine,” Vernon said.


  They could have easily spent the night in the Codam, but Harold knew that they would find more information by mingling with the locals. It would also give them an early start if Vernon wanted to examine the sculpture. Returning to the Codam too often would draw attention to it, attention that might be untoward in a border city.


  Joh gave both of them a significant glance before taking a key from the wall behind him. “Your room is two flights up on the right. They’re three silvers a night, non-refundable. Payment up front.”


  Vernon nodded and pulled a pouch out of his pants pocket. The coins clinked against each other as he stacked six of them on the counter in front of the man. “This should cover it.”


  “Not staying long, are you?” Joh asked.


  “We hope not to be too much of a burden.” Vernon smiled at him to take the sting out of his words. Harold winced anyway. Sometimes Vernon was too blunt for his own good.


  The man handed over the key with a grin. “Dinner is served at eight.”


  “Thank you.” Vernon took the key and nodded.


  Harold followed Vernon up the stairs. Vernon opened the door, finding a small room with only one bed. Harold wondered how much the man had suspected, or if he simply cared about getting paid. Perhaps he thought it was funny.


  Vernon grinned at him. “Well this is certainly cozy.”


  “I would say so.” Harold put his pack down and sat on the bed. “Look, Vernon, are you sure this is a good idea? This larking off into the desert? We’ve been searching for a week now without success. Don’t you think that this task might be too big for us?”


  “We’ve tried to find resources, to find help.” Vernon ran his hand through his hair. “There is nothing left to do. We have to stop the cascade of technology. Chyriath gave us the charge to do so. We cannot disregard her last wish.”


  “Sometimes I wonder if she had too much faith in us.” Harold rubbed his temples. The chiming sound had abated after the storm, but it remained despite his best efforts to ignore it.


  “Do you want to give up now?” Vernon’s tone was hurt.


  “No.” Harold looked up at him. “I wish we knew more. That we weren’t alone in this. I mean, look at us. Two academics, of all things. You, at least, have been studying the Ancients for years. But my specialty is in the clanspeople, the Troglobites. What use am I out here?”


  “Don’t talk like that.” Vernon sat next to him. “Don’t. I need you. I need you to be with me, to help me. Your common sense helps me, grounds me. Don’t you see how much I need you?”


  “Just for my common sense?” Harold met his eyes.


  “You know it’s more than that,” Vernon said, glancing away. “It’s so hard to, you know.”


  “I know,” Harold sighed. They had repeated this conversation for weeks now. Ever since the initial bloom of their relationship, Vernon had become more distant. Perhaps he was afraid. Harold knew Vernon would be willing to face any danger, any hardship, but drawing closer seemed beyond him. Perhaps that was unfair, Harold mused. Perhaps it was just an adventure Vernon felt he had not sufficiently prepared for.


  There were other lovers in Harold’s past, other men he had been close to. But none of them had inspired such feelings as Vernon. There was something different about him. Perhaps it was his drive, his ambition. Perhaps it was the way his curiosity often got him into trouble. Perhaps it was that he was eminently loveable and eminently frustrating.


  “We should go downstairs,” Vernon said.


  Harold took his hand before he could stand up. “Look, Vernon. I just want you to know that I’m here for you no matter what.”


  Vernon’s hand tightened on his. He turned to meet Harold’s eyes. “I know.”


  Vernon stood up and straightened his shirt, giving Harold a warm smile. It encouraged Harold to see that Vernon wasn’t afraid of him. Not yet. But what would happen if Vernon found out that he was infected with the very technology they were trying to stop?


  The effects of the infection that had started in the Diamond City had been more than just strange noises. He was stronger than he once was. He had learned to disguise how quickly he could move, how he could see better. He had always been slightly nearsighted, but now his vision was perfect. Better than perfect. He could see detail that he doubted would be visible to most men.


  He had no idea what it meant for him. The entire experience unsettled him, making him wonder if he was changing more than he thought. The machines in the Diamond City had told him that he was from Osti stock. That they had been known for their transformation of men into something more, something different. But did it mean that he was no longer human?


  Worrying at his lower lip, he stood and followed Vernon from the room.


  Chapter Two


  


  Vernon sipped at his beer as he watched the other patrons of the inn. His conversation with Harold had unsettled him, reminding him of his own failings. But there was no room for doubt, not now. Not after Demarse.


  After they left Caranarm, they had gone to the City on the Plain to gather support from the Artisans there. He had heard and read for years about their vaunted technology, of their Duke who sat on a crystal throne. He had long suspected that Demarse was a reservoir for lost Ancient technology, used by the citizens with, perhaps, no understanding of their import.


  It puzzled him how the systems that had attacked the Diamond City had remained asleep in the face of the existence of Demarse. So he and Harold had gone there to find out why.


  To his dismay, he had found that the city was decaying. The Artisans, long thought to be the paragons of innovation, were families more concerned with incestuous infighting than industry. When he had attended a ball, invited as a visiting peer from another city, he had been disappointed. Every Artisan he had spoken to had all but laughed in his face. Some of them had, actually. No one had believed that Ancient technologies had awoken, that the world had changed, that their city would no longer be safe if the Ancient war machines became fully usable.


  Knowing it was his fault wore heavily on him. If he hadn’t found the Diamond City in the first place, it would have remained sleeping in the depths of the Poisoned Sea. Without his expedition, Julian would not have been able to traverse the caverns far below Caranarm and betray the expedition. Had Julian gone alone, the creatures of the deeps would have taken him, or perhaps the clansmen would have simply barred his progress. But Julian had received the perfect opportunity to attempt to take control of the Ancient city.


  Harold had told Vernon what he had seen while in communication with the city’s intelligences, how Julian had activated something in the power structure for the city. He had done something that had triggered it to rise. All that had kept the City from rising triumphant to destroy all of the competing cities had been a small child. And, to his shame, he had allowed her to sacrifice herself to save the world.


  In light of such a sacrifice, he had no choice but to try and finish what she had started. Julian’s rash actions had started a cascade of awakenings, not only the Diamond City, but also in the structures that they now sought. Something in the Wastes had sent missiles to destroy the Diamond City. Chyriath’s book left no doubt in his mind that once the war machine was fully activated, it would target the other cities of Oart.


  The Ancient War had been to the death.


  Vernon was still unsure what had stopped it, sending all of the cities and structures to sleep for centuries. But he suspected that if he could find out, then he could do it again. Perhaps that would be the key to saving the world from the mistakes of the Ancients.


  He took a sip of the tepid beer that Joh served and glanced at Harold. “Are you alright?”


  Harold looked up from his own mug and smiled wanly. “Only tired. I have a headache.”


  “You can go up to the room, if you would like.”


  “No, I’ll be fine.”


  Vernon frowned. Ever since they had reached the Wastes, he could not break through Harold’s melancholy. “All right. Keep a lookout for someone who looks like they might know something.”


  Harold smiled, more strongly this time. “I’m sure they won’t be hard to find at all.”


  “You know what I mean,” Vernon grinned.


  As he spoke, two tribespeople walked into the common room of the inn. They were perhaps in their teens, maybe younger. However, the way they scanned the room belied their youthful appearance. They wore the clothes of the desert tribes, and the hard, weathered look of those who spent time outside in the dust storms Harold and Vernon had so recently fled. The boy wore swords prominently on his belt over baggy pants and a tunic. Visibly unarmed, the girl could have been hiding anything under the robes she wore.


  “Vernon, those two look like they might know something.” Harold’s sotto whisper carried a trace of amusement.


  Vernon raised an eyebrow and murmured, “None of that from you now.”


  The boy and the girl glanced around the common area as Vernon raised his mug and gestured for them to join him. The boy looked at the girl and a wordless communication passed between them. After a moment, he shrugged and led the way to where Vernon and Harold sat.


  “There are not many who would welcome our kind,” the boy said by way of introduction.


  “From what I’ve seen, the same could be said of us,” Vernon said. “Come, sit down. Let us buy you a drink.”


  “What do you want?” The girl asked suspiciously before turning her attention to the rest of the room.


  “Merely to ask you a few questions about the Wastes.” Vernon caught Joh’s attention and signaled for a round. “I am presuming that you would know something of them.”


  “Perhaps too much sometimes,” the boy said. They had to be siblings, Vernon thought. They looked too similar. Fraternal twins, he suspected.


  “Then surely you won’t begrudge us an iota of your knowledge?” Vernon gestured for them to sit down. “My name is Vernon Auldswell.”


  “I am Rast,” the boy said. “This is my sister, Aminat.”


  “And this is Harold.” Vernon said, glancing at him. Harold had a strange expression on his face and seemed not to be paying attention.


  Joh plunked their drinks down on the table and held his hand out to Vernon. As Vernon paid him, he said, “You four keep your heads down. This isn’t the sort of city that tolerates anything from your kinds.”


  Rast watched Joh leave. “What kind are you then?”


  “We are adventurers,” Vernon said with a quirk of his lips. “I am presuming this city has its fair share of them for us to receive such a warm welcome.”


  “The Wastes are full of treasures,” Rast said, “and there are always those foolhardy enough to attempt the burning sands to find them.”


  “What sort of treasures are you after?” Aminat asked abruptly, turning her gaze back to their table. Her eyes, Vernon noted, were a singular shade of green, uncomfortably piercing.


  “We seek an Ancient city or something similar.” Vernon waved his hand vaguely. “We aren’t really sure yet. There is something out there worth looking for.”


  “The treasures of the Ancients are not for the taking,” Rast said forcefully.


  “Oh we don’t want to take them,” Vernon said, his interest piqued. “We are academics. We just want to look at them.”


  “You come from a university?” Aminat asked. “You don’t seem the type.”


  “We clean up well,” Harold said with a slight smile. Vernon smiled at him, glad he had joined the conversation. Harold took a sip of beer before asking, “Which tribe are you from?”


  “Questing Venture,” Rast said proudly. “Although my sister speaks for the Progenitors.”


  “What does that mean?” Harold asked. Vernon stifled his impatience to interrogate them about the Wastes and the treasure they had mentioned. Harold was the expert in other cultures, after all. He knew what he was doing.


  “My sister is a priestess, charged with the salvation and care of the souls of those who venture into the Wastes.”


  “The protector of the foolhardy?” Harold asked.


  “And the tribes. She holds the ancient knowledge.” The way Rast said it, Vernon didn’t know if he meant simply old or the Ancient knowledge that they sought. Either way, he didn’t want to question his luck. If they were willing, these two could lead them to the very artifact for which they were searching.


  Aminat’s attention focused on the rest of the common room. “There are many souls here,” she said, almost to herself.


  Vernon paused, unsure if she meant her words to be part of the conversation. When she didn’t elaborate, he asked, “Rast, would anyone in your tribe be willing to guide us into the Wastes to search for this treasure?”


  “What guarantee do we have that you will not try to steal it?”


  “What we are looking for is rather large. It would be difficult to steal,” Vernon said.


  Rast met his eyes and took his measure. He glanced at his sister, who shrugged. “We will guide you.”


  Vernon blinked. He hadn’t expected it to be that easy, but he wasn’t about to question it. “When will you be prepared to leave?”


  “We leave at first light,” Aminat said, her voice taking on a singsong quality. “To fly across the Wastes, to the Desert Temple. You will be judged.”


  She met Vernon’s gaze and he repressed a shudder. He wondered how she knew that they would be flying. Before he could ask, Rast finished his drink and took his sister’s elbow. “We are tired, we must rest. Join us here at first light.”


  “I look forward to seeing you then.” Vernon raised his mug to them and smiled. They returned his smile with their disconcerting gazes, Rast’s unreadable blue and Aminat’s piercing green. After an uncomfortable silence, they turned and left.


  “Well,” Vernon said. “That was interesting.”


  “Fortuitous, even.” Harold watched as they left the common area and went out into the street. “What do you think they were doing in here? They obviously aren’t staying.”


  “Maybe they were looking for us,” Vernon said. “Although how they could know that we were here?”


  “They could have seen us come in.” Harold suggested.


  “In the dust storm?” Vernon paused to consider. “Perhaps they saw us at the sculpture.”


  “Hm.” Harold teetered on the precipice of a silence that invited no interruption from Vernon.


  Taking his hand under the table, Vernon said, “I wish you would tell me what is bothering you.”


  Harold squeezed his hand, then let it go with a look around the room. A slight frown tugged at Vernon’s lips. Harold had never been ashamed of them in the past. Why was he acting like this now? Had Vernon done something wrong?


  Vernon sighed. “We should finish our drinks and go get some sleep.”


  


*


  


  Lying in bed next to Harold, Vernon mused that something about this city had to be bothering Harold. Ever since they had left Demarse, Harold had become more reticent, less enthusiastic about traveling with Vernon. Perhaps it was their experiences in Demarse that had done it.


  Vernon’s own experiences in Demarse had left much to be desired, but he knew it had been worse for Harold. The Artisans had thought he was Vernon’s manservant and had treated him as such. Even worse, the Artisans had laughed them out of town with nothing to show for their efforts.


  He knew no one in the world believed him about the Ancients. For most people, they were fairy tales, boogeymen, specters of the past that had no bearing on the present. In the thousands of years since their civilization had fallen into the dust, man had moved on.


  But the works of the Ancients were built to last, through means that he still had difficulty understanding. Modern man could not have built a city to last for thousands of years under the pressure of the Poisoned Sea or created works that spanned the earth with the breadth and complexity of that created by the Ancients.


  He often wondered how modern man could not be diminished when compared to the Ancients. What did modern man have that the Ancients did not? It was easy to romanticize them, but the Ancients had been gifted with intelligence, cunning, and technology so advanced as to be magic. They also had the War.


  Staring up at the ceiling, he pondered, not for the first time, what could have started a war on the scale of an entire world. All of the literature on the Ancients agreed that a War had been started, and that all of the city states had been involved. But no one seemed to know why, or what had kept it going for a century or more.


  Next to him, Harold murmured something in his sleep. Vernon strained to hear it, but instead of saying more, Harold simply turned over and curled his back into the curve of Vernon’s side.


  Vernon smiled, glad for the reminder that he should be sleeping instead of ruminating. Tomorrow would be a long day, and he would need all of the sleep he could get.


  


*


  


  When Vernon woke up the next morning, Harold’s side of the bed was empty. Rolling over lazily, Vernon saw Harold standing by the window, staring out into the city. He freed himself from the blankets. “What are you looking at?”


  “Hm?” Harold asked, blinking away the thoughts that had furrowed his brow.


  Vernon bumped him out of the way and looked out the window as well. The sculpture turned in the morning sunlight, the scattered orbs that surrounded Oart shimmering with their multifaceted hues. He hadn’t noticed that they were all different colors when they first saw it last night.


  “Isn’t that something?” he asked, turning to Harold. Harold stared at the sculpture with a haunted expression. “What is bothering you about it?”


  “It’s…” Harold blinked and shook his head. “It’s nothing. I see that Rast and Aminat are downstairs. We should join them.”


  Vernon saw the desert tribespeople walk through the plaza toward the inn. Aminat stopped and placed her hand on the stone wall that surrounded the sculpture. He almost expected the sculpture to respond to her touch, but when nothing happened, he shook his head, realizing it was foolish to think anything would happen.


  He hurried through his morning ablutions and helped Harold pack up their gear. They hadn’t brought much with them, only enough to prepare them for the unexpected at the border of the civilized world. As such, it only took them ten minutes to pack up their accumulated belongings.


  Shouldering his pack, Vernon led the way downstairs. Rast and Aminat waited at the table where they had met the night before. He put his pack on the floor next to the bench and smiled at them. “Shall we get some breakfast first?”


  Rast glanced at Aminat and then back at Vernon. “We have little time to spare.”


  “What’s the hurry?” Harold asked, sitting down at the table.


  Vernon caught Joh’s eye, and the man walked over to their table. “Breakfast for four is an extra silver.”


  “We will be leaving today, so consider it paid for,” Venron said.


  Joh’s eyes flicked to the tribespeople, then back at Vernon. “If you say so.”


  Gesturing for Rast and Aminat to seat themselves, Vernon slid onto the bench next to Harold. “Is your tribe here in Zar?”


  “We travel as the winds take us.”


  “Well, they certainly must have blown you in yesterday,” Vernon said. His smile faded when they looked at him blankly. “The wind… ah. Never mind. Will we be traveling with your tribe?”


  “We will be coming with you,” Aminat said. She flinched when Joh appeared and put plates of eggs and rashers of bacon on the table in front of them. This morning, instead of beer, Joh served tepid tea without the benefit of milk or sugar. Vernon sipped at his and grimaced.


  “So…” Vernon said, putting down his mug of tea. “You will be traveling with us. I will have to tell you that our means of travel might come as a surprise.”


  Harold gave him a cautionary glance, but Vernon shrugged slightly. If they wanted the desert tribespeople’s help, they would have to trust them at some point. Now would be better than later, considering that they probably had a long journey ahead of them.


  “We will fly,” Aminat said. “I have foreseen it.”


  “Well that saves a lot of explanation,” Vernon said. “You can see the future then?”


  “Only when it is in service to my calling.” Aminat touched her collarbones through her shirt, and something briefly glowed there before dying out. Vernon started. She couldn’t be using Ancient technology, could she? If so, to what purpose? He doubted that it could actually let her see the future. If the Ancients had possessed such technology, certainly they would never have started the War.


  Aminat wrapped her hands around her mug of tea and looked down into it. “The way will be treacherous. Will you be strong enough?”


  Vernon was about to answer when Harold did it for them. “We are.”


  When the girl raised her gaze to meet his, Vernon saw that Harold didn’t flinch. A moment of silence passed between the two of them before Aminat blinked. Wondering what it was about, Vernon glanced at Rast, but saw that the boy had paid the interaction no mind.


  They finished their breakfast in silence and the strangeness of the entire situation slowly grew on Vernon. He regretted his foolhardy decision to trust the tribespeople by the time they stood to leave. But it was too late now. He needed their help.


  Chapter Three


  


  To Harold’s surprise, Rast and Aminat were unimpressed with the Codam. Instead of staring in amazement or even asking how it had become invisible, they waited patiently while Harold disabled the anti-static field and revealed the stubby-looking craft. Somewhat put off, he nevertheless smiled as he unlocked the door.


  Vernon led the way inside, dropping his bag on one of the seats. Watching his nonchalance, Harold swallowed his doubts about the tribespeople and decided to trust Vernon’s judgment. Vernon had to know what he was doing. And for the first time in a long time, their situation was improving.


  Despite his determination to be optimistic, the sounds had grown worse since the tribespeople joined them. The chiming from the southeast intensified that morning, and the strange bell-like tone from the sculpture had woken him hours before he intended to rise. And something about the girl, Aminat, set his teeth on edge.


  He had no doubt that it had to do with whatever the girl wore under her shirt. It glowed when she had touched it reverently. It was no doubt a sign of her office or some sort of sacred amulet. It also was of Ancient origin and made his teeth hurt when she touched it.


  But now he was back in the Codam, the only piece of Ancient technology that didn’t give him a headache. He pushed his way past the tribespeople in the suddenly cramped cabin and settled himself into the pilot’s chair. He powered up the craft and turned on its systems; the comfort of the familiar actions restored his composure.


  He tensed, however, when the girl stood at his shoulder. “You know how to use this craft?”


  “I flew it from the Poisoned Sea,” he said, taking a breath to keep himself from becoming irritated. “I think I have a grasp of its operation.”


  He expected a response, a challenge, perhaps, but instead all she did was nod. Harold pulled the levers that propelled the Codam upward and tried not to think too hard about her composure. A year ago, if he had followed a stranger into a craft of unknown origin, he would have lost his mind if it had suddenly taken flight.


  As he gently guided the Codam into the skies, she watched, turning from time to time to look at the windows that showed the different sides of the craft. He tried to keep himself calm, but his nerves jangled around her.


  “Where are we going?” Harold asked.


  “Hm?” Aminat turned her attention back to him.


  “Where are we going? You said that we were going to fly to the Desert Temple, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Which way should we go then?” he asked.


  Meeting his eyes, Aminat said, “South east.”


  


*


  


  After an hour, Aminat left him alone, replaced by her brother. Rast sat in the copilot’s seat and stared out the windows. After a moment he spoke. “It is strange to see it from so far above.”


  “I never thought I would be doing this.” Harold glanced at him, surprised at the amazement in the young man’s expression. “Did you?”


  


  “Not in this way,” Rast said. “Not in this life. In the battle beyond... yes, I anticipate I will be able to do this.”


  “What is the battle beyond?” Harold set the Codam to its course and turned to look at him.


  Rast returned his gaze for a moment, then looked out the windows again, his expression returning to unreadability. In the silence that followed, Harold wondered if he had made some sort of gaffe. If he had offended the tribesman, there would be no telling what his reaction would be.


  After a moment Rast spoke. “All my life I have lived with the knowledge that I would fight in the battle beyond after my sacrifice. I have known, in theory, that there are heathens who do not believe in the battle beyond, whose lack of sacrifice only contributes to the ranks of the Evil Ones. I never thought I would meet one, not even after I accompanied my sister on her kasva.”


  “Is this her... kasva?” Harold asked. “What does that entail?”


  “We must find one who will open the gate wider to the battle beyond.” Rast smiled, and for a moment, Harold was reminded of Vernon’s enthusiasm at Rast’s age.


  “From another clan?”


  “It is possible, although I would think my sister would strive for a greater sacrifice. She is destined to be a great priestess among my people; she will send a great many on to the battle beyond.”


  “At their deaths?” Harold asked, envisioning the young girl at the bedside of an old tribesman, sending him on to a battle beyond death.


  “Of course,” Rast said. “I cannot wait until I myself can be sacrificed. I will be a great warrior, to match my sister’s glory.”


  Harold smiled at his enthusiasm. “At the Temple?”


  “Where else?”


  


*


  


  They landed that night on a rise that overlooked a defile carved into the rock by a tepid river. Since the Codam had proven too cramped to house four people for the night, they decided to camp outside the craft, using it as a windbreak. Harold gathered scrubby brush and pieces of driftwood carried down the river for their fire and pondered what Rast had said. Anticipating death for glory beyond the grave seemed like an odd way of looking at the world. His own culture had no analog, no promise of anything beyond death. He found it to be an eminently hopeful belief.


  As he walked back to the campsite, he realized that the sound had changed to more of a toll than a chime, grown deeper as the day had passed. Less intrusive, he could almost forget that he heard it. But from time to time, it would ring louder, startling him with its intensity.


  “So how far is it to the Desert Temple?” Vernon asked as they sat together around the cheerily burning fire. Harold poked at the fire with a stick, puzzling through his conversation with Rast. If they were looking for someone to sacrifice, what were the tribespeople doing with Vernon and Harold?


  “By foot, it takes three weeks,” Rast said


  Harold unpacked the food they had brought with them. Tearing a loaf of bread into equal parts, he passed them to the others. “Has anyone ever tried to travel to it by air before?”


  “Not in recent memory,” Rast said.


  “But the legends speak of ships like yours traveling from one city to another before the War,” Aminat said. Harold was startled to hear a longing in her voice. Any emotion from her was unexpected, but he hadn’t heard wistfulness from her. He listened as she continued, “There was a time, once, when the entire world was under peace and mankind grew rich with knowledge and understanding of the universe. But then the War came, and mankind Fell.”


  “Is this what your people believe?” Harold asked.


  “It is what all people should remember,” Aminat said.


  “I didn’t mean to give offense,” Harold said. “Where we come from, there are different stories, different ways of looking at the War. Most people don’t even believe that the Ancients actually existed.”


  “How can they not, if the world is full of their remains?” Rast asked.


  “The stories are so old,” Aminat said. “When I was little, I remember hearing the stories like they were legends and myths. But when I became a priestess… well, there are truths in the stories.”


  “What do you do, as a priestess?” Vernon asked.


  “I watch over the souls of the damned. I pray for the eventual salvation of mankind,” she said. “I await the day when the peace of the Ancients is returned.”


  “Isn’t there peace now?” Harold asked. “It has been a decade since there was war between the cities.”


  “Peace in our time and peace in theirs are different,” Rast said. “We do not know peace as they once did. There is still injustice and disparity in our world.”


  “You speak of it like it’s something we can attain again,” Vernon said.


  “Eventually, if man can recover from the Fall,” Aminat said. “The records say that man is not irredeemable.”


  “How is this redemption to be attained?” Vernon asked. “I mean—”


  “Do you hear that?” Harold interrupted. He had heard a low sound, barely distinguishable over the crackling fire and conversation. He held up his hand as he heard it again. “There’s something out there.”


  Rast stood and pulled his swords from their sheaths. Harold picked up the shovel he had used to dig the fire pit. Aminat touched her amulet nervously. It glowed under her shirt, giving off a high-pitched humming sound.


  The noise began again, starting as a moan and increasing until it clearly issued from a creature of some sort. Harold blinked into the darkness, cursing the fire that blinded him to the deep dark of the desert.


  “Revenants,” Rast said. He sounded excited rather than grim, but he kept his swords out.


  “What are revenants?” Harold whispered.


  Before Rast could answer, man-like creatures shambled forth from the darkness, resolving in the firelight. Harold blinked, seeing that they were men, of a sort. They wore tattered clothes over skin made leather by the desert. Some wore rictus smiles, teeth long in lipless mouths. Others seemed more fresh, perhaps only days old.


  “Where do they come from?” Vernon whispered.


  “The Temple,” Aminat replied, pulling her amulet from beneath her robes. It glowed redly in the firelight as she held it in both hands and pointed toward the creatures.


  Rast didn’t wait until they got closer. He leapt forward, his swords out, and cleaved the nearest creature’s head from its neck. The boy’s swords had to be impossibly sharp to tear so easily through the leathery skin and desert-hardened bone. The creature folded backwards with the force of the blow, its spine collapsing as it tumbled to the ground.


  The first strike roused the others from their shambling walk. As if enraged by the attack on their fellow, they charged forward, their claw-like hands reaching out for Rast.


  Now that they were closer, Harold saw at least fifteen of them to their meager four. He raised the shovel, readying himself as the wave broke around the boy.


  As Rast held his own against the few who attacked him, his sister held up her amulet. It glowed red, surrounding her with an ominous light. When the creatures came into the light, their skin smoldered and charred. Struggling forward, they beat against the power of the light, but it held them back. They seemed repelled by the light itself, restrained by the power of the amulet. She kept her hands held high with the amulet firmly grasped between them. The light further infuriated the creatures, allowing her brother to easily take them out one by one.


  The first one to come after Harold moved swiftly. Sensing its approach, he barely swung the shovel in time to block the claws that threatened to slice him open. He hammered the handle of the shovel into the creature’s face, knocking it back. Then he swung the shovel again, cleaving through the creature’s neck. The edge caught in the creature’s spine with a jarring thud that radiated up his arms. He kicked at the revenant to free it and barely dodged the creature’s clawing hands.


  “How do we stop them?” he shouted.


  “Remove the head!” Rast said.


  Kicking the creature over, Harold planted his foot on its chest and struck down with the shovel. He did it again and again until the head separated from the spine. As the connection broke, he heard the snap and the creature went limp.


  Breathing hard, he looked up to see Vernon beset by the creatures.


  “No!” Harold cried.


  The creatures paused as if they heard him. Turning, they tilted their heads, pausing in their attack. Not daring to stop and think about it, Harold charged forward swinging. Shovel blows to the head knocked several of them back and away from Vernon. Gratefully, Vernon kicked one of the revenants away and took a fighting stance next to Harold.


  Together, the two men beat back the mob of creatures that had surrounded Vernon. Standing on one of the creatures, Vernon held the rest back with wild swings of his knife. Harold reversed his grip on the shovel and sliced down, separating the creature’s head from its shoulders. After the initial success with this method, they repeated the process.


  Harold couldn’t help but notice, however, that the longer they fought the creatures, the easier he anticipated their movements. He swung at the second to last revenant and knocked its head off. As he watched it roll toward the fire, he realized that the strength given to him by the infection was increasing.


  There was little time to ponder it, though. The final creature had learned from its brothers’ downfall and was more cautious in approaching them. But approach them it did. Harold ducked a claw, bashing it with his shovel as Vernon went in low.


  The creature grabbed Vernon with his other arm and dragged him away from Harold. Harold tried to pursue, but the creature caught his shovel, tearing it from his grasp and throwing it into the darkness.


  Nevertheless, he chased after the creature as it dragged Vernon away from the fire. Leave him alone! Harold thought desperately.


  To his surprise, the creature dropped Vernon and met Harold’s eyes. Harold shook his head, doubting the spark of sentience he sensed in the creature’s gaze. After a pause, while they regarded each other, the creature bowed slightly at the waist. As Harold stood, stupefied, it turned and loped off into the desert.


  “What was that?” Vernon asked, rubbing his neck where the creature had touched him.


  “I have absolutely no idea,” Harold said truthfully. The thing had heard him. It had heard his thoughts. He turned away to look for his shovel.


  


*


  


  Dreams wracked Harold, strange confusions of images and sensations. He was back in the Diamond City, speaking with the intelligence that controlled its operations. “Why did you do this to me?”


  “You would refuse our gift?” Minor asked.


  “What gift is it?” Harold retorted. “It’s a curse, a horrible abomination in my blood, corrupting me until I am no longer human.”


  “What does it mean to be human?”


  “It means not to be like… this,” he said. He looked down at himself, seeing an amber glow, much like Aminat’s amulet. His hands were distorted, claw-like, reminiscent of the creatures that had so recently beset them. “It means not having noises in my head that only I can hear.”


  “We would not want to take it from you, even if we could.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it is how you learn about your ancestors. Learn and understand. Learn their pride and their failings. Learn what it meant to be human, once.”


  “But what if it drives me mad? What if it makes me a monster?” he asked helplessly.


  “Then you will have failed as a human,” Minor said. “To be human, you must learn to adapt, to survive. To love and be loved despite the fear.”


  He awoke to a dripping sensation. He opened his eyes and found that it was raining. Curling on his side, he covered his head with his blankets and tried not to cry. How could he be loved as he was? What if he became one of those things?


  Blinking his eyes furiously, he determined to remain strong. He needed to be, for Vernon, for their adventure. There was no place for fear now, not with their goal in sight. The desert tribespeople would lead them to the Temple. They would help Vernon and Harold deactivate it. Everything would be all right.


  Interlude


  


  The fire crackled in the deep silence of the desert night. Aminat sat staring into the flames as she tried to convince herself that sacrificing these men was the right thing to do.


  Her people taught that the world would be saved by such sacrifices, of the marshaling of souls for the battles beyond. Only by sending warriors to the Temple could the final battle be assured. Her people had been sacrificing men and women to the Temple for generations. Why then was she stricken with such weakness?


  It was to be her first sacrifice. The sacrifice of strangers. Only after she had proven herself would she be worthy enough to sacrifice the brave warriors of her tribe and her nation. She had been lucky to find two of them together like this. She thought she had been blessed by the sleeping ones to have been given two men who actually wanted to go to the Temple. She feared trying to cajole others to their salvation.


  But then these two men had volunteered to go, and she distrusted it. What if they were servants of the evil ones? The tall one who fought with the shovel made her uneasy.


  That the revenants had come meant she was to be tested in more ways than one. Her faith had been strong, and her amulet had not failed. Her brother had fought well, as a true warrior should. The time for his sacrifice drew ever closer.


  Her kasva was to be her rite of passage, the final step on her path to becoming a priestess. The sacrifice of strangers was the first sacrifice, followed by the sacrifice of loved ones, and then the final sacrifice. The sacrifice of self.


  With the attack of the revenants, the High Priestess’ words were in her thoughts. What if the time of waiting was at an end? The ones who slept could awaken at any moment. The sacrifice of these men might be enough to awaken them. Her brother might not need to be sacrificed after all.


  She shook her head, standing abruptly to pace. No. She couldn’t think such thoughts. Her kasva demanded she sacrifice a stranger, then sacrifice her brother. She had no other choice, not if she intended to help win the battle beyond.


  The moon was almost sanguine, its reddening orb hovering low on the horizon. It would be full the next night. With their craft, she could bring the men to the Temple in time. But still she had her doubts.


  Harold made her wary. The way he had fought spoke of an understanding of the revenants. The creatures were the shells, the evil flesh that remained after men and women were sacrificed. The sacrifice purified the soul, tore it from the flesh that kept it burdened by selfishness and greed. When the soul was sacrificed and sent to the battle beyond, the flesh retained the evil and became revenants, left to test the faithful.


  Yet one had fled from him. What would evil fear but greater evil?


  She folded her arms around her knees and stared into the flames. His companion, Vernon, was an innocent, she was sure of that. He likely did not even know his friend was tainted. He would be an acceptable sacrifice. But she feared what would happen if she brought the other one to the Temple.


  She looked to the east and saw a storm brewing. A smile crossed her lips. It would do.


  Rising to her feet, she opened the clasp on her amulet and let it fall into her hand. If the man was tainted as she feared, then the amulet would put him into a sleep. The legends spoke of such men, of the ones who could control the revenants, the ones who fought the blessed dead in the beyond war. If she caught him unaware, she would be able to use her amulet to disarm the evil within him.


  The firelight wavered as she made her way to where Harold slept. Sand hushed her footsteps until she stood next to him. Crouching, she gently laid her amulet on his chest, dangling it from the chain she held in her hands.


  As it rested against his chest, she hummed the tuneless song of sleep. Sacred to her people, the song was a lullaby, a spell, a promise. The amulet glowed and its glow spread to encompass his form. Despite her sudden fear, she kept humming. She had been right. He was one of the evil ones.


  She finished the song and gently lifted the amulet. Only then did she let a shudder of fear cascade through her. She had come close, so close, to endangering her people and the battle beyond. If she had brought him to the Temple, no telling what damage he could have done.


  It had to have been a plot by the evil ones, to entice her with the promise of two sacrifices for her kasva, to make it seem so easy. They had given her Vernon as an innocent, a warrior from another place and with him they had included one of their own. They thought she wouldn’t notice. They thought she would allow their plot to succeed.


  Her resolve strengthened, and she felt the weakness and fear fall from her. She had to have faith, and the way would be shown to her. She would sacrifice Vernon, and the battle beyond would be won. The evil ones would not triumph.


  Chapter Four


  


  Vernon awoke to the howl of wind in the distance, a freight train sound that echoed across the desert. He rolled out of his bedroll and looked for Harold.


  Harold slept peacefully, still curled up in his blankets. Vernon stood up to walk over to him when Aminat spoke. “Wait.”


  He turned to see her, holding that strange amulet in her hands. “You must come with me. We must go to the Temple, now.”


  “Let me go wake up Harold, and we’ll be on our way then.” He smiled at her. “We’ve been through a couple storms already; there is no need to fear. We won’t tarry here.”


  “We go without him,” she said, jerking her chin at her brother.


  Rast drew his swords and pointed them at Vernon. Vernon frowned. “Now see here—”


  “Into the craft,” Rast said.


  Thinking quickly, Vernon tried to come up with a plan. If he spoke loudly enough, Harold would hear and wake up unless the girl had done something to him. “I can’t pilot the Codam without Harold. He’s the one who can do that.”


  “There will be no need for him,” Aminat said. She placed her hand against the door of the craft. Her amulet glowed and, to Vernon’s surprise, the door opened. A sick sensation grew in his chest. It grew worse when she turned to him. “Now, we go.”


  Prodded by Rast’s swords, Vernon preceded them into the Codam. As soon as he was inside, he turned, ready to fight.


  He ran straight into Rast’s fist.


  


*


  


  When he woke up, Vernon found himself with a splitting headache, an aching jaw, and no idea of where he was. He was still in the Codam, but he had no idea where the tribespeople were taking him. They had tied him up on one of the couches with what appeared to be shredded sheets. But where was Harold?


  He swallowed against the sickening memory of Harold lying in his blankets. They couldn’t have done something to him.


  Why Harold? They wouldn’t have dared, had they both been awake. But why only Vernon? It didn’t make sense. Except... he remembered the way the revenant had bowed to Harold. There had been something strange about his lover in the past couple days. Had the tribespeople seen something they didn’t like?


  Just in case, he looked around to see if they had treated Harold in the same manner. But the main cabin of the Codam was empty. He could hear Rast and Aminat speaking in the pilot’s chamber, and he knew that he was done for. They knew how to fly the Codam, which meant that they were familiar with Ancient technology. They had betrayed him, stolen his ship, abandoned Harold, and who knew what they were going to do next.


  He strained against his bonds, but found that they were already stretched to their limit. Moaning slightly, he tried to adjust his position to restore some feeling to his extremities. The noise drew the attention of the tribespeople. Rast walked over to kneel next to him.


  “It will be for the best, you know,” Rast said.


  “What are you talking about? Where is Harold? What have you done with him?” Vernon asked.


  “He was unworthy. He was filled with evil.” Rast tilted his head. “You saw him, you saw what he did with the revenant.”


  “I don’t know what I saw,” Vernon said. “But I do know that whatever it was, it wasn’t worth leaving him in the desert to the mercies of a sand storm.”


  “He would not make a good sacrifice. Only the worthy are sacrificed.” Rast’s expression grew wistful. “You are to join the blessed ranks in the battle beyond.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Vernon asked, trying his bonds again. “We have to go back and get Harold. I’m sure this is all just a misunderstanding.”


  “You will see, once we bring you to the Temple.”


  Rast left him then and went back to join his sister. For some absurd reason, based on their ridiculous belief system, they had deemed Harold unworthy.


  Harold was alone. In the desert.


  Vernon had never had the chance to tell him goodbye. To tell him… to tell him that he loved him. He bit his lip to keep the words inside. Too late to say them now.


  He had failed. It didn’t matter now if the world ended. It would be meaningless if Harold wasn’t there to save it with him.


  No.


  No. Vernon took a breath. That was wrong. He would still try to stop the Temple, stop these people. They had hurt Harold, killed him. He would save the world and avenge Harold. He would stop these people.


  


*


  


  Vernon couldn’t sleep. Rast had curled up on an opposite couch and easily fell asleep. He could see Aminat at the controls but not her face as she piloted them directly toward the approaching storm. The glow of her amulet added its own light to the cabin, growing brighter as the darkness of the storm loomed in front of them.


  He bit down on a gasp of fear as she yanked on the levers, sending the craft at a forty-five degree angle up the face of the storm. The winds buffeted them like blows from giant fists and for a moment, Vernon thought they would tear the Codam apart.


  Glancing over at Rast, he saw that the boy was still asleep. He had braced himself between the seats, secure against the tempest that shook them until Vernon thought his teeth would fall out.


  If he was to take over the ship, this would be the time. He could overpower Aminat and lock himself in the pilot’s cabin. Then he could fly back and rescue Harold before the storm hit.


  He closed his eyes, feeling the pain in his chest return. No. He couldn’t keep control of the ship for that long. Even if he gained the Codam’s pilot cabin, he would have to barricade himself inside it with no way to exit and save Harold without killing the two tribespeople.


  Could he kill them?


  He paused, resisting his first impulse to say yes. On some level, he wanted to as revenge for Harold, as a response to the helplessness he felt from being tied up. But could he? He doubted it.


  Even for his age, Rast was a better warrior than Vernon would ever be, and he wasn’t sure what sort of tricks Aminat would have up here sleeve. But part of him wanted him to try, even if he went down fighting.


  He sighed and stretched as best he could. He estimated that he had been tied up for three hours now, long enough for his extremities to go numb. Long enough for the pain of constriction to radiate through his body. Even if he was able to get free, he wouldn’t be able to fight until he had stretched and his muscles had uncramped. He doubted Rast would give him the luxury.


  Abandoning his plans to break free and rescue Harold, Vernon tried to force himself to acknowledge that Harold was dead, but he couldn’t believe it. Harold couldn’t be dead. That’s not how these things worked. They were on an adventure to save the world together. It had worked out before. Harold had survived the Diamond City, surely they could survive what the rest of the world had to throw at them.


  Harold was dead.


  Every time the thought went through his mind, he felt a clenching, sharp pain in his chest that told him just how much he had needed Harold. Just how much he had loved Harold.


  And he had never told him.


  Vernon pressed his lips together and blinked rapidly. No. Not now. Now he had to come up with a clever plan, to try to save the world despite it all. Without Harold, all he had was the mission, the charge given to him by Chyriath. He had to stop the Ancient technology from awakening and finish what he had started with the Diamond City. No one else could help him now. His family had denied him. The people of Caranarm had laughed at him. The people who should have understood, the Artisans of Demarse, had politely told him that he was insane. Harold was the only one to have believed in him, the only one who stood by him no matter what.


  For the first time, he regretted not talking to Harold sooner. They had known each other for years at the Academy in Caranarm. They had taken the same classes together, gone on hikes and done sports together. But it had never occurred to him that Harold would be like him. He had never dared to hope in his deepest thoughts that Harold could be interested in him. He thought he would be alone all his life, shut off from the world, never to love, never to have anything but his studies, his passions.


  And for a while, that had been enough. He had accepted his lot in life, in love. His family would force him to marry some poor girl, and he would be lonely in spite of her. He would lose himself in his studies, learn the secrets of the Ancients and delve into the mysteries of the past.


  But then Harold had joined him on his expedition to the Diamond City and everything had changed.


  He had found camaraderie, companionship, and more in Harold. He had found acceptance, and the beginnings of trust. It was possible that Harold loved him too.


  Now he would never know.


  


*


  


  Vernon wasn’t sure how long it took them to get to the Temple, but he knew when they arrived. With Aminat piloting, the landing was nowhere near as smooth as Harold would have made it. He kept poking at the thought of Harold’s death, feeling the pain every time he thought of it. Of what their life could have been like. Of what it should have been like.


  Rast woke from his nap and stood, stretching luxuriously. Vernon felt his muscles twinge in envy. Every time he struggled, every time he tugged at his bonds, they seemed to grow stronger. He had lost all sensation in his feet, and his hands tingled painfully when he wiggled his fingers.


  After going into the cabin to confer with his sister, Rast came back out and approached Vernon. “If you fight, I will kill you.”


  Vernon nodded, his muscles screaming to be released. Rast pulled a knife from his coat and cut apart the sheets used to tie him. The tension released, Vernon moaned as he flopped off the couch and onto the floor. He lay there for several minutes, trying to work up the courage to move his muscles, to get to his feet. Everything hurt too much to try.


  “Why are we waiting?” Aminat asked, stepping from the pilot’s cabin. Her amulet had stopped glowing as strongly and now it was only barely lit as it rested over her robes. He wondered what he could do with it if he snatched it. He had seen it keep the revenants at bay and open the Codam. Perhaps it would be the key to deactivating the Temple as well.


  He had no illusions that the Temple was the source of the missiles that had destroyed the Diamond City. From his admittedly shaky guesswork, he estimated that they had gotten to the Temple on the very same heading that he and Harold had been using for weeks. South and east.


  Rast kicked him slightly and he moaned again, rolling onto his back. The boy had no time to pamper him though. Taking his arm, Rast yanked him to his feet. Aminat smiled at Vernon. “We must hurry. The sanguine moon approaches, and you must be ready for the sacrifice.”


  Vernon couldn’t struggle as Rast tied his arms again, this time in front of him. He barely could support himself to stand. “What sacrifice? Why me?”


  Aminat smiled again, a horribly sweet and innocent expression on her young face. “You are to be sacrificed to fight in the battle beyond. You will join the ranks of the holy warriors who battle against the evil ones. It is for this purpose that the sacrifice was created, that the Temple has awoken.”


  “What? Why?” Vernon struggled with the word “sacrifice”. “I don’t understand.”


  “I will explain,” Aminat said, “but we must hurry.”


  With Rast supporting him, Vernon followed as Aminat led the way from the Codam. Once outside, he stopped despite himself.


  They were in a large depression carved into the earth. Above he could see the rise of cliffs and a sky darkened by the storm as it blew over. A ravine spilled out into the open space and the wind blew through it, buffeting them where they stood. The entire place comprised of red rock, carved and worn by natural phenomena until it could have been a natural occurrence but for the Temple that dominated it.


  The Temple rose two stories from the floor of the depression, glimmering in the faint light of the storm-dampened sun. Carved from black stone, every corner was gilded. Traceries of gold defined arcane symbols and patterns across its face, leading to the immense gold doors they faced. It stood as a monolith, starkly beautiful in its natural surroundings, without windows or signs to indicate it was a habitable building.


  Prodded by Rast and led by Aminat, Vernon stepped away from the ledge where she had landed the Codam and toward the Temple. Despite himself, he felt a flush of excitement. This was the source of the missiles. He looked up, trying to discern where they could have come from. From his vantage, he couldn’t tell how long the building was, or how deep it went into the earth. He had the sense structures were far below the surface. The Ancients never built anything small.


  Revenants roamed the two hundred yards between them and the doors of the Temple. A stone path led from the exit of the ravine to the entrance of the Temple, but the revenants appeared to be avoiding it. Nevertheless, he took a deep breath as they walked forward toward the Temple. He had no reassurance that the creatures wouldn’t attack, and no recourse if they did. His hands were bound, and he didn’t even have his knife. He could only hope that Aminat and Rast hadn’t meant sacrifice to mean that they would feed him to the revenants.


  His legs shook as Rast guided him onward. The desert-ravaged skulls of the revenants turned as they passed, and he heard a horrible sniffing noise from them, as they caught their scent. He dared not look back to see if any of them were following.


  Aminat held her amulet out in front of them, its ruddy light leading the way to the Temple. In its glow, he saw that her face was serene, even happy. Her expression would have been lovely had she not used it earlier when speaking of sacrificing him.


  As the storm above grew worse, the winds intensified and the remaining hundred yards between them and the Temple grew nigh impossible. Aminat turned, a reassuring smile on her face. “Do not worry! Faith will lead us through!”


  Her words made him worry more as Rast pulled him forward. His tight grip on Vernon’s arm caused him to look at the boy more closely. The set of his jaw was determined, but the sheen in his eyes told Vernon that he was terrified. Vernon wondered just how much faith he had in his sister, and if that faith was justified.


  The gale force winds swirled around them and tore at Vernon’s clothes. He blinked as his hair was swept into his eyes again and again. The storm kicked sand into the air, blurring the distance between them and the door.


  Then they were upon it. Rast held Vernon steady as Aminat pressed her hands against two hand-shaped spaces on each door. She pushed.


  The doors swung open, revealing a lighted entryway beyond. In contrast to the storm-darkened light, the light inside the Temple was the same artificial light he had seen in the buildings of the Diamond City. Lined with blue lights, the corridor beyond led from the door into the depths of the structure. If he had any doubts about the origin of the Temple before, they were eliminated now. This structure was definitely built and designed by the hands of the Ancients.


  Aminat walked in, and Rast pushed him after her. As they passed the threshold, the force of the winds stopped. His ears popped in the respite, and he heard a ringing as the silence descended on them. After a moment, he heard a sound like rushing water and recognized it as the sound of immense machinery churning in the depths.


  The floor rumbled with energy, and he realized that his original suspicion must be correct. The Temple had to extend several stories down into the ground.


  Looking around, he noticed that modifications had been made over the years. What he suspected were once pristine walls were now covered with ideograms of varying sophistication. Some of the drawings were crude, child-like in their representation of a battle fought by many men. Other drawings grew more complex as they progressed down the corridor, as if people had been using the Temple for hundreds of generations.


  A yearning grew in him, a desire to know why this place was used, where the people who used it had come from. Were their ancestors the direct descendants of those who had built the Temple? What was its original purpose?


  Worse than the yearning was the pain in his chest when he turned to talk to Harold and found he wasn’t there.


  Vernon doubted that the Ancients would have intended it to be used for such primitive rituals. The concept of sacrifice didn’t match his notion of how their culture would have developed. The people of the Diamond City, for example, didn’t sacrifice their own.


  He paused. Perhaps that was what this was, though. The Troglobites of the caverns below Caranarm were the descendants of the people who had fled the Diamond City after the War. They had kept the traditions of their ancestors, worshipping them as gods when they died, keeping the idea of a Codam alive even to the point of forcing a child to suffer all the misfortune that could be experienced in a harsh life in the caverns. Perhaps the desert tribespeople, Aminat and Rast’s people, had developed their society in much the same way.


  It made sense, now that he thought of it. But as Rast and Aminat led him further down the corridor, he realized that unless he could think of a way to use their culture and traditions against them, that knowledge would do no good now.


  He missed Harold most of all at that instant. Not only would he be at his side, discovering these things with him, but he would have understood them better. Harold’s expertise in translating the meanings of other cultures would have helped them get out of this mess.


  They proceeded down the corridor in silence, Aminat leading the way with sure steps that indicated a long familiarity with the Temple’s layout. More hesitant, Rast paused from time to time to glance at the paintings and would have stopped had Aminat not strode ahead.


  “Where are we going?” Vernon asked after several minutes of walking. The end of the corridor was in sight, another door, also gold.


  “We must prepare you for the sacrifice.”


  “When is it to occur?” Vernon asked.


  “Tomorrow night,” Aminat said, “at the rising of the sanguine moon.”


  “Ah.” Vernon hadn’t anticipated it being so soon. He wasn’t sure what they meant by a sanguine moon, but it sounded ominous. He took a breath, trying desperately to think of some argument, some way to convince them to hold off until he came up with a plan. When he spoke, his words sounded weak, even to him. “I don’t suppose you would reconsider?”


  “The sacrifice is necessary to free your soul of evil.”


  “Could you please just stop and explain?” His palms sweated, and he desperately wished he had something to hold on to. Like Harold’s hand. He swallowed against the pain in his chest.


  “All will become clear in time.” She stepped forward and pressed her hands against the second door. It opened into what appeared to be an ascending room. As Rast pushed him inside and followed, she smiled prettily at him. “And then you will be free.”


  Chapter Five


  


  The howling wind tore Harold from his slumber, yanking his blankets from him. He sat up and tried to catch them, but they were long gone. Protecting his face from the stinging sands, he tried to see where Vernon was.


  Vernon was gone.


  “Vernon!” He looked around, desperately trying to see if the others had simply become lost in the storm. “Vernon!”


  The wind stole the name from his mouth, leaving him breathless. He tried to hear if anyone shouted back, but the only reply was the sound of the wind and the chime of the Temple.


  He staggered forward, then fell as he unexpectedly reached the side of a dune. He tumbled down the descent and rolled to a stop in the little valley between two dunes. Finding some shelter from the wind there, he was able to gather his bearings.


  Lying on his back, he covered his eyes to keep the sand out. He was lost. That was certain. But where Vernon and the others had gone was beyond him. Could they have become lost too?


  It didn’t make sense, though. The storm should have awakened him the minute it struck, but he could tell from the look of the sky that he was caught in the midst of it. The leading edge was nowhere to be seen.


  He had never been a deep sleeper before, which told him that something had been done to him. But what? Ever since he had become infected, even the strongest liquor had no effect on him.


  A sinking sensation stole through him, and he realized what must have happened. The tribespeople had to have done something. They must have taken Vernon for some purpose. He knew that Vernon would never have left him willingly, not with a storm coming. He would have fought. But what good would fighting have done if Rast had overpowered him? Harold had seen how the tribesman had fought. Even with his experience boxing at the Academy, Vernon would have stood no chance against those swords.


  What did they want? Had they intended to steal the Codam? What purpose would they have for it? He couldn’t remember if he had seen it in the storm, but the visibility was so low, he could have been standing within ten feet of it and not seen it. Perhaps they hadn’t taken the ship after all.


  But they had to have taken Vernon. Otherwise, Vernon would never have left his side.


  Unless…what if the only way they would take him to the Temple was if he left Harold behind?


  No. It wasn’t possible. Vernon wouldn’t have abandoned him. He would have found another way to get to the Temple. They had to be close by this point. South and east, Aminat had said. South and east. He was sure they could have found it.


  Yet the possibility haunted him. He knew Vernon wanted to stop the Ancient technology from reviving. He knew Vernon was willing to do whatever it took to fulfill the Gardian’s quest. Would he have left Harold behind if he felt it was necessary?


  Perhaps Vernon had sensed what Harold had been afraid to tell him. He could have realized that Harold was a monster. Or maybe the tribespeople could tell, maybe they had told him. Aminat acted as if she was able to see that Harold was different. That he was tainted.


  He lay in the sand for a while, feeling the tiny grains pelt him. The sand would scour him away, leaving nothing in its wake. He would be like the revenants, all skin and bone.


  Shuddering at the thought, he convinced himself to get up, to make a plan. It was possible, and he hoped likely, that Vernon hadn’t abandoned him because he was a monster. What if the tribespeople had kidnapped him for some purpose? He doubted that they would have simply killed Vernon. They could have easily stolen the Codam, if that was their goal, and left the two of them in the desert. It would be a death sentence either way.


  No. They wanted Vernon for something. But what?


  It had to do with the Temple. Aminat had said that they were supposed to go there. But maybe she only meant Vernon. Had she known what Harold was? Harold knew that the infection meant that he could interface with Ancient technology. That was apparent enough every time he flew the Codam. But what could it mean if the Temple was ancient technology?


  There was only one thing to do. He shaded his eyes against the wind and began walking.


  South and east.


  


*


  


  It took an hour for the storm to blow north toward Zar. Harold could sense the Temple, the signal growing imperceptibly stronger with every step he took. He put his head down and forced his way through the wind. He no longer questioned his ability to survive. He merely had to ask his body to do what needed to be done, and it would be so. He covered his mouth against a sudden gust and forged onward.


  As the storm petered out around him, he took a deep breath and paused his resolute progress over the dunes. Looking around, he saw that the sun had sunk farther than he had thought. It was perhaps three hours until sunset.


  He had little time to lose and he knew he must go on despite his weariness. He took a deep breath and then began to jog. South and east. South and east. South and east.


  He repeated the words to himself as he ran, south for the left foot, east for the right. South and east, south and east, south east south east, southeast southeast. He ran faster and faster, finding the weariness melt from him. For the first time since he had become infected, he let his control go, pushing his body as far as he could. Discovering new reserves of strength and power, he dashed across the sands.


  The desert transformed from soft dunes and subdued geography to stark spires of rocks and deep ravines. The land shattered and split before him, cracks radiating out toward the mountains in the distance.


  As he ran, the sound of the Temple intensified, changing from a chime to a toll and then to a deep beat that resonated in his bones. It was an ominous sound, and he worried that it meant he was too late.


  


*


  


  He ran out of desert abruptly. Skidding to a stop at the edge of a cliff, he looked down and realized he had arrived. The Temple rose from the center of a circular bowl at the end of a defile; the building’s summit came to almost eye level. The top of the Temple rose to a peak, surmounted with an array very similar to the sculpture he and Vernon had seen in Zar.


  The temple resonated with the sound, so loud that he felt as if he was actually hearing it with his ears rather than just in his head. He squatted down to get his breath and tried to think.


  The building had a door, which was reassuring, but the ground around the temple was infested with revenants. He would have to get past them to reach the door, and he had no assurance that the door would even open for him.


  He would only find out by trying. He gathered up his courage and began the tricky descent down to the floor of the depression.


  Slipping down the side, he caught handholds and footholds where he could find them. The sides of the cliff crumbled as he grabbed at them, and he found himself falling more often than not. Several times he thought he would simply fall the fifty feet to the ground.


  When he finally reached the bottom, he dusted himself off and turned around, almost afraid to look. But none of the revenants had noticed him yet. Rather, they all appeared to be listening. Could they hear the Temple as well?


  Glancing around, he hoped to see the Codam, but it was nowhere in sight. Perhaps they had hidden it somewhere or landed it on the other side of the Temple.


  He gingerly stepped onto the sands, knowing he had to cross to get to the temple, to get to where they would have kept Vernon. Certain he’d be noticed any moment, he took a deep breath and held it as his heart pounded with every step he took.


  The revenants ignored him.


  They had been trying to kill him the day before, but these were different. All of the revenants were moving like metronomes, right foot left foot, one-two, one-two. Tiny shuffling steps moved them incrementally closer to the walls of the temple. They could hear it too, then.


  He stepped again, consciously keeping to the pattern as he maneuvered around the revenants in his way. He had no time to shuffle as they did. They could be doing anything to Vernon inside.


  It took him a quarter of an hour to get to the door. Even if they had ignored him thus far, he didn’t want to chance it. Monster or no, he doubted he would be able to survive if they all attacked him at once.


  The door was gilded, with strange designs that appeared almost like script on it. As he looked at them, his vision wavered and he realized he could read them. “Tavor Missile Silo One.”


  He blinked. Tavor was the name of one of the Ancient Cities. Could this be a depository for some of their weapons? It would make sense, considering this was where the missiles had come from. He exhaled, relieved. He hadn’t been crazy; he had been hearing the signal from the Temple.


  Now he understood why the tribespeople called it a temple. It certainly looked like one, with its ornate decorations. He paused with his hand on the door. What if it didn’t open? He hadn’t seen any other means of entering it. Heart pounding, he pressed his palms into the two hand-shaped places on the doors and pressed. To his surprise, the panels glowed and warmed under his hands. After a moment, the doors pulled apart, revealing a lit corridor beyond.


  Behind him, the revenants made a collective low, growling sound. They lifted their heads, looking at him with hollow eyes. He stepped through the entrance and prayed that the doors would close behind him. He watched as they did, making sure that the revenants wouldn’t follow him inside.


  After they had closed with a clang, the sound in his head stopped. Startled by its abruptness, he turned, certain that something horrible was about to happen. He waited for several tense moments, but he heard nothing except his own heartbeat.


  Relaxing only slightly, Harold examined his surroundings. He was in Ancient territory now, and nothing could be taken for granted. He had learned that in the Diamond City, where even the plants were treacherous.


  But the corridor was simply a corridor with blank walls and strings of red lights running across the ceiling from the doors to another set of doors at the far end. He stepped forward cautiously but didn’t sense anything untoward. Another few steps and nothing happened.


  He made it to the other set of doors uneventfully. Stopping in front of them, he saw two more panels on the doors. He took a breath and placed his hands on them. They glowed and warmed to his touch. After a tense moment, the doors parted to reveal an ascension room.


  Stepping inside, he recalled the last time he had experienced such a device. It had brought them to the Diamond City, but it had been a terrifying ride in the middle of an earthquake. This time, the room simply waited for him to do something. Turning, he saw a panel of buttons on the wall by the doors. They had numbers, but no indication where they went. They numbered from one to two, on top, then there was a L and after that negative numbers one to twenty.


  Frowning, he finally realized that the numbers had to correspond to floors. Twenty-three floors in total. He had no idea where Vernon would have been taken. The only option was to start at the bottom and work his way up, hoping he found Vernon sooner rather than later.


  What if he pressed the wrong button and set off a trap of some sort? What if there was some secret to pressing the buttons, some permissions that he didn’t have that would ensure his safe progress?


  Despite his fears, he didn’t sense anything from the building. Rather, it was the most quiet he had experienced in weeks. Even the Codam had its own sounds, ways in which it sent information into his mind. It was why Vernon had never gotten the hang of flying it. The majority of the information had been in Harold’s head.


  For all the noise it had made when he was outside it, the Temple was as quiet as a grave on the inside.


  He pressed the button for negative twelve and held his breath. He heard a slight hum, then it descended, dropping his stomach slightly as it accelerated. Numbers appeared above the door, counting down from one.


  When the numbers hit negative sixteen and the room didn’t slow, he took a deep breath, trying to still his fears. But he still dreaded what would happen. What if it didn’t stop? What if it just kept going and smashed him against the bottom?


  As it slowed and finally stopped, he realized that his fears were groundless. The creators of such a machine wouldn’t want to sacrifice it simply to get rid of intruders. They would have less drastic means to accomplish that.


  The room chimed and the doors opened. Harold flinched, seeing someone standing outside the doors. He turned and gasped, looking as surprised as he felt. The man wore a dark brown robe, belted with white. What was a Gardian doing here?


  “Who are you and what are you doing here?” the Gardian asked.


  “I’m looking for my friend. He was kidnapped,” Harold said. “Uh, I’m Harold.”


  “Kidnapped by whom?” Despite his initial startlement, the Gardian didn’t seem angry to see Harold.


  “Their names are Aminat and Rast. They belong to the desert tribes.”


  “You had better come with me,” the man said. “The Prioress can explain.”


  Harold followed him, a thousand questions swirling through his mind. But he kept his peace as he examined his surroundings.


  The Gardian led him through a labyrinth of tunnels lined with pipes and tubes, all in an unseemly jumble. He was in the bowels of a great machine, walking amidst its organs. He sensed a slight dinging sound from the building, a pale echo of the toll he had heard outside. The Gardian seemed to be leading him in circles. He bit back his impatience. Where was Vernon?


  As they walked the Gardian asked, “How did you get here?”


  “I ran,” Harold said.


  “From Zar?”


  “Well, no. It’s a long story.”


  “Hm. You had better wait to tell it then. The Prioress will want to hear it all.”


  They came to a small door, and the man knocked. He opened the door after a moment, even though Harold had heard no invitation. The Gardian gestured for Harold to enter and followed after him, closing the door.


  The room reminded him of his mother’s parlor, comfortable with couches and rugs. A woman sat at a desk on the opposite end, hunched over some sort of machine. As she turned to regard them, Harold saw that it was a control screen similar to the ones in the Codam.


  “Well, this is a surprise,” she said.


  “Prioress, this is Harold. He was in the elevator.” Harold bowed.


  “You have been infected, haven’t you?”


  “I…I beg your pardon?”


  “You shouldn’t have been able to hear us.” In her brown robes and shaved head, the woman looked almost identical to Chyriath. Harold found himself blinking at the impression he was talking to the dead Gardian. “And yet you did. You aren’t a Gardian, and so the only other explanation is that you have been infected by some city’s nanites. Which city?”


  “The Diamond City. The Minor there told me that I was infected.”


  “Gardistan?” she sighed. “It figures that the first city would have affected you. You must be Harold. Brother Pamin, you may leave.”


  “How do you know me?” Harold asked as the man bowed and left.


  “Chyriath sent her report as she died. I suspect you aren’t Vernon, you’re too tall.” She folded her hands. “But that still leaves the question of what you’re doing here.”


  “I heard the sound of the Temple. I thought it was the one that sent the missiles to destroy the Diamond City. Chyriath sent us. She gave us a book and told us to stop what had been started in the Diamond City.”


  “That sounds like something she would do. I’ll have to ask her why when I see her next.”


  “You mean… I thought you said she was dead.” Harold blinked back a sudden sense of dizziness. None of this made sense.


  “That incarnation of her is.” She paused for a moment. “I’m sorry. You don’t know. I just assume the infected know as much as we do. Same systems, you see.”


  “I…not really.” Harold smiled helplessly, spreading his hands.


  “Of course not, you’re newly infected. It’ll take a while for you to get used to it. But you said Chyriath sent you?”


  “To stop the Temple.”


  “Well, you can assume your mission is complete. The minute our sensors picked up the missile launch, we traced it back to this place. We had forgotten that these silos existed. So much was lost after the War….well, we’re still trying to deactivate everything.”


  “But where is Vernon?” Harold asked. “The desert tribespeople said that they were going to take us to the Temple. I just thought…well, I had hoped to find him here.”


  She peered at him, seeing through his attempt to remain calm. “You are really worried about him, aren’t you?”


  “Of course I am! He’s my friend.”


  “Well he’s not here,” she said. “Although…”


  “Not here?”


  “I wonder…” She turned back to her screen and picked it up, rapidly moving her fingers over it. “There’s a likelihood that there are more temple structures scattered throughout the desert. Tavor always did things in multiples. This is just the first one we have found. The sculptures in Zar all awakened, pointing toward this one.”


  “But if this isn’t the temple…” Harold came to the same realization as she did.


  “Exactly. It means that the desert tribespeople know about another one and are taking your friend there for some reason.”


  “But why?” Harold asked.


  “They have to be the descendants of the Tavorese, which means it has given them access.” When he stared at her blankly, she went on. “Without our disarmament of this silo, you wouldn’t have been able to access this system with your infection. Gardistan and Tavor were two of the largest aggressors in the War. Their systems were programmed to be hostile to each other. If you were to try to access another silo, it would have activated its defense systems, and you would be dead, infection or no.”


  “That doesn’t really answer my question.”


  The prioress shook her head. “I’m not sure why they would have taken your friend. The Tavorese were always a strange people.”


  Harold swallowed. The woman’s answer did nothing to reassure him. But he had to do something. “What do I do?”


  “Well, if you’re determined to find your friend, our goals are allied,” she said. “We want to find all of the silos and deactivate them. I wouldn’t doubt that they all went into hibernation when Tavor was destroyed, which means that they are all still out there. And the only people who would know how many of them exist all died when Tavor did.”


  “So you will help me find Vernon?”


  “As best we can.” She tapped on her screen again. “Our mission here was to deactivate this silo first, then move on to the other ones. Fortunately, we were able to get to the data files before our intrusion triggered a purge. Do you have any idea where the other one would be?”


  “Aminat, one of the desert tribespeople, said that it was southeast from Zar.”


  “Well, we’re directly south, so it could be…” She turned the screen so he could see. He walked closer and peered at it, seeing a map of the Wastes. “It looks like there are three in this area, one to the direct east of here, and one further to the south. There’s a fifty-fifty chance that they’re at either one, but I’d bet on this one.”


  “So how do I get there?”


  “It’s a good three day’s walk from here.” She eyed him closely. “Did Gardistan’s Minor say anything to you about where your ancestors were from?”


  “It said something about Osti.”


  “Ah,” she said with a smile. “That explains it. Osti and Demarse are the remaining cities, the last ones to survive the war, did you know that?”


  “Vernon suspected it of Demarse. He was furious when the Artisans there refused to help us.”


  “Of course they did. They’re too busy ruining their city,” she snorted. “But what this means, you being from Osti, is that your genes have a memory that allows the nanites to modify them. You have noticed changes, yes?”


  He swallowed, realizing he was about to tell this woman something that he hadn’t even been able to tell Vernon. But the matter-of-fact way in which she spoke of it gave him hope. Perhaps he wasn’t a monster after all. “Yes. I…I’m faster, for one.”


  “And stronger, I’ll bet. They bred supersoldiers there, Osti did. Until they went underground. We spent decades there, dismantling the remnant technology under the city. Tavor also made supersoldiers, but Osti made an art out of it.”


  “What does this have to do with saving Vernon?”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.” She smiled self-deprecatingly. “It means that you will be able to run there in a day.”


  “How do I know where to go?” he asked, eyeing the map. All he saw was a blank space between the two marked locations. “What if I get lost?”


  The Prioress smiled and reached forward to place her palm against his forehead. She closed her eyes and hummed a little. Light blinded his vision as images and words, rendered indecipherable by their speed, flashed through his mind. He heard the sound of water rushing, and the knowledge blossomed in his mind. He knew how to find Vernon. It felt as if he had become a magnet, and Vernon his complement. “There you go.”


  “How did you do that?” he asked.


  “My nanites simply transferred the information to yours. It’s a wonderful system, isn’t it? We brought that over with us, from the Void.”


  “I…what does that mean?”


  “You will learn in time.” She smiled, but then her smile faded. “This Vernon of yours, is he infected as well?”


  “Not that I know of. No…I don’t think so.”


  “Oh, you poor man. You love him, don’t you?”


  He swallowed and nodded, dreading what she was going to say next. Could he infect him? Was he going to die? What did it mean? “Is it catching?”


  “No, of course not. Just…Enjoy his company while you can,” she said. “And come to us in a century. You will always have a place with the Gardians.”


  “A century?” He blinked.


  “You will see.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Now if you want to, I can take you back upstairs. I’ll tell you on the way what you need to do to deactivate the other silo.”


  Chapter Six


  


  Aminat and Rast left Vernon in a small room at the topmost level of the Temple with the promise that they would return with food and water. He had tried the door at least five times and now he paced, counting his footsteps. Fifteen strides from one side to the other, skirting the bed that commanded much of the room.


  His prison was opulent, similar to his bedroom back in Caranarm when he had been a Count, before his family had disowned him. However, he noted discernible wear on the furnishings and claw marks on the frame around the door. He wondered how many other people had been trapped in here, and what they had learned that would make them so desperate to get out.


  He felt a certain level of desperation himself. They had promised to sacrifice him, after all. But he still had confidence that he would find a way out of this. He had, after all, found the Temple. Hadn’t that been his goal in the first place?


  Only… only he had hoped that Harold would have been here with him. He felt a void next to him. Every time something clever occurred to him, every time something happened he knew Harold would enjoy, he had turned, only to find that he wasn’t there.


  He was slowly losing his mind.


  Pacing, he tried to get a grip on himself. He had no reason to go mad just yet. He still had options. He didn’t think Aminat wasn’t as strong as she claimed to be. She had an innocence that told Vernon she wasn’t as set in her ways as she liked to believe.


  And there was Rast, who certainly expected to be sacrificed. All he would talk to Vernon about was how much he envied him for being the first to join what they called “the battle beyond.” It had gotten old rather quickly, but he wondered he couldn’t leverage it to his advantage.


  He stopped his pacing and sat on the bed, tapping his fingers on his knees. He was desperate enough now to consider ambushing Rast, but he would be expecting it. Vernon slammed his fist into his palm. There had to be something. He could easily take on Aminat, but she didn’t go anywhere without her brother.


  Not to mention the fact that this place was inhabited by other tribespeople. He had seen at least fifteen women on their way from the entrance to this room. It was swarming with people who all seemed to consider him very lucky, or at least that was his impression from their smiles and the pats on the shoulder he had received. He had flinched at first, but had soon grown resigned to it.


  That was dangerous. Resignation. What if he became resigned to his own death? Giving up would be so easy. He didn’t have Harold any more. Was there a point to going on?


  He liked to think that the mission given to him by Chyriath still could drive him onward. Without Harold, it was all he had left.


  The door opened and Rast entered, carrying a tray of food. Standing, Vernon cursed himself for a fool. Certainly he could have overpowered the boy if he had just realized he would be carrying food. He forced a smile.


  “I know it’s not what you’re used to,” Rast said, almost shy now. “But it’s what we eat.”


  “I’m sure it will be fine.” Vernon’s smile became genuine. There were other ways to defeat an opponent. “Tell me about your people. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever heard very much.”


  “And none of it favorable,” Rast said, placing the tray on a side table. Vernon joined him and accepted the glass of water that the boy handed him. The boy didn’t seem to think much of water in the desert, but perhaps if they lived within the Ancient technology, they didn’t have the wants he anticipated from a desert culture.


  “Well, they didn’t have very many nice things to say about Harold and I in Zar either.” It hurt to say his name, but Vernon kept the smile on his face. “Where I come from, we know nothing of the Wastes except that they exist. I could barely believe it when they said people actually lived there.”


  “We live in the ruins, in the old places and in the sands,” Rast said. “They shelter us from the storms and give us a living when we sell the trinkets we find there.”


  “Are there many old places like this in the Wastes?”


  Rast shook his head. “Not like this. The Temple lives and breathes. It is where we serve the sleeping ones, the warriors of the battle beyond. The rest of the Wastes are dead, ruins from the war.”


  “Who are the sleeping ones?” Vernon picked up a flat piece of bread and dipped it in a container, coating it with green liquid that smelled of mint and cloves. He tried to ignore the fact that Rast was only telling him this because he would be dead within the week.


  “They are the sacred sleepers, warriors from the War who shall rise again to fight when the battle beyond is won.”


  “Where are they?”


  “They rest in the Temple, in the deepest parts. They dream of the battle beyond.” Rast handed him another container. “Try it with this.”


  “Thank you.” Vernon smiled, taking a bite. Spices exploded in his mouth, and he stifled a cough. It was nothing like the food back home, nothing like he had ever experienced before. He swallowed and forced a smile. “This is very good.”


  “The High Priestess sent it. She is pleased that you will be Aminat’s kasva.”


  “What does that mean?” Vernon swallowed despite his worries that the food would be drugged. If he was drugged, he wouldn’t be able to fight. But if he stopped eating, Rast might stop talking, and he needed all of the information he could get.


  “Each priestess in training must have a kasva,” Rast said, as if everyone should know. “That means someone like you, a blessed stranger, brought to the sacrifice to join the battle beyond.”


  “You need new blood,” Vernon said.


  “The tribes cannot supply all the warriors needed to fight the war beyond.” Rast’s voice was regretful. “We need strangers to come and fight with us, to defeat the evil ones.”


  “But why me? Why not Harold as well?”


  “My sister sensed evil on him.” Rast’s lip curled. “He was tainted. If he were to be sacrificed, he would only add to the ranks of the evil ones.”


  “What makes a man evil and what makes a man good?”


  “Your companion was tainted. He could control the revenants. He fought like one of them.”


  “One of whom?”


  Rast shrugged. “One of the evil ones. A man from another city, an unholy city.”


  “Then why don’t I?”


  “You haven’t been tainted. None of the creatures of evil have bitten you.”


  Vernon started, remembering the sickness that had overcome Harold when he was attacked by the tree in the Diamond City. “Wouldn’t he know?”


  “The evil ones always know,” Rast said. “They must, to be evil.”


  “I’m sure he didn’t know,” Vernon said, but he doubted himself even though it didn’t really matter. This idea of evil was ridiculous. Whatever had happened to Harold wasn’t his fault. And it certainly wasn’t serious enough to justify killing him as these people had. Still, why hadn’t Harold told him?


  He put down the food, his appetite lost. Harold should have told him. They could have fixed it. They could have done something.


  It occurred to him that he was taking too much of what this boy said at face value. Their bizarre religion had led to his kidnapping in the first place, and people that kidnapped strangers to sacrifice them were, by definition, not the sanest. Perhaps they had simply made up this concept of evil because Aminat hadn’t liked Harold. Or maybe something completely different had caused it. Maybe they just didn’t like people with hazel eyes.


  “Tell me about the sacrifice.”


  Rast smiled. “You are chosen to fight in the battle beyond, and your sacrifice will send your soul there. The sacrifice purifies the soul from all the evils of the flesh. Every man is born into this world at the behest of the evil ones. They prevent warriors like yourself, like me, from fighting in the battle beyond. My sister and her fellow priestesses must sacrifice us to allow us to return to where we truly belong.”


  “So you’re just going to kill me.”


  “Of course not. That would be pointless. The sacrifice sends the soul to live again in the battle beyond, free of worldly constraints. You will see. You are honored. I can’t wait until I can be sacrificed as well.”


  The sheer enthusiasm in the boy’s voice reminded Vernon just how young he was. Still, he was troubled to see such a young man be enthusiastic about his own death. Unless he truly believed it.


  He shivered to think of what sort of childhood Rast had to make him so enthusiastic about the prospect. “What does your sister think about all of this?”


  “She will be a priestess. It will be her joy to sacrifice the holy warriors to save our people from the evil ones.”


  “Does everyone in your tribe get sacrificed?”


  “Only the old and twins like myself,” Rast beamed. “I was chosen by birth to fight against the evil ones. It will be my sister’s honor to sacrifice me after she sends you to the battle beyond.”


  Vernon felt ill at the thought. “Your sister will ki—er, sacrifice you?”


  “After she completes her kasva with you.” Rast nodded, taking a piece of bread from the platter. “You should eat to keep up your strength. You will be expected to walk to the sacrifice.”


  “Right.” Vernon picked up a piece of bread, but couldn’t force himself to eat it. “I think I’ll eat later. When will the sacrifice be?”


  “In a day’s time. When the moon is sanguine.”


  “When it’s what?”


  “It is the warrior moon, the second moon in a month. We will be sacrificed then, you and I.” Rast smiled beatifically.


  


*


  


  Vernon lay on the plush bed and looked at the ceiling. Despite his weariness, he was still troubled by what Rast had told him. The concept of being sacrificed was unnerving, but it wasn’t what bothered him. It was what Rast had said about the sleepers. He said that they slept in the Temple, but who were they? Did he mean statues, or were there actually people sleeping somewhere below him?


  He resolved to ask as soon as he had an opportunity. Rast had told him that he would be back with breakfast. And in the interim, he had to find a means of escape.


  When Rast left, he had watched carefully, trying to determine the means by which the door opened. When they put him in the room, he had only seen Rast touch the door, but it couldn’t be as simple as that, because it hadn’t worked for Vernon.


  Perhaps the doors responded only to certain people. Vernon wasn’t a tribesperson, so perhaps it wouldn’t sense him. From what he had seen in the Diamond City, the technologies of the Ancients were keyed to those who lived in their cities and structures. The control tower of the Diamond City had opened for Gwenyth, the Codam. Perhaps these doors only opened for the tribespeople.


  That meant that the tribes were the descendants of the people who had constructed this Temple. They had to know what they were doing. Some memory of the original intent of this building had to have been passed down, generation to generation, and the meaning lost over time to remain only as religion and superstition.


  He finally did fall asleep and dreamt of running through corridors, desperately trying to find Harold. But when he called his name, it came out too soft even to be a whisper.


  Waking up with a profound sense of loss, he sat up and took a deep breath. Never in his life had he felt so close to tears, so close to simply giving up. He wasn’t sure he could do it without Harold.


  The door opened and Rast came in, carrying another tray of food. Vernon swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, feeling his back crack. The bed had been too soft.


  Rast smiled at him. “How did you sleep?”


  “As well as any man who is to be sacrificed,” Vernon said, then regretted it. It wasn’t the boy’s fault that his people were insane.


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Rast said genuinely.


  “I was wondering if we could go look at the sleepers. You can do that, can’t you?”


  “They are only for the tribe.”


  “But I am to be sacrificed. Shouldn’t that mean that I’m at least an honorary member? If I am supposed to fight in the battle beyond, I would like to see who I am fighting for.”


  “I will ask Aminat,” Rast said. “I have not seen the sleepers either.”


  “How else am I supposed to spend my last day on earth?”


  “In contemplation of the world beyond,” Rast said. “But what better way to do so than to visit the sleepers?”


  Rast left him to his breakfast and Vernon ate listlessly. He knew he needed strength to free himself, but discouragement curtailed his appetite. As of yet, he had not come up with a plan to escape. He hoped that an excursion to see these mythical sleepers would provide an opportunity, but Rast still wore his swords. He probably slept with them.


  


*


  


  As he followed Rast from the room, Vernon’s nerves jittered. He might get a chance to escape, but he had to be aware, ready for any possible opportunity that presented itself. He just had to pay attention.


  Aminat met them at the ascension room and opened the doors for them. Harold wasn’t surprised to see that it only responded to her touch. He paid close attention as they entered the ascension room, and she pressed a button for the lowest floor of the Temple structure. Her amulet glowed every time she activated a door or a button, which meant that it could be the key to his escape if he could wrest it from her.


  The ascension chamber dropped. They kept their sleepers far underground, then. He tried to reason out the logic. If they were actual people, perhaps they were protected somehow. He couldn’t think of any other explanation for them to be so far below ground. If they were statues or some other ornament, they would be accessible to all on a higher level.


  Still, he couldn’t figure out why they would be sleeping. Or who they were. Perhaps there was some secondary strangeness in the tribespeople’s religion that put people to sleep as well as the sacrifice. But what sort of function would it serve? Harold would have known.


  He bit his lip against the tears that threatened to resurface. He couldn’t do anything about Harold now. He could mourn later. After he escaped.


  The room stopped, and he followed Aminat out into a large chamber. Rast followed behind him, his hands on his swords. Perhaps he had sensed Vernon’s intention. Or perhaps he was just as nervous as Vernon was.


  The chamber was at least five stories high and three hundred yards long. Vernon saw an altar of some sort in the center, with strange nodules on the sides of it. The walls were lined with tanks, arranged like books on a shelf. He looked closer and realized they contained people, sleeping upright with their hands folded across their chests. They were all dressed in white robes, floating in the yellowish liquid of the tanks. There had to be close to a thousand of them.


  “Who are these people?” Vernon murmured, afraid to raise his voice lest they awaken.


  “They are the sleeping ones,” Aminat said. “They will awaken when the battle beyond is won. All of them are warriors, the treasured ones from the War. When they arise, they will herald a new century of peace and prosperity.”


  “At what cost?” Vernon asked, almost before he realized the words were out of his mouth.


  Aminat gave him a strange look. “The evil ones of the world will be destroyed and the cities torn down. Tavor shall live again in all of its splendor.”


  “You are mad,” Vernon said. “You are all mad.”


  If these truly were men and women from before the War, then there was no telling what sort of powers they would have, or what technology they could command. Even if their entire world and all their technology had been destroyed, the modern world might still fall from their power and knowledge. As it stood, enough of the Ancient technology remained in the world that it would be simple for them to accomplish what Aminat described as their goal.


  “How will you know when they awaken?” Vernon asked.


  “Those who watch over them will tell the tribes,” Aminat said. “And the tribes will gather to pay homage to the blessed Progenitors. We will serve them and bring peace to the world.”


  “The War wasn’t enough for you people?”


  “The War was incomplete. Tavor fell before the great work could be accomplished. Once the battle beyond is won, there will be a reckoning and the evil ones will be destroyed,” Aminat said confidently.


  “Who are the evil ones?”


  “All those who have not been told of the sacrifice, of course. All those who we wouldn’t sacrifice because they are tainted. We would start our vengeance on people like your Harold, or the Gardians. They were the ones to end the War, did you know? When the sleeping ones awaken, they will be the first to be defeated. Their Monastery and their GARD will be defeated as the evil ones they are.”


  Vernon blinked at the venom in her voice. “Isn’t that a bit much?”


  “You’ll see,” Aminat said. “When you are sacrificed, all will become clear.”


  Interlude


  


  Aminat walked down the corridor to the lift. She didn’t know where she was going; she just knew that she needed to get away from Vernon. He made her question her faith. Perhaps it was all of his questions, and his shock at her answers. She had taken all of her faith’s teachings as truth, but if they were truth, how could someone like Vernon be so ignorant of them?


  He had not been as awed of the sleepers as she had been when she first saw them. Perhaps he had seen something in his travels. He had told them about the Diamond City, the place where his companion had doubtless become tainted. It was surely a sign of the days of awakening when the old cities began to rise.


  Yet a dread still filled her. No matter how confident in her faith she tried to seem to Vernon, she still quailed at the thought of her kasva. She had seen the way other sacrifices had screamed. It looked like torture instead of something blessed, something holy.


  But then who was she to question the ways of her faith? The High Priestess had taught her the truth from a young age. Surely she couldn’t have doubts now.


  Even so, her fears plagued her. What if she did it wrong? What if Vernon wasn’t sent to the battle beyond? What if… what if Rast screamed like her father had?


  She found herself in the sacrificial chamber, looking at the altar. She put her hand on its surface. The stone warmed to her touch, a comfortable, familiar sensation. She had no choice. She would have to be brave, would have to complete her kasva as the High Priestess wanted.


  But what she wouldn’t give to take her brother’s place. The High Priestess had made it clear that Aminat was destined to be a great priestess, maybe a High Priestess in her own time. She wouldn’t be allowed to do anything but complete the sacrifices as she must.


  She sat with her back to the altar and looked out the windows that showed the world. They had been dark when she had first come here as a child. When they had lit only a few weeks before, it had been a sign, a miracle. The priestesses had gathered, watching the world unfold before their eyes. They showed verdant forests, oceans, and other lands that she never would have dreamed of seeing. They would show the end of the world and the beginning of the Peace.


  Compared to the awakening of the sleeping ones and the Peace that would follow, what was the sacrifice of a stranger and of her brother? The scale of the contrast was almost beyond her comprehension. Who was she to deny the sleepers the battle beyond? They needed warriors to defeat the evil ones, especially now, as the Temple awakened fully.


  Determined not to lose her nerve, she stood to go prepare for her kasva. It was mere hours until the setting of the sun and the rise of the sanguine moon.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Harold ran, churning up sand as he skidded down one side of a dune, then up the other. Behind him, the sun began its descent toward the horizon, quicker than he would have hoped. He had lost precious time in going to the wrong Temple, and he feared he would be too late to save Vernon from whatever fate Aminat and her brother had in mind for him.


  The sun had almost set by the time he reached the second Temple. This time, he didn’t stop. He slid down the steep side of the depression, knocking rocks and sand loose in his haste. The hundred or so revenants there turned toward him. When he left the first Temple, he had outpaced the creatures easily. They only made a half-hearted attempt to stop him, as if they sensed that he was different. In his hurry, he discarded any fear he could have harbored about them. He simply didn’t have the time.


  These revenants treated him much the same until he neared the entrance. A revenant stepped in front of it, startling him. He dropped into a fighting stance, memories of boxing at the Academy coming back to him. But instead of attacking, the creature met his eyes and pointed at the Temple.


  When he hesitated, the creature pointed again. Are you coming for the Temple? He heard the creature’s voice grating in his mind.


  “Yes.” He nodded carefully, not sure if he should trust it, not even sure if he was actually hearing it. Perhaps the madness that lurked in his mind from the contamination of the Ancient technology had finally taken hold.


  Then you mean to go inside.


  “I’m looking for a man. He would have come in with two tribespeople,” Harold said. The creature nodded, as if it had seen them.


  Several other revenants turned and shuffled toward them. Harold stepped back, wary under their renewed interest. Even if this one seemed to be harmless, he couldn’t account for the others. He had much preferred it when they ignored him.


  We can help.


  “What?” Harold said. But the revenant had already turned and was leading the way to the entrance. Other revenants followed and, as he walked in their wake, he heard another word from the creature. Revenge.


  The strange procession stopped at the golden doors of the temple, and the revenant raised its hand. Harold saw that all of the creatures in the depression had joined them. He swallowed nervously. What did they mean to do?


  Another revenant came forth and stood next to the door. It gestured for Harold to join it and when he did, it took his hand. He flinched, but the creature only tightened its grip. It pulled him to the doors, placing Harold’s left hand on the panel of the left door while it placed its right on the other.


  To Harold’s surprise, the doors snapped open with a clang of metal. He had been under the impression that they wouldn’t open easily for him, especially if he was infected by the nanites of another city. But the creature wore the clothes of a desert tribesman, and he suspected that it was something about its skin that gave him entrance.


  Harold walked through the doors, stopping inside when he remembered the words of caution from the Prioress. This Temple was not deactivated. It could easily have some nasty surprises in store for him.


  The flood of revenants followed him in and passed him, walking down the corridor.


  Beams of light burst from the walls, tearing through the creatures’ limbs and bodies, sizzling through skin. Harold shouted and ducked, but the revenants pushed onward until they went past the lights, leaving the remains of their brethren in their wake. The lights targeted anything that moved, even the half-twitching corpses.


  Harold tried to determine what had started the lights. He saw the walls were covered with paintings and scrawled writing. The academic in him was fascinated, and he paused to look, hoping he’d find a clue there to tell him how to pass.


  The paintings depicted a great cataclysm at the very beginning of the corridor and then, presumably, the aftermath of the cataclysm through the ages down toward the other end of the wall. He squinted, trying to make sense of them. The pictographs told the story of worship, of the progression of the tribespeople from the war to the Temple. But how did they survive the lights and other traps?


  He saw that the floor was opening randomly into deep pits where one revenant after another fell. The remaining ones on the other side now numbered only about fifty. And he was still stuck at the entrance, paralyzed with uncertainty.


  If he ran, the lights might miss him. But maybe not. This place would have been designed to keep out intruders from before the war, people with infections like his nanites. They would recognize him as a stranger unless…


  He saw that the majority of the remaining revenants wore the tattered remnants of desert clothing. How long had people like Aminat been sacrificing their own tribespeople? And if the tribespeople were descendants of Tavor, the Temple would recognize them as its own. He just needed to get one of them near him. Perhaps if Harold carried one of them, it would disguise him well enough to let him pass.


  The speaker of the revenants turned back and gestured Harold forward. Harold pointed at the remains of the revenants that had not made it past the lights. Come. The revenant gestured again.


  “The lights will kill me.” Harold shook his head, pointing at the one who had helped him open the door. He beckoned it to where he stood. “I need him to help me.”


  After a moment, the revenant dashed back, agilely leaping the holes in the floor. As Harold had suspected, the lights did not respond when it was moving.


  Joining him, the creature pointed to the walls, and Harold nodded. “I need to pick you up.”


  Why? The creature tilted its head. Harold had no idea if this would work, or if it would prompt the creature to attack him. But if it was what he needed to do to get across, to get to Vernon, he would do it.


  After a moment, the creature seemed to understand and nodded. Harold took a breath. “All right then.”


  Crouching, he allowed the creature to clamber on his back, all bony elbows and knees. He gripped it beneath the thighs as it wrapped its arms around his neck. The creature’s grip was phenomenal. His heart pounding, he took another breath and then dashed forward.


  The lights flashed around him, but missed. They seemed to sense the trespass, but were unsure where it was with the creature on his back.


  He didn’t stop as he reached the treacherous tiles. Drawing on his newfound strength and reflexes, he leapt from one tile to the next, always a second ahead of the holes that opened into the abyss below. Sweat broke out on his forehead, and he blinked furiously to keep it from his eyes.


  And then he was across.


  Skidding to a stop, he crouched to let the creature dismount. When it did, he turned to look at it. “Thank you.”


  You are welcome. It bowed to him, showing its teeth.


  He caught his breath and his bearings. His heart pumped, and he allowed himself to feel the small victory. He had made it. He had crossed. It was only a matter of finding Vernon now.


  He wouldn’t be too late.


  The wave of revenants washed up against the ascension room, waiting. The second revenant beckoned him forward and again took his hand and pressed it to the left side, while it took the right. He waited for the doors to open, and the creatures spilled through.


  They couldn’t all fit, and he sensed that they would be taking different paths. He stopped the first revenant who had spoken to him. “Where do I find Vernon?”


  He will be above. We will go below. Harold nodded. If they meant to take their revenge on the inhabitants of the tower, it made sense to start at the bottom and work their way up. The doors closed on the revenants in the ascension room and began its descent.


  To his surprise, five of the revenants remained with him. As the ascension room returned from its downward mission, they preceded him through the door. He pressed the button for the top floor and waited for the doors to close.


  Now that he was in the small space with the creatures, he could smell the dry desert on them. He wondered what about the process had changed them so. Would Vernon be one of these creatures? Harold hadn’t seen him among the fifty or so revenants that had joined him, but that didn’t mean that the process took longer than the day or so they had been apart. What did they do to make them so? What was the purpose of the process?


  The ascension room rose, and he put a hand out for balance. For a moment he regretted not taking the time to examine the paintings on the walls of the corridor below. They could have told him what to expect, what to fear.


  It occurred to him that he had been especially lucky not to have encountered anyone so far. Surely if this was a Temple where the tribespeople worshipped, more of them than just Aminat and Rast would be there.


  He saw his companions rocking back and forth in anticipation, tension in their stances, and their readiness for violence loud in the silence of the ascension room. They meant to get revenge, as the speaker had said.


  The pang of guilt made the back of his throat constrict. What had he done? If more people were in here than just the two who had kidnapped Vernon, he had signed all of their death warrants.


  And what about the revenants themselves? They obviously retained some of their sentience despite what the transformation had done to their bodies. Desiccated corpses or not, they moved and thought and, he suspected, hoped.


  The ascension room stopped, and the doors opened. On the other side was a small atrium, potted plants wilting on the sides of the room. He gave them a wide berth; nothing could be trusted in places like this.


  His boot heels clicked on the marble floor tiles, and he stepped carefully, mindful that any moment, they could set off a trap. Looking around the atrium, he saw that the revenants had left the door across from the ascension room open. He stepped forward cautiously and peered through the open door.


  He saw a wide chamber with windows like the ones in the Codam. He edged out of the room cautiously, seeing no one. The revenants with him were less cautious. They loped into the room, sniffing as if they were tracking.


  The entire room was black stone, like the exterior of the Temple, with scrolling text along the border between the ceiling and the walls. He blinked and saw that he could read these as well. “Cryrostasis activated, ninety-nine percent efficiency for sleepers. Loss over time, one percent. Chambers for new candidates activated. Begin hibernation process.”


  Unsure what the words meant, he read them again. It had to do with what they were going to do to Vernon, but Harold didn’t understand why they would want to put him to sleep.


  Turning his attention to the rest of the room, he saw that the windows displayed scenes from around the world. He recognized the island coastline to the south of Caranarm, where the Diamond City had arisen. He saw jungle scenes and other desert scenes, but none of them depicted any current human habitation. He hoped it meant that this Temple was unable to sense the modern cities. Or perhaps it simply didn’t consider them to be threats.


  He walked toward the opposite door, determined not to get distracted by the wonders of this room. The revenants had already disappeared into the next room.


  Shouts broke out in the room beyond, and he slowed his pace. It sounded like women, but they were shouts of battle, not terror. He ran forward. What if Vernon was in there? What if he was too late?


  Chapter Eight


  


  Vernon struggled as Aminat and Rast led him from his prison. Bracketed between two burly women who Aminat referred to as priestesses, he could not fight their grip as they marched him up the corridor. A matched pair, they were at least a foot taller than him and outweighed him by three stones. Despite their size, he still fought them.


  Aminat tried to reason with him. “Why do you not want to be sacrificed? You will be fighting evil. You will save the world.”


  “When I said that I wanted to do that, this was not what I had intended,” Vernon said through gritted teeth. “Unhand me now, and we can all forget this unfortunate occurrence ever happened.”


  “If you are not sacrificed, my sister will not complete her kasva,” Rast said as the priestesses pulled him down the hall to the ascension room. “She will not be able to sacrifice others and end the battle beyond. Peace will not be brought to the world.”


  “I think that’s rather the idea,” Vernon said. “Stopping the sacrifices sounds good to me.”


  “Stop being so selfish,” Aminat replied, near tears. “Do you think that you are worth more than the entire world? Than the people who have gone before you?”


  “In this case, yes. Because you are all mad and this sacrifice of yours is the height of madness.”


  Aminat turned away from him, her face set against tears. She activated the doors of the asenscion room and waited while the priestesses shoved him inside. Rast followed afterward.


  Vernon noted that Rast had certainly dressed for the occasion. Instead of his usual desert khaki colors, he wore black pants and a rust-colored tunic. His swords remained at his side, though, their presence quashing any hopes Vernon had of staging a grand escape. Not that he would be able to now, with the priestesses restraining him.


  The ascension room rose to the top floor, further reducing Vernon hopes of escape. Even if he could have gotten the doors to work for him, he wouldn’t know which way was out.


  Vernon found it very hard to keep his optimistic attitude.


  


*


  


  The priestesses escorted him out of the ascension room, and followed Aminat into the atrium beyond. The floor was tiled with mosaics depicting flowers and trees completely alien to Vernon. He stared at them as the women led him onward, wondering just how different the world had been before the War. Certainly the designs were based on flora they were familiar with, but he had never seen a nine-petaled flower before, or a tree that bore brilliantly purple fruit. The place felt like a Gardian church.


  The sacrosanct nature of this floor only grew as the doors ahead opened of their own volition, slowly revealing the room beyond. The women led him through, and he stopped despite their urging forward. He had never expected his doom to be so beautiful.


  The room beyond rose to a height of three or four stories, with glimmering black walls and a ceiling decorated by constellations. He squinted at them, realizing that the constellations were slightly off. Was this what the Ancients saw? He wondered what the purpose of such decoration would be. He doubted that it was tied to the stars, for what astronomical technology would create creatures like the revenants?


  His gaze was drawn inexorably to the structure at the center of the room. It rose ten feet high, surmounted by an arch from which tubes and wires were suspended. The tubes and wires wove inexpertly around each other, some hanging limply from the brackets that held them. The arch looked as if it had been modified throughout the generations by unskilled hands. At the center of the construction sat a chamber the height and width of a man, outlined with the shape of the human form. He swallowed, knowing that they intended to put him in it.


  Despite his earlier desire to simply give up, he knew that if he did so, he would be complicit in his own death. He didn’t intend to commit suicide when there was a chance, albeit an improbable one, to survive and complete what he had set out to do here. In order to avenge Harold, he needed to survive.


  Struggling violently against the grips of the priestesses, he yanked his right arm free. Surprised, he paused a moment. The priestess grabbed for him while he stared at his arm, stupefied, but he recovered and kicked her in the knee. The other priestess tried to pull him into a bear hug, but he kicked her as well, catching her on the calf. She flinched and loosened her grip enough for him to yank his other arm free.


  He ran toward the machine, knowing that if he could disable it, they wouldn’t be able to sacrifice him. He refused to submit. Refused to become one of the revenants.


  As if summoned by his thoughts, five of the creatures crashed through the doors, not waiting for them to open all the way. The priestesses turned toward this new threat, shouting as they raised their amulets. Vernon saw Rast pause, torn between following him and defending the priestesses.


  He turned back to the machine, determined to deactivate it, but Aminat was already there. She opened the hatch on the man-sized chamber and gestured at him. “Get inside, quickly. We don’t have much time.”


  “You are mad,” Vernon said. He stepped back, frantically looking for some switch, some button to press to turn it off.


  But, as with the Diamond City, no button or switch could be found. He had left the book Chyriath gave him on the Codam, so he had nothing to tell him what the symbols on the control panel meant.


  Aminat walked toward him, her hands on her amulet. Behind him, the revenants snarled and raged at the priestesses. Two of them had broken past the control of the amulets and had closed with Rast.


  Vernon raised his hands, hesitant to strike the girl. But she raised her amulet and began chanting in a strange language. He dodged around her and made for the control panel as she approached. He wasted precious seconds examining the panel. He saw buttons to start whatever process the chamber was intended to undertake, but before he could reason out more of the controls, he heard his name.


  “Vernon!”


  Harold ran past the struggling revenants, past the priestesses, past Aminat. He grabbed Vernon and wrapped him in his arms. After a stunned moment, Vernon hugged him back. “I thought you were dead.”


  “I hoped you wouldn’t be,” Harold said.


  Vernon held on to Harold, half convinced this was a dream, forgetting everything but all-encompassing relief. Harold held him back, his arms just as real as Vernon could ask for. Harold kissed the top of his head, the gentle, familiar gesture bringing tears to Vernon’s eyes.


  “How did you—”


  “It’s a long story too long to tell now.” Harold tilted Vernon’s chin up and kissed him quickly. “We have to save the world first.”


  “Monster!” Vernon saw Aminat raise her amulet, staring at Harold as if he were a demon. Her eyes were frightened as she spoke. “Get back! Leave him alone!”


  Harold interposed himself. “Stop this madness. You don’t know what you’re doing. There is no sacrifice to the sleeping ones, you’re just breaking healthy people.”


  The amulet glowed red, and to Vernon’s horror, Harold froze in place, restrained just as the revenants were. Aminat advanced until she had to look up to meet Harold’s gaze. “I left you to die in the desert, evil one, and yet you have returned. Why do you test my faith?”


  “What have you done to him?” Vernon asked. “Leave him alone!”


  “Don’t you understand? He is the corruptor, the evil one. He is your match, your opposite, your ruin.”


  “I love him.” Vernon blurted out. “I need him. Leave him alone!”


  Vernon saw Harold’s eyes widen incrementally, but he remained trapped by whatever Aminat’s amulet was doing. Not caring that the priestess heard, he confessed to Harold. “I always have.”


  “No. It’s impossible. He’s evil.” Aminat kept her amulet raised.


  Vernon had no choice. He tackled Aminat, knocking her off her feet. They landed in a pile on the floor, and Aminat’s amulet fell from her hand.


  “No!” she screamed, reaching for it.


  Rolling off of her, Vernon scrabbled for the amulet. Picking it up, he got to his feet and looked around. The amulet lost its light when it left Aminat’s grasp, and the revenants were free of its spell, but could he also free Harold?


  Rast fought with the creatures, destroying them one by one, but the two priestesses lay in pools of blood, their robes slowly soaking through.


  The last revenant fought with all the skill of the swordsman, dodging Rast’s blows to slice at him with clawed hands. Vernon watched in a moment of horrified fascination, seeing what was once a man fight the boy, evenly matched despite the handicap of desiccations and age.


  Aminat rolled to her feet, favoring her right ankle. Vernon felt a twinge of guilt, but he tightened his grip on the amulet’s cord. The girl swiped at the amulet, but then Harold was there, freed from the stasis that had gripped him the moment she had lost control of the amulet. She shrieked in rage as she flailed against Harold’s interference.


  Vernon stared at the amulet for a moment. Maybe it was the key to the whole thing. But it obviously lost any power it had when it left the control of the desert tribespeople. It was likely locked to their control in the same way the rest of the building was. At a loss for what to do, Vernon pocketed the amulet and turned toward the controls. Surely he could deactivate the system. Surely it wouldn’t be that hard. He swallowed as he turned toward the control panel. Surely…


  Chapter Nine


  


  Aminat lunged for Vernon. Harold caught her and pulled her back, away from his partner. Holding the struggling girl, Harold had no idea what to do with her. If he let her go, she would attack Vernon, but holding her did nothing to help his partner.


  Vaguely aware of Rast’s fight out of the corner of his eye, he saw the revenants fall one after the other. He would have to take on both siblings then, but he didn’t want to hurt them. He cast about for a place to put Aminat and maybe tie her up. He didn’t have any rope, but he saw a lot of wires lying around.


  He dragged Aminat to one of the clusters of wires. When he reached down to grab some, she bit him. Shocked, he loosened his grip and she squirmed free.


  He grabbed her robe as she made for the control panel and Vernon. The handwoven cloth ripped, tearing a hole in her robe. She ran on, pushing past Vernon, who tried to catch her.


  Then Rast dashed to his sister’s side, pointing his swords at Harold and Vernon. To his sorrow, Harold saw the revenants defeated, lying amid the priestesses they had slain. So much blood... He blinked and wavered, nauseated by the gore. This wasn’t what he had intended. He hadn’t meant...


  “Don’t step farther,” Rast said. Harold never thought he’d hear such deadly seriousness from the boy, but he spoke like the warrior he was. Nevertheless, he took a step forward as Aminat’s eyes rolled back in her head.


  Instead of collapsing, the girl straightened. “Begin process alpha delta zulu. Emergency protocol forty five.”


  Harold exchanged glances with Vernon. “What is she doing?”


  “The Ancients had protocols, as they called them,” Vernon explained. “They were formulaic processes they used in case of emergencies, but Chyriath’s book never spoke of numbered protocols. It might have been something specific to this particular faction.”


  “What does it mean, though?” A horrible feeling grew in Harold. He would have to tell Vernon his secret. He would have to...


  Vernon interrupted his train of thought. “It means...well. I don’t know.”


  “Process alpha delta zulu activated. Project Progenitor online.” Aminat’s voice echoed loudly through the room.


  “She has to be like me.” Harold swallowed.


  “What do you mean?” Vernon’s expression could not have been more puzzled, and Harold swallowed down a hysterical laugh.


  “The Diamond City did something to me.” It was a horrible time to confess his true nature, but Vernon needed to know.


  “What do you mean?” Vernon frowned.


  “It… it changed me. Made me something other than human. I could hear the Temples, Vernon.” Harold took a deep breath. “I can move faster than any human I’ve seen. I can talk to the revenants.”


  Vernon stared at him, openmouthed. Out of the corner of his eye, Harold saw that Aminat remained in a trance, her words reduced to mumbling.


  Harold smiled grimly and shrugged. His heart pounded in his chest. Vernon had said that he loved him. Would he still love him now?


  After a moment, Vernon spoke. “I’m so sorry, Harold. I didn’t know.”


  “There was no way you could have known. I… I didn’t tell you because I was afraid you would think I was a monster.”


  “You’re not a monster, but this… this changes everything. You can talk to the revenants?”


  “And hear the processes of the Temple. I spoke to the creatures of the Diamond City.”


  “Then you know what she’s talking about.”


  “Some,” Harold said. “But I don’t understand...”


  “If you can talk to the creatures of the Ancients, then it is possible she can as well. That she can talk to the Temple. It might have...” Vernon hesitated. “It might have possessed her.”


  Rast knelt in front of his sister. “Command me, priestess.”


  “Begin the process.” Aminat turned blind eyes toward her brother. “The progenitors must be brought out of cryostasis. Increase temperatures, prepare the stockpiles.”


  Rast glanced at Vernon and Harold. Harold frowned, trying to understand what was going on. He wished he was better at this sort of thing. Vernon was the expert on Ancients. He glanced at his partner.


  Vernon stepped forward. “Rast, we have to save your sister. We have to stop her. She’s going to awaken all of those sleeping people down there, and they will ruin the world. Their time has passed, the world has moved on.”


  “The coming of the Progenitors has been foretold.” Rast straightened his back. “The battle beyond will be won.”


  “The battle beyond.” Vernon spoke as if coming to a realization. “They were making soldiers here. This was a factory. But now it’s corrupted, broken by time and neglect.”


  “So what happens if it wakes up entirely?” Harold glanced at Aminat. The Temple had to have been talking to her. The tendrils of the communication tickled the edges of his consciousness.


  “I…I don’t know,” Vernon said. He glanced up at the immense tubes that lined the cathedral-like room. Harold looked as well and saw that they were drained of water now, and the lights blinked ominously. Vernon’s voice was nervous. “I think it wakes those up.”


  “There are people in there. I can sense them. They’re… they’re sleeping.” Harold frowned. “They have been sleeping for thousands of years.”


  “We can’t let them wake up.”


  “The Progenitors are online.” Aminat’s voice echoed sepulchrally through the room. “Cryostasis regeneration at five percent.”


  “How do we stop her?” Harold asked, eyeing Rast.


  The boy stood between the two men and his sister, his swords ready as his expression firmed. Harold knew that it would come to violence if he tried to get to Aminat, but there might not be another way around it. He readied himself.


  Vernon held up Aminat’s amulet, pointing it at the girl. Harold felt a surge of power, and the amulet glowed in his hands. Harold watched, amazed, as his partner stepped forward with intense concentration on his hand.


  Rast shouted and stepped forward. Harold intercepted him, scooping past his swords with his arm and knocking the boy to the ground. His swords clattered away as Harold landed on top of him, knocking the breath out of both of them.


  “Stop!” Vernon cried, and Harold rolled over and got to his feet, ready to fight. Vernon stretched his arm out toward the girl, the amulet glowing in his hand. Aminat had turned, her fingers flying over the controls.


  Flabbergasted, both men watched as Aminat rapidly pressed a sequence of buttons on the control panel and turned, a triumphant smile on her face. “The ancestors have revealed to me the secrets of their passion. The battle beyond will be carried to the world. The evil ones shall be defeated. Tavor shall rise again!”


  A shrieking sound echoed through the Temple, and Harold rushed forward to protect Vernon. The girl simply sat down and smiled beatifically.


  Dashing to the control panel, Harold gasped. “It’s too late. We’re too late. Look at these readouts. She’s awakened the Temple and its defense systems. “


  Vernon peered at them, and then glanced back up at Harold. “I can’t read them, can you?”


  “Yes.” Harold flushed, then smiled. Vernon had accepted him, for now. He knew they would have to talk later, but that would be later, after they had succeeded. They had to succeed.


  Harold peered at the words. “The words don’t mean much to me, like cryrostasis. But it would make sense that if it’s broken, the Temple has taken more time to awaken. And in doing so, it has revived itself imperfectly. The rising of the Diamond City brought it back to life, but the Temple has none of the systems or intelligences of the City. It’s a guard dog, a remnant of the War meant to respond to threats or other cities.”


  “So if it wakes up fully, it wakes up those people and they march on the cities of Oart.”


  “And everyone dies.”


  “If you can sense the Temple, you can help me turn it off. We can still save the world.”


  Aminat giggled, her voice chilling. “There is no turning it off. The Progenitors have come. The battle beyond is won.”


  “You have to listen to me, Aminat,” Vernon said. “The Temple will destroy the world. Hundreds of thousands of people will die. Do you want that kind of blood on your hands? Help us stop this now.”


  She stared at him, her eyes wide. “The battle beyond is won. The battle will be brought to our world now. It is as it was prophesied. Nothing will stop it.”


  “We have to stop it. Don’t you see what it will do? It will be the War all over again.”


  “The War must be completed. Tavor shall arise victorious, and the desert people will join the sleeping ones in the paradise to follow.”


  “We can’t let you do that,” Vernon said.


  “You can’t stop it,” Aminat smiled. She watched the windows. “Do what you feel you must, as futile as it will be. I await the sleeping ones’ arrival.”


  Harold thought as hard as he could, trying desperately to come up with a solution. He had to fix it... some way... “There is a solution. But… well, you’re probably not going to like it.”


  Vernon turned to him. “At this point, there’s not a lot to like about the situation in general.”


  Harold took a deep breath. “But what if this Temple can be made aware of my presence up here? I think it’s been too distracted by the revenants to notice me, but what if it can be convinced I am a threat, a big enough threat that it will attack me, even though I’m inside it?”


  Vernon frowned. “It could work… but how do we do it?”


  “I think… I think we can do it through this.” He gestured at the control panel.


  “All right. There’s no time like the present.”


  “It won’t work, you know.” Rast said. “Nothing can stop the battle beyond. The end is coming and I will fight with my honored ancestors.”


  “Give it up already, Rast.” Vernon said wearily. Harold tensed as Rast stepped forward, but the boy merely placed his swords in front of his sister. “I will defend her. Harm her and you will be harmed. Her kasva is not yet complete.”


  “Look, we’re not going to harm her.” Harold said. “We just want to save the world.”


  “You would stop the battle beyond? You would side with the evil ones?” Rast turned to Vernon, a betrayed look on his face. “Then you will die.”


  Harold barely had time to step between Vernon and the enraged boy. As he blocked the boy’s strikes, slapping the flat of his hand against the flat of the blades and trying very hard not to get cut, he wished he had his shovel with him. Instead he tried to see if there was anything within reach he could use to stop the boy.


  Rast lunged with his swords, “Die Evil One!”


  Blocking both swords with a swipe of his hand, he barreled into the boy, catching him about the waist as he fell to the floor. Rast gasped as the impact knocked the air out of him, but struggled to wrest himself out from under Harold’s weight. Harold bit back a cry as the boy landed a well-placed shot to his gut. “Get his swords!”


  “I have them!” Vernon said. Harold turned to see his partner holding up the swords triumphantly.


  “Keep them, would you?” Harold asked. He yanked some of the wires from the cryrostasis unit and tied up the boy. Defeated, Rast lowered his gaze as Harold tied him up. “Now stay there.”


  Knowing there was no more time to waste, Harold turned toward the control panel. Closing his eyes, he tried to search through the hundreds of thoughts clamoring for his attention for the spark of light that connected him to the knowledge of how to use the Ancient technology. As he did so, his fingers moved over the screen of their own volition. It wasn’t that different from piloting the Codam.


  “What are you doing, Harold?” Vernon asked’.


  “I think I am accessing the main controls for the Temple,” Harold said after a moment. “If I can do that, maybe I can convince it to attack me.”


  “With missiles?”


  “It should have them, if the Tavor built their temples similarly.”


  “That’s a big assumption to make.”


  “But it’s the only one we have right now.”


  “Look, they’re starting to come out.”


  Harold opened his eyes and saw on the screens that the sleeping ones were stepping out of their chambers. There was little time. He touched the screen, his fingers moving more quickly. He knew he had accessed the main control panel of the Temple, and now it was only a matter of lying to the machine. From his experience with Minor, he knew the intelligences that governed Ancient technology should be able to recognize a lie, but he hoped that the ones the Temple possessed would lack the sophistication of a City’s intelligences.


  Some of the windows changed, showing the Temple from above. A circle appeared on the Temple, and timers on the sides of the window began counted down.


  “We should go,” Harold said.


  “What about them?” Vernon gestured at Aminat and Rast. The desert tribespeople stared at the windows in rapt worship, watching their ancestors rise from the dead.


  “We…” Harold took a breath. “We have to go.”


  Vernon ran to Rast and untied him. “The Temple is going to be destroyed. You must leave.”


  Aminat turned and looked at Vernon. “Nothing can destroy us now. The battle beyond has been won, the battle here will begin.”


  “We can ensure that this battle will be won, sister,” Rast said. “And in so doing, end the world to allow it to be reborn.”


  “We don’t need to. We have to fight the battle here. The Progenitors will fight.” To Harold’s surprise, Aminat pleaded. “We don’t have to.”


  “We must.” Rast walked to the chamber at the center of the room. “We must complete your kasva.”


  “No,” Aminat and Harold said at the same time.


  “You know your duty,” Rast said.


  “This is madness,” Vernon said. “We must leave.”


  Harold glanced at the timers on the windows. “Vernon, we can’t—”


  “We have to try,” Vernon said. “Come on, we must leave now.”


  Tears welled in Aminat’s eyes. “Leave us.”


  “You don’t have to do this,” Harold told her.


  “I do.” She stood. “It is my duty. I must complete my kasva or else you will win. Leave, Evil One, and fight in your pointless battle. I must complete my kasva.”


  Harold glanced at Vernon helplessly, then at the windows. They had no choice. “We have to go.”


  His heart wrenching, he took Vernon’s hand and together they navigated around the slain revenants and priestesses. He could sense the missile coming, like a pressure growing greater in his temples and an itching sensation between his shoulder blades.


  He felt it leave the Temple, rising further and further into the skies above. It had sensed him, just as he sensed it. It knew he was a threat, knew he was in the Temple. The only way to destroy him was to destroy the Temple. In the simple logic of the machine, the world might be saved.


  “Do we have enough time?” Vernon asked as they climbed into the ascension room.


  “I don’t know,” Harold said, pushing one of the buttons and hoping it would respond. When it did, he was both surprised and relieved.


  The agonizingly slow progress of the ascension room contrasted with the sense of speed from the missile above. He tapped his fingers on the walls, trying to not burst with anxiety.


  “Look, Harold.” Vernon took his hands. “I meant it when I said that I love you. Whatever has happened to you, it hasn’t changed you from the person I love. We can figure something out, we can make it right. You’re not a monster.”


  Harold stopped his jittering and folded his other hand over Vernon’s. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. “I… I thought you would hate me.”


  “I had just wondered what you had been hiding for all these weeks. I love you, and I’ll love you no matter what.”


  “A fine time to be saying that, now.” Harold smiled wanly.


  “Better late than never.” Vernon briefly folded himself into Harold’s arms. Holding on to Vernon as if he were a lifesaver, Harold kept a nervous eye on the indicator. When it reached the bottom floor, he untangled himself from Vernon and waited impatiently for the doors to open.


  When they did, he realized they would have to cross the treacherous floor with no protection. “Be careful, the floors here… well, we might not make it.”


  Vernon nodded and wet his lips. “Well, there’s no time like the present.”


  They ran out of the ascension room. Stepping from one tile to the next, Harold led the way, careful to not move too quickly and leave Vernon behind.


  Vernon misstepped, and his foot landed on a tile that gave way. Balancing on the safety of the other side, Harold tightened his grip. Wobbling and off balance, they hung there, barely holding on for precious heartbeats. His heart thumping in his chest, Harold reversed the balance and yanked Vernon to safety with him.


  They rolled together on the floor, dodging the lights that sparked around them. Getting to his feet, Vernon helped Harold up and they ran. The lights glimmered around them, striking just after he passed. Their aim was off; perhaps they saw something in Vernon that they had also seen in the desert tribespeople.


  They ran out of the front doors and across the now-empty sands. Harold only had a moment to wonder what had happened to the revenants as they made for the Codam. He sensed the missile growing closer and closer, and he knew that if they were not far away from the impact, they would not survive.


  The Codam rested on the sand two hundred feet from the entrance of the Temple. As they ran toward it, a whistling sound pierced his ears.


  Harold collapsed, his hands on his ears. The sound grew in strength, throbbing through his head with terrifying force. He saw Vernon shout at him, tugging on his arm. A bright spark shone in the sky. The missile was coming.


  He struggled to his feet. Blood trickled from his ears as he forced himself to run with Vernon toward the Codam. He fell against the side of the ship and slapped his hand against the panel next to the door.


  As the door slid open, Vernon helped him inside to the pilot’s chair.


  The impetus of their liftoff shoved him into the seat. He sensed, rather than heard, Vernon curse as he struggled to secure himself. As he raised the Codam from the depression and pointed it west, he widened one of the windows to show the Temple behind them.


  There was a small chance that the missile would somehow follow the Codam rather than strike its intended target. If it sensed he was no longer in the Temple, it could follow him. He pushed the little craft up into the sky, praying that his ploy would work.


  As they made their escape, the high pitched sound in his ears slowly faded, echoing to the distance. He looked at the window that showed the rear of the Codam and saw only blinding light.


  The shockwave hit them like a fist, knocking them forward in their seats. Harold struggled to keep control of the ship as the desert sands erupted behind them. A roar replaced the high pitched sound and drowned out his defiant scream. The Codam shook under his grip on the levers, protesting every motion he made to try to keep it in the air.


  When he could hold it up no longer, it dove toward the desert sands. The first impact skipped them across the desert sands and landed them in a dune. The front of the ship crumpled, shattering the windows in front of Harold.


  Surprised to find he was still alive, he carefully eased his hands from the levers. He unbuckled himself and turned to see if Vernon had likewise survived. When he moaned, Harold realized that his hearing had restored itself, the healing occurring even faster this time. He stood unsteadily and went to Vernon’s side. His hands shook as he carefully unbuckled him from his seat.


  Vernon fell into his arms. To Harold’s relief, he breathed steadily. After a moment, Vernon roused himself to look him in the eye. “Are we all right?”


  “We survived,” Harold told him. “But… the Codam may not have.”


  “We’ll have to walk.” Vernon looked at the ruined craft around them. “Do you know how far we are from Zar?”


  “I don’t know,” Harold said. “But we will make it. I did it before. There is no reason why we can’t survive together.”


  “We should get going then.” Vernon stood and shook glass from his shirt. “It’s a pity though.”


  “We’re alive.” Harold took him into a rough embrace. “That’s all that matters.”


  Grabbing their few possessions and packing them in satchels, they clambered from the wreckage. They stood outside it for a moment. Harold’s heart nearly broke to see the gorgeous Ancient technology reduced to scrap. Vernon took his hand and turned him away. They had a long walk ahead of them.


  Interlude


  


  Aminat turned away as Vernon and the evil one left, looking at the windows that showed the imminent doom of the Temple. It could still be saved. All it needed was a sacrifice.


  She walked to the altar and pressed the buttons as she had been taught. The sacrificial chamber awoke, humming to life. Rast stood next to her. “You will complete your kasva?”


  “I must. The evil ones will not triumph.” Aminat blinked back tears. She knew what she must do. Her brother... she would do her duty. The High Priestess had been right; her kasva would change the world. If only she had the courage.


  “I will fight still. My sacrifice will save the world.” Rast clapped her on the shoulder. She placed her hand on his for a long moment, then looked away.


  “Get in the chamber,” she said.


  Her brother smiled and took off his swords. Laying them ceremonially before the chamber, he opened the hatch and stepped inside. She helped clamp the ceramic hand and foot restraints in place, a sad smile on her face. “I never wanted it to be like this.”


  “You know it’s for the best. This is what our people have prepared for. We are not the first to make this sacrifice.”


  “But perhaps the last.” She touched his face, then stepped back. Closing the hatch, she sealed it and returned to the altar. She pressed the buttons that started the sacrifice and prayed. She prayed that it would break, she prayed that it would work, she prayed that... she prayed that it would save the world despite her lack of faith.


  The machine started grindingly, spinning slowly, then more quickly on its axis. She tried to concentrate, to repeat in her head the mantra of service, but her eyes kept straying to the windows. The ones that showed the sleeping ones arise were dark now, but the ones that showed the target on the Temple were increasingly bright.


  She finished the sequence and waited, praying. The light grew around the machine, growing brighter as it spun. She fell to her knees, her doubts gone. This was her kasva. This was her proving. Her brother would fight the evil ones, he would help save the world.


  There was a blinding light.


  And then there was nothing.


  Epilogue


  


  They walked into Zar the next day, dusty and exhausted, after a long night spent in the desert. Making their way back to the inn where they had started their adventure, they paid for a room and collapsed onto the bed, too exhausted to do anything but remove their shoes.


  Awakening several hours later, Vernon saw that Harold was already awake. “How are you?”


  “I’m fine.” Harold turned to Vernon. “How are you?”


  “You know… I’ve been thinking.” The words were out of Vernon’s mouth before he realized what he was going to say. “I mean… I told you that I loved you, but…”


  “Of course I love you.” Harold sat down on the bed next to him and took his hand. “Why would you think I didn’t?”


  “I don’t know. It feels like... I don’t know.” Vernon blinked and tried to gather his thoughts. This wasn’t how he had imagined this conversation going. He had wanted to be more prepared, more... coherent.


  “Is it because I... because of the infection?” Harold asked, dropping his hand.


  “It just feels like you don’t need me,” Vernon said after a moment, his gaze forward. He swallowed against the sudden tightness in his throat. “You can interface with the Ancient technology, you know the Gardians now. What use am I?”


  Harold wrapped his arms around him, holding him close. After a moment, Harold spoke. “I need you because you love me despite everything. I need you because you’re clever. I love you because of your passion, your drive, your need to save the world despite all the odds being against you. I could never have any of that on my own. You’re the reason the world was saved yesterday, not me.”


  “Then is this what we do? Is that what we will always do?”


  “The world can’t always need saving.” Harold kissed the top of his head. “Maybe the world is safe now, maybe we did enough. The Gardians are working toward the same goal we are. Perhaps they don’t need us.”


  “I suppose we will need to find out,” Vernon said, feeling a rise of inspiration rise in his chest. “We could ask them.”


  “And then?”


  “First we need to bathe.” Harold wrinkled his nose.


  Vernon laughed.
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