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Preface 
 

Welcome to the galaxy of Relic Worlds.  It is the beginning of the 24th century, and 
mankind has spread into the cosmos.  Strangely, in the 300 years of space travel, no one has 
come upon intelligent alien life forms.  There are animals on various worlds that can sustain life, 
and there are even some life forms that are beginning to show some form of sentience, banding 
together in caves and forming tools.  But there is nothing to compare to human evolution. 

There are, however, signs that highly advanced civilizations used to travel the cosmos.  
The ruins of cities can be found on many planets in a plethora of forms.  But the living beings 
who once lived there are all gone. 

To the present, most people have shown little interest in these monuments to former 
species.  Human civilization is now ruled over by corporate overlords who seek profit, even at 
the expense of discovery.  If someone wants to learn about these alien races, or gather relics that 
they left behind, they must get to the ruins before they are demolished, then escape before they 
share the fate of these doomed archaeological sites. 

This is where our story and characters come in.  Lancaster James is an anthropologist 
who wants to learn what happened to these alien races so he can either find and study them, or 
understand what destroyed them so humanity does not share the same fate.  His partner Little 
Jack is a former corporate spy who, after witnessing how passionate Lancaster is about his work, 
has decided to give up the dangers and riches of his old life in favor of assisting him. 

The adventures of these two are recorded in numerous short stories and one other book 
before this one.  They can all be found at the website, which also hosts numbers games, pick 
your path books, and other interactive materials. 
 

http://www.relicworlds.com 
 

 

 

To Joel 

All the adventures we’ve seen, 
and all the adventures still to come… 

 
  

http://www.relicworlds.com/


 

 
 

 

  



Chapter 
One 

 
The Stolen Idol 

 
The leaves, vines, and other foliage of the feral jungle were so thick that chopping through them 
with a hack blade felt to Raiden Choham like he was digging into the ground with a pocket knife.  
He was pressing forward by inches, followed closely by the impatient stranger behind him for 
whom he was making the tunnel.  Though Raiden could sense the man’s impatience, he could not 
see it on his face.  It was blanketed in darkness by the wide brimmed, dented hat on his head, 
which was looking down to watch his footing.  Or maybe he was deciding which pocket to dig 
into on his dusty jacket to pull out one of his many gadgets.  The quiet man seemed to have 
everything in his plethora of pockets; everything except something with which to remove the 
foliage in front of them. 

Raiden could not help but partially admire the jungle’s tenacity to regrow as quickly as it 
did.  He had chopped his way through these woods only a few months earlier when the 
reconnaissance mission he was on explored the area.  They had stumbled upon the remains of an 
ancient building that clearly was not human.  Having not gone to explore ruins, they had taken 
note of the structure and moved on. 

The stranger’s partner had learned of the expedition and hired Raiden independently so he 
could show them to the discovery he and his crewmates had made.  Raiden’s employer never 
introduced himself by name, nor his partner, and Raiden didn’t ask.  As long as the pay was good 
and the job was short, monikers were not necessary. 

Raiden did wonder, however, if the stranger was now doubting his honesty about having 
been to the planet, considering the lack of evidence of anyone having been there recently except 
the wide range of wild animals around them.  Raiden began to doubt himself as to his 
whereabouts, but his Atlas Monitor insisted he was in the right place, so he kept going. 

There was one unmistakable sign that gave him confidence, the river flowing to his left.  
He could both smell its vapors and hear its constant rush over the chattering of the animals 
above.  And soon he could hear the roaring of the waterfall ahead.  The nearness of their way 
point lifted his spirits, and he chopped heavier and faster, nearly doubling their pace. 

He hadn’t noticed how much he had sped up until one of his feet didn’t find ground and 
he felt himself beginning to topple over the side.  The large hand of the stranger grabbed him 
from behind and yanked him backward from the brink of a cliff.  Here the woods cleared only 
when there was no more land beneath them, and the cliff dropped for a couple thousand meters.  
The air ahead was empty for the better part of a kilometer until the cliff side on the opposite end 
of the canyon rose to the same height.  The steep edges on both sides were overgrown with 
greenery; moss and vines mostly, covering the surface beneath.  Blue-white lines hung over the 
cliffs where waterfalls dropped into winding rivers that sliced through the emerald woods in the 
valley.  Giant birds who called this place home drifted over the treetops, zigzagging between the 
canyon walls. 

“Looks like we found the canyon,” Raiden said, trying to shift focus from his near fatal 
fall, and his own inability to notice it earlier. 



The stranger said nothing.  He just peeked over Raiden’s shoulder.  His eyes lingered on a 
few points on the opposite cliff where it turned sharply, facing off against other cliffs with 
another valley in between, creating a separate canyon.  In this way, the cracked earth formed a 
sort of maze that wound between tall hills and steep, mountainous peaks.  Across some of the 
shorter gaps stretched land bridges whose bottoms did not touch the ground, but were suspended 
like a man-made overpass. 

After sighting a few of these last discoveries, the stranger in the hat nodded.  Raiden 
could just see the stubble face in the shadow intensely studying their surroundings.  It appeared 
as though the stranger had been expecting what he was seeing, and the view before them was 
mere confirmation.  He let go of Raiden and turned back around, stepping through the corridor 
that had been cut out and searching the ground just off the path.  He pulled a metallic device out 
of his jacket pocket, one that had a shallow-domed crystalline surface on the bottom and some 
buttons on the top.  After pressing a few of the buttons, he hovered the device over the ground as 
he stepped carefully forward.  Raiden could hear a clicking emanating from the device.  It got 
faster and faster until it suddenly stalled.  The man turned it a little to the left and it began to 
increase in speed again.  He followed the signal, which grew faster. 

The quick ticking led the stranger into the thick foliage, so he pulled a hilt out of his 
utility belt, pressed a button, and a short, heated hack blade unfolded and snapped into place.  He 
then sliced through the trees so quickly that he disappeared out of view. 

“Hey!” Raiden shouted.  “You had that thing all along while I’ve been kuroing along with 
an old fashioned hacker?”  Raiden chased after his aloof companion, following the rapidly made 
trail and the clicking of the device that presently became so fast the sounds ran together into an 
electronic hum.  He found the stranger in a small clearing he had made standing atop a small 
mound. 

The stranger put the device away and felt around with his foot, which latched onto 
something solid beneath the false floor of weeds and vines.  He lifted his leg, bringing with it 
some of the underbrush, and, it seemed, something from beneath.  The stranger knelt over it, 
throwing bits of natural debris away, then calling on Raiden’s help.  Raiden hurried over and 
began pulling back layers of sticks and weeds, slowly uncovering the ground beneath.  But as the 
surface came into view, it was not as Raiden had expected.  The brown of dirt and mud was 
interrupted with splotches of gray.  There was something besides natural earth down there. 

The stranger pulled back some of the last obstacles and held them in place so they would 
remain out of the way.  He then brushed the dirt aside and yanked off clumps of mud revealing a 
rusty, metallic surface.  As it was further cleared away, the shape of a large latch came into view; 
and as he cleared away more, it became evident they were standing on an oversized door. 

Raiden turned his attention on the stranger, his eyes wide in amazement.  The man 
showed no reaction, as though he had been expecting this.  He just kept working, pulling out a 
device Raiden knew to be called an Illuminator; a handheld item that could shine lights in a 
multitude of electromagnetic spectrums.  He pointed it down at the door and scanned over it.  A 
small screen at the top of the Illuminator revealed what was just beyond the door, detected 
through X-ray.  There was not much; the initial chamber was evidently large and mostly empty.  
But a floor sat 20 meters beneath with debris that was once furniture or perhaps wall decorations 
scattered around.  Protrusions of what were once lighting fixtures hung from the ceiling as well.  
All was now covered in dust and sprouting with wildlife, and long vines drooped from the 
ceiling as though reaching for the plants on the floor. 

“We gonna open it?” Raiden asked. 



“There won’t be a tril to find here beyond what we’re seeing in the Illuminator,” the man 
said, his voice like a rough mumble.  He at last looked over at the baffled face of his traveling 
companion.  The man explained, “All of the mountains and hills here that create this complex of 
canyons were once buildings.  They were built by a civilization known as the Havaka, a race of 
giants.  Well, giants to us.  They went extinct more than a hundred million years ago.   This entire 
section of the planet is the overgrown ruins of a city.  Nature has reclaimed it, turning their 
structures into mountains.  The valleys of the canyons were their streets.”  Then, standing, and 
beginning to turn away, he said dismissively, “We’re not going to open these tombs unless we 
have to.” 

Raiden swelled with a sense of awe.  He had explored dozens of worlds and charted their 
landscapes.  He had even seen ancient ruins from long ago civilizations; but he had never 
considered who they had been or what the remains of their buildings might mean.  The wonder 
of it all now filled his mind, and he wanted to know more.  “Why’s this idol important enough to 
risk your life over?” 

“The idol once belonged to a race called the Milak Shivar.  It was taken from them by the 
Havaka, and my research suggests that they brought it here.  To the temple you and your 
associates discovered.” 

“And someone wants the idol enough to pay a might on the plastic for it?” Raiden asked, 
still trying to understand the angle of this expedition. 

The stranger’s expression grew impatient, but he explained, “It’s supposed to have 
something in it that might help explain why the Milak Shivar, the Havaka, and a tril of other 
alien civilizations went extinct.”  The man’s eyes now turned to the jungle, suggesting Raiden 
lead on to their goal. 

Raiden turned toward the woods with his hack blade, then stopped and said, “Gimme 
yours.” 

The stranger stared at him for a moment, then sighed and handed over his heated hack 
blade.  “Don’t cut yourself with it,” he said. 

“Who are you, anyway?” Raiden asked. 
“Name’s Lancaster James.  I hunt down relics that might explain what happened to alien 

civilizations, and why there aren’t any left.” 
Raiden turned and began cutting a path much faster now.  This device definitely made 

things easier.  He believed that he had heard about this man in association with having a lot of 
gadgets that explorers envied.  But he also seemed to remember that what he heard was not 
always pleasant.  He would have to stay alert.  

They reached the river they had been hearing and Raiden studied the opposite side.  He 
located a rock face and led Lancaster to that section of the river.  There, they could see a ford 
which led across. 

When they reached the other side, Lancaster stopped at the rock face to take a closer look.  
Pulling back the branches and vines, he cleared it enough to see that it was a boulder whose side 
had been carved into the shape of a face.  He recognized some of the features of it as being 
Havaka; a protruding forehead, a wide chin, but there were clearly altered features as well.  The 
nose was squarish with the nostrils pointing forward, and its ears were at its temples. 

“This is the work of the Canutey,” Raiden said, a shiver in his voice.  “I was told to 
beware of them in these woods.  My partners said they viewed something like this.  The nose and 
ears especially.” 

The Canutey name ran a chill down Lancaster’s spine.  They were tribespeople that 



existed on several Havaka worlds, even though none of them were star-faring.  They had been 
genetic experiments of the Havaka, and had each evolved on their own world into sentient beings 
after the Havaka went extinct.  However, their cultures never developed past Stone Age, a 
phenomenon that baffled scientists.  A number of anthropologists traveled to worlds to study the 
Canutey.  It was dangerous work, as the tribespeople did not like being studied, but worth the 
risk to understand this fascinating species. 

One of Lancaster’s friends, Clay Piper, a fellow anthropologist, had been researching the 
Canutey, comparing the various ways they had developed on different worlds, and analyzing 
their similarities.  Strangely, their languages were all very similar.  Though the various species 
had never met, they had developed many of the same words, which Piper shared with Lancaster 
before he disappeared nearly a year ago. 

All this explained the rock face in front of them.  Tribes often carved statues of their 
gods, and that’s exactly what the Havaka would be to the Canutey.  But they had insisted on 
including some of their own features onto their deity.  Man always creates god in his own image. 

Lancaster took a Snapfish of the rock face and sent it to his partner Little Jack who was 
orbiting the planet in his ship Odin’s Revenge.  Little Jack knew that when Lancaster sent 
backups of his information that he was getting nervous.  It was in case he didn’t return. 

A half hour of trudging forward brought the two men to a second cliff, this one 
perpendicular to the first one; the northern-most wall of the ancient building on which they were 
walking.  The valley looked much like the last one, though there was far less empty air to the 
next cliff, which stood a mere 200 yards away.  A rope bridge even strung from one side to the 
other; an obvious construct of the Canutey since it would not last the millennia a Havaka 
structure would have to survive.  Plus, it was too small for giants, but just the right size for 
humans and the present natives of the planet. 

“This is where you crossed?” Lancaster asked. 
“That’s right,” Raiden answered. 
“You weren’t afeared of the Canutey?” 
“I surm we hadn’t thought of that.” 
“Who did you credit had built this…” 
“Someone else was leading, okay?” Raiden retorted tensely.  He was coming to realize 

how dangerous, and poorly led, the expedition he had been on had been. 
Lancaster was silent for a while, taking in the scenery around them.  He spotted a land 

bridge a couple kilometers away which stretched between the two mountains.  It had once been a 
sky-walk for the Havaka, and now was covered in several meters of mud with vines and roots 
dangling below it.  “We’d be too exposed here,” Lancaster said.  “But we can get across there 
with some cover along the way.”  He pointed at the land bridge, and Raiden nervously agreed. 

The squawks and buzzing noises were continual reminders that Lancaster was in the 
home of the animals, and he had to have a healthy respect for what they could do.  He was both 
relieved and nervous about the cliff being to their right.  On the one hand, nothing could attack 
them from that direction; at least nothing land based.  On the other, if something came at them 
from the land side, they were trapped. 

They had to climb down to the land bridge, using long vines as ropes and branches as 
ladder rungs.  Then they walked across, observing the ecosystem that had developed on this 
former walkway.  The thin valley flanked by the two cliff walls reached off into the wide open 
clearing where it was stopped by another mountainous cliff.  Raiden could now see it; the way 
the city once appeared if its inhabitants were about 10 meters tall. 



Much to their relief on the opposite side Raiden and Lancaster were able to take a slope 
that ramped around in a curve up to the next building mound.  Every few meters it rose 
dramatically, causing them to leap or use their hands; and after a few of these, Lancaster realized 
they were heading up steps.  He felt like a small child using adult stairs for the first time, and the 
task ahead seemed every bit as daunting; more so even, as he did not recall underbrush and tree 
roots blocking his path in his family home growing up. 

As they neared the top they both spotted the skeletal remains of a hand hung limp over 
the final step.  It virtually beckoned them forward ominously.  They both slowed, but Lancaster 
continued forward, arching around the side, close to the rise in the hill, keeping a safe distance 
from the hand.  When he came close to the top, he stretched until he could see over the top step.  
When he did, he saw nothing but the woods beyond with the ongoing animal chatter. 

He turned his attention back to the skeleton.  “One of yours?” he asked Raiden. 
“No,” Raiden answered.  “All of us got back nove and healthy.” 
Lancaster studied it.  There were scraps of clothing still stuck to the few pieces of meat 

that the animals hadn’t dragged away, and there were small remains of a hat.  Lancaster studied 
these closely and realized quickly who it was.  Piper.  He had always teased Lancaster about 
losing his hat, and bragged that he still had the original one he had purchased while going to 
school.  It had a uniquely weaved strap just above the brim with three layers of braids.  Lancaster 
had never seen any other made like it. 

He looked over the body to determine the cause of death and found a series of arrows 
laying on the ground.  No doubt, the subject of Piper’s studies. 

There was another skeleton not far away, likely Piper’s guide, or his partner; or maybe an 
intern from one of the universities.  Raiden was staring at this one, breathing hard.  He was 
becoming more and more certain that this could soon be him, especially considering the fact that 
both bodies were laying in a pattern as though they were running away from the direction in 
which Lancaster and Raiden were traveling. 

Lancaster did not heed Raiden’s fear, and did not remain.  He stood and continued 
forward.  Raiden followed hesitantly after. 

It was not long before they rounded a corner of thick brush to find they were at the top.  
Tall shafts of light beamed down between heavily leaved trees and walled structures of stone that 
crisscrossed through one another.  Though interlaced with the tree trunks, this architecture was 
not as ancient a ruin as the ones they stood upon; at least not all of it.  Lancaster could tell 
without the help of his Age Finder that these were placed up more recently by the Canutey.  It 
may have been a couple hundred years ago, but it nowhere near resembled the millions of years 
old Havakan structures. 

Stepping closer, Lancaster studied the building’s design.  He could not take it all in at 
once.  The walls, which layered atop one another, zigzagged in and out of view.  Large clumps of 
trees blocked one side, then blocked another.  Some sections had been grown over by trees in 
between, leaving the outer walls exposed, but obscuring the inner ones.  Further in, the masonry 
dissolved into a mossy hill; part of the Havaka building upon which they were standing rose into 
a new, smaller level.  Lancaster was sure this was the case; just as he was certain the Canutey 
temple would lead into the more ancient superstructure.  He would likely even locate his prize, 
the Idol of Haniz, in this inner sanctum.  The idol had belonged to the Havaka, and the Canutey 
might have left it where it was and simply built their temple up against the ancient building. 

But the only way to know for certain was to go inside.  All was theory until then.  He 
located the front entrance, a wide, dark opening that resembled an upside down jaw gaping from 



the ground.  There was no actual door, but carvings that appeared to be eyes looked in on the 
threshold from the walls on the sides.  Lancaster did not know Canutey emotions, but these 
pupils looked to him to be in judgement.  He looked to his guide with a slight smile.  They had 
made it. 

But Raiden, who was several paces back, did not share in Lancaster’s optimism.  His fear 
had been growing as they got closer, and now was at a near panic.  “I’m not going in,” he said. 

Lancaster looked at him baffled.  Raiden answered with a point of his finger.  The top of a 
skull lay on the ground.  This place was full of death. 

“All right then,” Lancaster said.  “If I don’t come out in an hour, your employment with 
me is complete and you can get out.” 

Raiden stared at him quizzically, as though trying to find the right words.  Lancaster 
knew what he was trying to say.  “If that happens, my partner Little Jack will compensate you,” 
Lancaster said.  This seemed to answer Raiden’s question, and he relaxed as much as he could in 
the depths of a dark jungle surrounded by tribespeople who may be interested in his skull. 

Lancaster faced the black void of the entrance, and stepped forward.  He looked sidelong 
at the carved eyes as he passed by them, half-way expecting them to do something.  He stepped 
cautiously in case they did. 

The eyes did nothing; and once he was past them, he flicked his Illuminator onto its 
maximum omni-light setting to bathe his surroundings in light.  He was in a wide, long corridor 
whose walls, though chiseled, were rough; barely more than a cave.  Lancaster tested his 
microphone and earpiece to his partner. 

“I’m still here,” Little Jack said, the annoyance in his voice saying Lancaster needed to 
trust him. 

“I want to make sure this prevays in here,” Lancaster explained. 
“So I can hear you when you die screaming?” 
“So I can leave you with one last ear-ringing headache.”  Lancaster’s voice was low now.  

Even though his light announced his presence, he didn’t want to invite any animals to come at 
him. 

He searched for signs of architecture and found only occasional load bearing pillars 
emerging from the walls.  What little sign there was of civilization appeared not to have been 
kept up for some time.  He hoped this was a good sign that the Canutey had abandoned this 
temple; and with luck, they had left the Havaka idol inside. 

Lancaster soon came upon evidence of animal life.  Light fabric that resembled fragile 
cobwebs decorated the corridor and partially blocked his path.  He maneuvered around the first 
layer, scanning his light around to try to locate any arachnids or other beasts that might have 
sprawled them out.  He neither saw nor heard anything as he moved very slowly and delicately. 

His foot recoiled after it stepped on a hard surface that cracked with a familiar sound.  
Looking down, he saw that he had just broken the rib bone off a skeleton.  Lancaster knelt down, 
shifted the Illuminator’s light to focus forward, and he studied the bones.  He wasn’t certain of 
the identity at first as some bones were buried in patches of mud, and the head was a partial oval 
with a flat top.  Upon closer examination of the skull, he could see that the flat top was not 
natural, but rather where it had been split in half.  This was a human skeleton, the top of whose 
skull was lying outside nearly 50 yards away.  Whatever had killed this person had thrown part 
of its head a very long distance; and it was near him now. 

Lancaster returned the Illuminator’s light to its omni setting and he searched for clues to 
the trap.  All he saw were signs of animal life, and he began to wonder if it was instead a beast 



with sharp claws that had ended the poor soul’s life.  In searching, he recognized the newness of 
the cobwebs.  They were fresh, undisturbed, as though laid out the day before.  Other cobwebs 
that were closer to the walls looked old, worn, and ragged.  They were even a deeper shade of 
gray.  Lancaster began to suspect that they were laid out by separate animals, or by a separate 
species.  Lancaster’s eyes focused in on the top of one of the longer, newer cobwebs.  A tight line 
stretched across from which the rest of the fabric drooped. 

Lancaster stepped carefully backward, watching behind him for anything he might step 
on.  Once he was a safe distance away, he picked up a rock, and threw it at the wire.  It fell short, 
and cut through the fabric of the cobweb.  He had to search around for a second, then a third 
stone, and at last he hit the taut line.  It bent backward, the gray sheet folding in on itself like a 
retreating ghost.  A clink resonated and a dark, rusty, yet sharp blade sprang out of the wall, 
slicing across the air at head length, cutting down real webs in its path, and re-entering the wall 
on the other side. 

The trap was revealed, but the best part was, it did not reset itself.  Lancaster could pass 
through; but not so fast.  More cobwebs stretched across the corridor, and he wanted to make 
sure any that had traps were gone.  He lifted a pile of stones and hurled them into the hallway.  
Gray fabric fluttered, and at least a couple stones hit their marks as blades flew from the walls 
then re-entered them.  Lancaster now shifted his Illuminator to black light so he could more 
easily find gray material.  In doing so, he located the last remaining wires, and he hurled rocks at 
them individually.  Their blades sliced the empty air and re-entered their hiding places. 

“That was loud,” Little Jack said plainly.  Lancaster didn’t answer.  He was lost in awe at 
the lengths of which the Chanutey had gone to protect their treasure.  He felt bad for coming to 
take it, but he knew the answers in it could save a lot more people, including the Chanutey. 

“You still with the living?” Little Jack asked, a hint of concern in his voice. 
“I didn’t scream yet.” 
“My ears thank you for that,” Little Jack said. 
“I’m through the first part,” Lancaster said quietly.  “I don’t know how many parts there 

will be, but I’m piking on.” 
With the blade trap sprung, Lancaster slowly made his way through the rest of the cavern.  

A small series of steps led him into a more well-carved hallway with straight walls and a flat 
stone floor.  There were occasional holes on the wall to his right which had likely worn out over 
time. 

Lancaster stalled suddenly, his intuition telling him that something wasn’t right.  He 
didn’t know what it was, but he now bent down, determined to figure out what his subconscious 
had already pieced together. 

Lancaster focused on the holes in the wall and noticed something disturbing.  They were 
only on one side; and though they were at varying heights, the holes looked purposely spaced to 
never be at the same exact level.  He then realized what had stopped him.  There were marks on 
the opposite wall, but these were not holes; they were black smears.  In comparing the two walls, 
he discovered that the smears and the holes were exactly opposite one another.  He determined 
that the smears were scorch marks.  The holes were flame throwers.  So what set them off? 

He scanned the area in multiple spectrums but found nothing.  He tried the tangible way, 
wiping at the floor with his hand just below one of the holes.  Still nothing.  He found no wires 
either.  Nothing seemed to set these off.  Were they old traps that no longer worked?  He dusted 
off his hands against one another to clear the muck off them and as a gesture of completing his 
search.  As he did, a dirty cloud drifted over the air between the hole and the scorch mark.  It was 



brief, but in that moment he could swear he saw evidence of a line.  This line disappeared after 
the dust passed.  Lancaster scooped up more dirt, held it in his hands, then blew it out into the 
same area.  The resultant haze revealed a straight line from the hole to the center of the scorch 
mark. 

Lancaster threw up more dirt in the path, following the invisible line to its source.  At the 
top of the hole, just as it curved inward, one rough patch first appeared to be rugged texture of 
the masonry.  But upon closer examination, it turned out to be the form of a round eye, just like 
the ones he had seen at the entrance.  Out of it came an invisible beam; likely a laser.  This was a 
technology the Chanutey should not be even close to; nor were likely to gain any time soon.  He 
wondered if perhaps they had garnered this from the remains of their creators’ civilization.  
Perhaps they knew how to use it, but not how to build it.  If this was the case, what else awaited 
Lancaster as he continued deeper inside. 

That would be something to answer later.  For now, he threw as much dust into the air 
ahead of him as he could so as to find the laser beams.  Most were straight ahead of their holes, 
but some were turned upward or toward the ground.  Lancaster wondered for a moment if they 
were made that way to trick the person going through them, or if they had been bent out of 
position at some point.  Whatever the cause, he had to be careful as the flame throwers to his 
right covered almost every height, and not always the same distance from the ground as the laser 
beams.  Lancaster kept throwing up more dust to give him sight ahead, and in this manner he 
made his way forward. 

Not far beyond the gambit of flamethrowers, Lancaster came to a T intersection.  Both 
directions opened up into large chambers, one of which was round, the other was square.  He 
investigated each one, and they both had several elements in common.  Most importantly, both 
were empty, though the walls were adorned with rough decorations, primarily of faces with large 
foreheads and three eyes; two beady ones where humans had theirs, and a third on their chins.  
Checking for traps, Lancaster found none, but he did locate multiple exits on every side, most of 
which were not doorways that began from the floor, but were partial walls which opened up 
about a meter from the ground.  He would have to crawl over and climb into the next chamber.  
One of these exits led to another room far below; another led to a ramp passageway that went up, 
then forward.  Many of the larger rooms that these exits led to had half-walls or dividers within 
them, as though it was a labyrinth and obstacle course all in one. 

Something about all this didn’t seem right, and Lancaster did not stray far from the T 
intersection.  He scanned each direction he could see with his Cartographer and got the general 
layout of the immediate area.  The Chanutey had used every centimeter of space in their 
temple… except the area just beyond the far wall of the T intersection, which was an 
unaccounted space of 30 meters.  It could simply be a section where the Chanutey did not build; 
but Lancaster doubted it, remembering especially that the natives had built right up against the 
Havaka ruins. 

He ran his fingers against the wall, trying to find bumps or crevasses where carvings 
might denote some form of writing, or at least a handle.  Nothing. 

“Shaz,” Lancaster cursed under his breath.  He was sure his answer was just past this 
wall, but he couldn’t figure it out. 

“Sounds like you’re having a nova time,” Little Jack said into his earpiece. 
“I’ve quite literally hit a dead end,” Lancaster said. 
“Better than hitting a deadly end,” Little Jack responded.  Then he said, “We might have 

some company soon.  A wrecker just came out of spectrum near the planet.” 



“Murakai?” Lancaster asked. 
“Yep,” Little Jack responded after a moment to confirm.  “It’s traveling slow.  Chances 

are it’s a crew paid by the hour, so you have a touch more time, but not much.” 
Lancaster’s mind now went into overdrive.  It was his best method of concentrating; he 

worked best under pressure.  He studied the wall, placing all of his faith on this one bet.  He 
couldn’t think of anything the Chanutey might have done to create a secret door, though they had 
surprised him once already today.  His theory, however, was that this led to Havaka ruins; so it 
could be one of theirs.  Going off a hunch, he switched his Illuminator to ultraviolet.  Havaka 
sight ran through that end of the spectrum, so there could be… 

Sure enough, when he shone the Illuminator on the wall, a list of hieroglyphics appeared, 
and they were all Havaka.  Lancaster recognized some of them, so he quickly pulled out his 
notebook in which he kept his sketches and drawings of everything he learned.  Some people 
made fun of him for having such an archaic method rather than a Pad or other electronic device 
to keep everything.  But Lancaster liked to remind them that his notepad and pencil never ran out 
of battery power.  This was one of those times he was glad for it as he located a symbol 
associated with the idol.  He checked the wall again under the special light and it glowed as 
though beckoning Lancaster to it.  He pressed the symbol, and the wall shuddered and clicked, 
whirred and buzzed.  It then split approximately three meters up.  Above that point the wall 
raised, and below it the wall fell. 

The dim light from his Illuminator flooded into the darkness of the chamber, causing a 
sprinkle of elements on the walls to sparkle a bluish glow.  Lancaster switched it over to white 
light directed forward and the first half of the room appeared before his eyes.  It was an 
enormous shrine with a high domed ceiling in which Lancaster felt like a mouse.  The walls were 
adorned with golden designs, sculptures, and trim.  Other precious metals filled in details, all of 
which were huge in scale, but lacked in fine minutia. 

The floor was cut into a boxy bowl, with enormous steps that led to a flat bottom; steps 
that a human would have to walk across then leap, but which Havakas, no doubt, strolled down.  
Directly ahead, a ramp led over this bowl toward a disk held aloft in the center.  The disk was at 
the height that would come to a Havaka’s chest, but would be far above Lancaster’s head.  Upon 
the disk was an additional platform about three meters high.  Surrounding this inner disk were 
control panels of the Havaka that were lined with golden ritualistic designs.  About a half dozen 
poles, also adorned with the same religious symbolism surrounded the center, each standing at 
the edge of the inner platform, as though connecting the bottom one to the top. 

And in the very center of the disk stood a five foot tall metallic altar.  Its sides were 
roughly hewn in copper with four sharp blade-like designs reaching out the top.  The tips of the 
blades pointed inward, as though threatening anyone who would come close.  And in the center 
of the altar sat the idol for which Lancaster had come, the Idol of Haniz.  It was much smaller 
than anything else in the room, the size of a human statuette; one that a person could hold in two 
hands comfortably, or in one hand with some difficulty.  Its core was pure gold and formed the 
shape of a fierce reptile with a roaring mouth that was wrapped around what resembled an 
ancient human weapon known as a throwing star.  The reptile’s eyes were fastened with gems, 
and a pair of platinum snakes wriggled over the weapon’s design.  A few more coral vanadium 
designs completed the appearance, but there would be another time and place to research them.  
They were, in fact, the reason he had come for the Idol of Haniz, so its physical makeup could be 
examined. 

As he approached the altar by way of the ramp, Lancaster noticed something he had been 



watching out for; more holes in the architecture that didn’t look like they belonged.  This time 
they appeared in the floorboard.  He was certain that he was now in the Havaka temple, and 
therefore if there were traps they should appear different, but he steered clear of the apertures 
nevertheless. 

Just before he reached the central disk, he caught a glimpse of a reflection hovering in the 
air.  The light from his Illuminator was dimly bouncing off a haze that was just over a meter from 
his target.  Lancaster stalled, confused.  There shouldn’t have been any energy to power a shield.  
Though the same could be said of the glow in the eyes of the statue.  There were fewer rocks 
lying around now, so Lancaster rummaged through his pockets and found a handheld device he 
didn’t use anymore.  He didn’t even remember what it did, so he tossed it toward the altar.  The 
device lit up with a strong jolt and sliced into many pieces, falling to the ground like clumps of 
dirt.  He suddenly remembered the device had been a gift, and he felt bad for having destroyed it. 

He studied the mostly invisible field, moving his light to reflect off of numerous portions 
until he could make out that it was a dome approximately three meters in diameter and the same 
height, all guarding this one idol.  Lancaster stepped over to one of the long-abandoned control 
panels and walked over it, trying to decipher how to turn off the shield.  All he could figure out 
was that the panel was off due to a lack of power, just as the dome should have been if it was 
following any laws of physics. 

In looking at the idol again, Lancaster could see a distant glow deep inside its carved 
eyes.  He quickly determined just why the university had sent him to retrieve it.  It wasn’t the 
metals on the idol, nor the design of it.  This was a machine that perpetually fed out a specific 
amount of power; enough to protect itself at least, and the administrators of the school wanted to 
know how it worked. 

Lancaster reached into the bag he had slung under his jacket and pulled out the Devil’s 
Totem.  It was an artifact he had recently acquired from another Milak Shivar site.  The device 
was supposed to be useful in this temple, but he had not yet known how.  It was a handheld, 
bronze relic in the shape of a burning sun on the outer edges, and a waning moon in the middle.  
Vanadium coral décor scattered about its periphery.  The bottom flame was straight, and 
Lancaster had already learned there was a button hidden on the moon’s surface that he could 
press which caused it to stretch out into the length of a staff.  It was in this metallic staff that he 
saw where the relic got its name.  In coral platinum and gold souls appeared to burn in flames as 
claws reached out for them, and they were devoured by some unseen force. 

He compared the totem to the columns surrounding the shrine.  They were the same 
height, and on closer examination, the same type; at least in spirit.  The poles were also totems 
with a rough approximation of the one he held.  The designs were coarse, built with larger and 
less skilled hands, but with ominous tales carved onto them nonetheless. 

Searching the floor between the totems, Lancaster found holes like the ones he was 
seeing on the ramp.  He now noticed that they were just the right size for his staff, and they all 
sat right up next to the invisible energy dome.  This was clearly where he was supposed to plug 
in the Devil’s Totem, but in which one? 

After a few moments of comparing the holes, Lancaster noticed that three of them had 
notches inside.  At first they looked like the Havaka’s clumsy craftsmanship, but then he 
recognized a purposeful pattern.  He studied the bottom of his staff and realized the carvings 
wound all the way to the center of it, creating careful designs of notches.  He compared these 
notches on his staff to those in the holes and came up with what he believed to be a perfect 
match.  He blew dust off the ground to make sure there’d be no deviation based on chunks that 



were in the way.  He then stood and carefully slipped the totem into the hole.  He felt the notches 
catch into the grooves, which caused the staff to twist, and then lock into place. 

A burst of light blinked from the center as the dome dissipated.  The glow of the eyes 
inside the idol intensified until they could not be missed; the energy of its shield condensing 
inside it, Lancaster assumed, and he took a step up the platform toward the shrine.  He stopped 
respectfully before it, studying the Idol of Haniz and its altar together.  He and the golden 
creature locked eyes for a long moment while Lancaster considered his next move.  He detected 
no more traps; nothing more to keep him from his goal.  So he reached out and quickly grabbed 
the statuette. 

It came off easily, though it was heavy in his hands.  Lancaster half expected the shield to 
go back up and trap him inside, but that’s not what happened.  Instead, the outer door began to 
close from both the bottom and the top.  He had to get out of there quickly. 

Lancaster sprinted across the platform, and suddenly he felt his feet in the air.  Looking 
down he found that the platform had dropped, and he was hurtling straight for the corner of one 
of the giant steps.  His chest hit the sharp edge, and he folded around it.  Wind knocked out of his 
mouth while the idol flew out of his hands and clanked against the next step ahead of him.  As he 
took a moment to pull himself together, Lancaster could hear the grinding stone and the whirling 
mechanisms closing the door to trap him inside. 

Though sore, Lancaster scrambled up the step, grabbed the idol and hopped up to the 
door.  The bottom slab had lifted too high for him to jump out, and was just over a meter from 
closing with the top stone.  Lancaster took a quick look at the golden décor next to the door and 
found a notch perfect for his hand.  He leapt up, grabbed on, pulled himself up to the stone slab 
which was now just under a meter from the top stone slab.  He slid himself between them, his 
body barely fitting between the two.  He pushed toward the other side, the top slab scraping his 
chest as he went by.  The rims of his hat caught in the two sides of the closing door.  It folded in 
on itself, then smashed into a flat piece of leather, forever trapped in the rock. 

Lancaster lay on the floor just past the closed doorway surrounded by a cloud of dust.  
The boom of the stone doors filled his ears, as did the echoes from it down the corridor.  His 
lungs were filled with dirt and felt hot from exertion.  In trying to suck in more air, he breathed 
in more choking grit, and he gasped and coughed in equal measures.  After a minute or so, he 
pulled himself together.  The dust slowly cleared, and he looked around to see he was safe for the 
moment, and, despite a couple traps along the way that he knew how to avoid, he could get back 
to the exit safely and without incident… and with the Idol of Haniz. 

 
Along the way to the exit, Lancaster was filling Little Jack in on what had happened.  He 

had just passed the cobwebs when Little Jack interrupted his tale to warn him to hurry back to 
the extraction point.  The wrecker crew had evidently finished their union requisite meal break 
and were entering the atmosphere near his location.  “I don’t know where they’ll be deforesting, 
but you don’t want to be in the area when they are.” 

“I read you.  I’ll get Raiden and…”  Just then Lancaster emerged into the bright bath of 
sunlight and there ahead of him in the open was Raiden.  Two things struck Lancaster as unusual; 
first, that Raiden was out in the open rather than hiding, and second, that his hands were high in 
the air.  Lancaster eyed him, confused, until he saw the line of bows with readied arrows along 
the periphery of the clearing.  They were held by scantily clad creatures with gray skin, long 
legs, squarish noses, and ears on their temples.  They had two eyes where humans had theirs, a 
third on their chins, and mouths that reached around to their cheeks. 



Lancaster froze, raised his hands, and whispered just loud enough for his mic to hear, 
“We’ve just been captured.” 

“That’s a problem,” Little Jack observed dryly. 
One of the larger natives stepped forward and stared Lancaster in the eyes.  Lancaster 

responded with a tight smile, though he did not know if that was a sign of good will to the 
Chanutey.  The large one, likely a chief of some kind, grabbed Lancaster’s bag and looked inside.  
Finding the Idol of Haniz, he yanked it out with his small hand with six large fingers and a 
thumb.  The chief stared at the idol a moment, then nodded to three others who grabbed 
Lancaster and pushed him along next to the scout.  Together, they all headed away from the 
temple. 

“I think we require a pickup,” Lancaster said quietly through gritted teeth. 
“On my way,” Little Jack said.  “But it’s going to take a while.  I was keeping myself 

hidden from the wrecker.” 
The natives did not lead Lancaster and Raiden far before they saw huts and fences in a 

shallow clearing at the edge of one of the mountain cliffs.  The village overlooked one of the 
wide valleys on one end, and the dense woods on all others.  It was within shouting distance of 
the temple, and indeed, the people of it had quite possibly heard the two men approaching the 
entrance.  Lancaster wondered for a moment how he had not heard the noises from the village 
until he presently heard the chatter of the people.  It so fit the noises of the jungle that he had 
evidently not realized the difference.  This chatter was now loud and boisterous.  The hunters had 
gathered a catch and now they would celebrate, but in what way? 

“We need you to get here now,” Lancaster whispered. 
“Hold your thrusters,” Little Jack said. 
“There may not be any thrusters to hold soon,” he said tensely.  Little Jack did not 

respond.  He got quiet when he was concentrating. 
A rank smell attracted Lancaster’s attention to one area of the clearing.  A wooden slab 

had been readied along with large metallic instruments beside it.  Cut up pieces of animals lay 
strewn about the bloody board, explaining where the smell was coming from and the use of it.  
Several villagers held forth the binding ropes by the table while others held sharp metal 
instruments.  They were all whooping and chanting, some were singing and dancing, each ready 
to do their part.  One of them, a shaman of sorts, stood calmly before the wooden slab, several 
handheld metallic objects in one hand, and a large, rusty staff in the other.  Lancaster recognized 
several of the symbols at the top of the shaman’s staff as being Havaka. 

“They’re sacrificing us to their gods!” Raiden shouted in panic.  “The low down 
savages!” 

Lancaster took a deep breath, trying to keep his cool.  Their only hope to get out alive 
was to think their way through this.  “What’s that wrecker doing?” Lancaster asked quietly. 

“It’s veered off from you,” Little Jack said.  “Going to hit the valley beneath your 
position.” 

The natives grew quiet for a moment as the shaman pointed at Raiden.  Then the crowd 
roared with cheers, drowning out Raiden’s terrified protests.  Three natives held him, two by his 
arms, one by his back, as they shoved him forward.  The chief took the idol to the shaman and 
handed it to him.  The shaman observed the idol and its glowing eyes, then turned his attention 
on the struggling man before him.  He placed his staff between them and observed Raiden 
through an eyepiece.  The tribesman studied the human up and down for a moment the way a 
scientist observes a specimen.  The crowd quieted.  Even Raiden calmed down and watched.  



The shaman then removed the staff and nodded his head toward the bloody wooden slab.  The 
natives cheered, the three guards carried Raiden, and he screamed and cried for mercy. 

Lancaster considered what he had just seen, and what the native now putting on 
ceremonial garb appeared to be doing.  This wasn’t just a sacrifice to whatever deity they might 
be worshipping.  This was research.  The entire set-up was much like a sloppy laboratory.  The 
metal tools they were holding were like instruments; in fact, some of them, the larger ones, 
probably belonged to the Havaka.  These natives had begun as lab experiments themselves 
before they evolved.  Lancaster wondered if this fact could have written this instinct into their 
DNA.  In looking around at the animal carnage, at the poor conditions of the “lab” itself, and at 
the very lack of the Chanutey to develop technologically, Lancaster could not help but believe 
that these natives went through the actions of experimentation without learning anything from 
them. 

His theory of what they were doing was further evidenced by the positions they took as 
they placed Raiden onto the table.  A number of natives huddled around him, some wearing 
masks and wielding instruments of varying types, including knives and needles, but also 
measuring sticks and beakers.  Some held the man down, and some observed with magnifying 
lenses.  At the head of it, the shaman/lead researcher stepped forward and raised his hands, 
prepared to give instructions. 

Though the natives were positioned to do research with many of the right tools, none 
seemed prepared to learn anything.  No one was writing anything down.  Everyone involved 
seemed too caught up in the excitement to take anything in.  It was celebratory ceremony in the 
guise of research, not education. 

In all the ruckus, Lancaster could faintly hear Little Jack say into his ear, “Almost there.” 
“Hold a tick,” Lancaster said.  He had a plan.  He loosened his arms so it felt to his 

captors as though he had lost all hope, and he asked Little Jack about the wrecker.  It had fired its 
missiles.  He then told Little Jack to scream nonsense just before he buzzed right over his 
position. 

The natives paused suddenly just before tying Raiden to the table and turned to their 
shaman, awaiting his go-ahead.  The shaman raised his hands in the air and opened his mouth 
wide. 

Suddenly, Lancaster yanked his arms out of the sleeves of his jacket, which the two 
natives retained hold of, and he leaped out of the hands of the third.  Lancaster flicked off his 
earpiece and, much to the horror of the onlookers, he jumped at their shaman, who turned to face 
him.  Much to the horror of Raiden, Lancaster did not attack him.  There was instead an awkward 
moment of the two staring at one another.  Then Lancaster raised his arms, shaking them around, 
and he shouted the best gibberish he could think that sounded somehow ominous.  He then 
pointed his hands toward the valley. 

All eyes looked in the direction he had pointed.  Nothing happened.  The shaman turned 
his head back on Lancaster, and two of his captors grabbed him again, this time harder.  Raiden’s 
face dropped into an expression of anger, disappointment, and confusion. 

The shaman directed the two holding Lancaster to take him to join Raiden.  But just as 
they started to do as ordered, a loud roar and bright light emerged from the valley.  All eyes 
turned to see a white-orange trail fly across the tips of the forest.  In its wake, nothing remained 
but a few charred skeletons of trees.  All animals near and far screamed with fear and dashed 
away from the epicenter, and the natives felt a wave of wind blow over them. 

Their attention was so removed from their captives that Lancaster stepped out of their 



grasp and crept away.  A voice from where Lancaster had been held earlier began to scream out 
barking sounds, like a wild dog stricken with rabies.  Lancaster moved his mouth in the air as 
though he was making the sound, even though the noise was coming from a few meters away.  It 
looked like magic to the natives, but the sound was coming out of his ear piece that was lying in 
the underbrush.  This caused those he was approaching to clear away, and soon there was a path 
to the wooden table. 

And then came the deafening roar of the ship’s engines passing overhead, and the wind 
from its wake tumbling people aside.  All the natives cowered in fear at this.  It was Lancaster’s 
only chance.  He snatched the Idol of Haniz from the shaman’s hands, his jacket from the hands 
of one of his captors, and shouted at Raiden, “Run!”  With that, the two men dashed into the 
woods and did not stop, no matter what got in their way. 

The natives took several seconds to recover, and when they did, they chased after with 
every weapon they could carry. 

Lancaster and Raiden heard the whooping noises following as they hurried through the 
woods.  They realized a little too late that they were running in the wrong direction, and a few 
moments later they realized what direction they had gone when the jungle ended and the rope 
bridge appeared before them.  It was a couple hundred meters of open terrain over which the 
natives could shoot them with arrows.  But they had little choice. 

“Hurry!” Lancaster shouted, directing Raiden onto the bridge.  Raiden followed his order 
and rushed across the wooden planks.  Lancaster followed, reaching into the pockets of his jacket 
as he went. 

“This is a terrible escape route!” Raiden shouted. 
“Don’t worry!  I’ve got an idea!” Lancaster shouted as he pulled a small, plastic rod out 

of his pocket.  He snapped the rod and threw it back on the planks behind him.  As he did, he 
spotted the natives appearing at the edge of the woods. 

“What are you doing?” Raiden asked.  As the words came out of his mouth, he could see 
what it was.  A gas exploded from the rod which then ate away the wood and the rope. 

“Destroying the bridge behind us!” Lancaster shouted.  “Hang on!” 
“That’s not helping!” Raiden shouted as both men grasped the rope.  They felt the 

wooden planks drop below them while the entire bridge snapped from its anchor behind them. 
The natives watched the bridge swing toward the opposite cliff, and they heard the men 

scream as they clung to it for dear life.  And then a large metal bird with flames emerging from 
its rear swooped down beneath the men on the bridge.  One of the men grabbed the other, and 
they slid down onto the metal beast which slowed for them.  They landed on top, so far away 
from the natives that not even the greatest arrow warrior could sling a missile far enough to hit 
them.  And then the most amazing thing of all happened, they opened up a hole in the giant bird, 
and climbed inside. 
 
  



 

 
 
  



Chapter 
Two 

 
An Abundance 

of Leads 
 
Mika stared into the eyes of the Idol of Haniz, which stared menacingly back at her.  Its 
expression and the glow in its eye sockets gave the ominous feel that it would do something to 
whomever dared to hold it, but Mika had shaken off her fear in order to force herself into getting 
a better look. 

Lancaster was pacing around her office like a caged tiger.  He had already had plenty of 
time to look over the artifact, and he was always uncomfortable sitting and waiting for research.  
It was why he was never able to settle down to a more stable job at an educational center such as 
Saberaux University.  It’s also what made him a valuable asset, and an annoying pest, especially 
to a woman who had once been married to him. 

He was presently commenting on every archaeological piece she had on her walls, 
particularly the new ones that had come in since the last time he had stalled long enough to 
browse.  Some had been there when she gave him the assignment to find the Havaka idol, but he 
had not remained long enough to look.  Now, having to wait for an answer, he considered how 
they fit into his current investigations. 

“I’d like to focus on the relic at hand, please,” Mika said sharply, attempting to end 
Lancaster’s distractive questions and comments. 

Lancaster stopped, his face dropping like a hurt puppy.  Mika knew the look, which was 
why she did not turn to him.  It was the same reason she did not comment on the fact that he had 
shaved and straightened himself up to look nicer when he came to visit; she didn’t want to 
encourage him.  Neither did she want to kick him out after he had just arrived bearing an 
important artifact.  She allowed him to carry on stumbling around her office, talking under his 
breath as he probed her shelves of artifacts as though he was exploring an ancient ruin. 

The obvious excitement about the piece Lancaster had just brought back was the 
perpetual energy that ran through it, recharging itself as it went along.  However, there was also 
something about the look of the relic; perhaps the design, or its hue. 

Lancaster interrupted her thought process again saying, “The glow in the eyes got 
brighter when the shield turned off.  It’s like it sucked all the energy into itself.” 

Mika began to shush Lancaster, but when it registered to her that this was new 
information, she continued the “shh” into “shield?” 

“Oh.  Big-ticket note,” he said.  “Be careful not to turn its shield back on again.  I don’t 
know how it turns on, but I was only able to turn it off with that Devil’s Totem.” 

“Yes, speaking of that, where is it?” she asked. 
Lancaster shrank, his face turning red. 
“You lost it…” 
“I didn’t have time…” 
“You were supposed to just use it to unlock your way in…” 



“I had to plug it into the ground…” 
“And it couldn’t come out?” 
“It kept the shield off.  Then the doors started closing, I had to run…” 
“Did you twist it?” 
“What?” 
“Remember?  I told you to twist it counter-clockwise once you entered it into its socket.” 
Lancaster was silent. 
“You didn’t twist it.” 
Lancaster’s muscles tensed as he gestured his hands in explanation, “The shield went 

down!  I figured it had done its job…” 
“So it’s gone.”  Mika’s last statement stabbed Lancaster where it hurt.  He suddenly felt 

like he had returned empty-handed.  In truth, Mika had done it in hopes that this would keep him 
quiet long enough for her to get a good look at the idol so she could ask questions before he left.  
They may have been divorced for three years, but she knew how to handle him. 

Lancaster busied himself by looking over the artifacts on her shelves again.  As she lost 
herself in the metallic design, he could be heard shuffling about, still mumbling to himself.  Soon 
she became aware of a clunking sound, and she looked up in time to see him taking the liberty of 
moving the relics around. 

“What are you doing?” Mika asked. 
“You had them organized by region rather than by race.” 
“This isn’t by race.  You put a Zeborno in with a Cerritac,” she scolded. 
“That’s actually a Raginor.  You’ve been mixing the two up.  But that’s beside the point.  

I’m placing them by relevance.  How they’re connected.  Which ones lead to the others.”  He 
stopped, looking at her glaring, judgmental face.  He tried to explain, “This is how we can cipher 
more about them.” 

Mika took in a deep breath as she went back to her newest item of interest, “Just don’t 
break anything.” 

Lancaster nodded like a boy who’d just been given permission to play with his toys, and 
he went back to organizing them. 

Mika was close to finishing her initial examination when Lancaster interrupted again.  
“This would all be easier if I could find the Constellation Crest.” 

“Do you still believe it exists?” Mika asked without turning her eyes away from her 
research. 

“I credit it existed,” Lancaster said, emphasizing the past tense portion of the word.  “I 
suppose someone could have destroyed it, registering that if anyone found it, they could unlock 
many of the secrets they didn’t want anyone to aprend.”  He paused a moment while looking 
over some more items on the shelves.  Then he continued, “It’s like this string of items.  Each of 
them connects to something the Milak Shivar were onto.  A pair or more are Sigueran, but they 
all tell the same story.  And this current piece is part of the same story, I wager.  I’ve never even 
seen this piece, but I’m willing to bet my plastic it can help explain elements of that idol.” 

Mika at last pulled her head away from the idol to look at what Lancaster was holding; 
and as she did, she caught her breath.  It was a small, circular weapon rack intended to hold 
dagger sized blades.  In the center, sharp wings rose out followed by crashing waves.  Of all the 
items on her shelves, she thought, why did he have to choose that one? 

Lancaster either ignored or did not notice Mika’s expression.  He just commented on its 
properties.  “You can feel the tingling of electricity vibrating from it,” he said.  “Is it the residual 



of some element they discovered?  Is it part of…” 
Lancaster pointed at the idol in Mika’s hand, but she interrupted him.  “It’s nothing, 

Lancaster.  We’ve tested that piece, and…” 
“It can’t be nothing.  This has got to be more than 100 million years old, and it still 

exudes some kind of energy…” 
Mika was shaking her head dismissively.  Lancaster held the piece out for her.  “Here, 

feel it.” 
She waved her hand, refusing it.  Lancaster grabbed the hand and placed the object in it.  

Touching the piece, she immediately felt the vibration from it, just as she felt the feelings she 
once had for the hand holding hers.  She sucked in her emotions and fears.  “I know how it feels, 
Lan!” she snapped.  “It’s just…” 

“I know you’re wanting me to go locate relics to fill the school’s museum,” Lancaster 
said.  “But this could be something genuinely important.  A constantly self-sustaining form of 
power…” 

“Yes, that’s why we sent you to aprend the Havaka idol.  But that’s just this one…” 
“If the elements in these artifacts match, as well as their construction times, graviton 

properties, etc., we might be able to trace these to their source and locate something of far greater 
power than anything you can put on your shelves.” 

Mika turned her gaze from the object in her hands to Lancaster’s earnest gaze.  That look 
of passionate obsession was what had brought them together and torn them apart.  He would not 
let this go, no matter what she said to the contrary.  “I’ll have our research department compare 
them.” 

Lancaster smiled and let go.  “Good.  You might do analysis on that whole row as well.  I 
sense a trail that’ll lead to something big…” 

“I said I’ll do it,” Mika said testily.  Then, after a moment, she added, “Your usual room 
in Carlyle Dorm is set up for you.  I’ll keep you on the sixty about the analysis.” 

“All right,” Lancaster said, not wanting to push Mika any further.  “I’d like to hold off 
hithering into the field again until we cipher this.” 

Mika nodded.  “I’ll let you know,” she said. 
 
The skies were turning orange and gray and the shadows of the university buildings were 

growing long when Lancaster exited the front door of Reineke Hall, the school’s archaeology 
department.  He barely noticed his surroundings, however, as he was deep in thought about the 
relics he had just seen, and the possibilities of where they may lead. 

Lancaster had run through a couple possibilities when it registered with him that he had 
heard the door to Reineke Hall open and close again after he had left.  This was unusual for two 
reasons.  First, classes in the building were done for the day.  Everything had been empty when 
he had entered, and most lights were out.  As usual, Mika’s office was one of the only ones still 
occupied.  What caught his attention even more, however, was the sound of the door closing.  It 
did not crash shut the way it usually did when someone left and let it swing behind them.  It 
closed delicately, the way it does when someone doesn’t want the sound to carry. 

Lancaster interrupted his thoughts to take a look over his shoulder.  He made out the 
shape of a person about fifty yards behind him.  The shadow of the building they were near 
obscured the person’s features, but they were walking at exactly Lancaster’s speed.  Lancaster 
knew there was little to be concerned about, but the situation seemed suspicious nevertheless. 

When he turned left to stay on course for his building, he hoped the individual would 



disappear from his rear and it would all be just a paranoid memory.  But the silhouetted figure 
made the same turn, and seemed closer, though it was not hurrying. 

Lancaster weaved around several more buildings, trying not to hurry and look like a fool.  
They were not alone.  The school’s semester was ongoing and students were about, though most 
were tucked away in dorms or in labs doing their work.  He could easily ask for help or simply 
confront his stalker, but at the moment he would just look delusional. 

Instead, Lancaster made his way to the music department.  There were stairs here that led 
to a catwalk overlooking a small courtyard with entrances from all sides.  He hurried up these 
steps and peered down from the safety of a shadowed corner.  Seconds later, the figure emerged 
from the opening through which Lancaster had entered.  It appeared to be a young man wearing a 
long trench coat with an attached hood that he wore over his head.  Lancaster could make out the 
portions of the boy’s face that stuck out the front, like his hawkish nose, his uni-brow, and his 
low chin. 

The figure slowed, but did not stop.  His head turned slightly, as though glancing 
curiously, but did not search.  He crossed underneath and disappeared through the opposite 
passage. 

Lancaster felt strange about the whole ordeal.  Something was telling him he was blowing 
this all out of proportion, but he could not deny suspicious elements of what was happening.  
And so he did not let it go.  He knew that one of the doors in the music department always 
remained open, and after several lockers, the passage emerged onto a fire exit on the other side.  
He used this lane and stopped at the opposite door, spying on the trench coated figure as it made 
its way across the campus toward some buildings across the way.  When the person was almost 
there, Lancaster emerged from the building and hurried down the stairs. 

By the time he was on the ground, the figure had disappeared behind the building.  
Lancaster sprinted across the field, but did not follow the individual around the corner.  He went 
to the front door of the building.  This was one of the dorms and was therefore always open.  He 
knew there were front and rear entrances, and he took advantage of the rear.  When he emerged 
on the other side, he saw the figure disappearing between two other buildings, part of the same 
dorm complex, across a short field. 

Lancaster made his way to the opposite side, using one of the buildings for cover.  A few 
students noticed him, and gave him strange looks before going back to what they were doing.  
When Lancaster got to the other side, he peeked into the alleyway between dorms to see the 
figure emerging out the opposite end.  The thin space between buildings was dark enough that it 
obscured Lancaster while he stood in it, so he slipped into the short alley and watched. 

The figure moved across a couple walkways to the next section of buildings, the 
fraternities and sororities.  He opened the door to the first building and walked inside. 

Lancaster waited a few minutes to make sure the boy did not emerge.  After he was 
satisfied with the length of time, Lancaster stepped out and made his way to the fraternity 
building just across from the one the boy had entered.  There he could get a look at it. 

The building the boy had chosen was the most unique and off the beaten path of the 
fraternities.  A road which rolled up the opposite end stopped before it reached his house, and no 
sidewalk connected it to the others.  Large trees engulfed the building, and a black, wrought iron 
fence segregated it.  There wasn’t even a name on the front door, which was made of carved 
bronze.  The wood that formed the house was of a solid, expensive build, and it appeared new, or 
at least well kept.  The grass in the small yard was a vibrant green and every blade was shaved to 
an exact size.  The whole property stood out from the haphazard frat houses of the neighborhood. 



Lancaster waited a moment to see if anyone would emerge from the building.  When they 
did not, he backed away, then headed toward Carlyle to unpack enough belongings for a short 
stay. 
 

* * * 
 

Little Jack always set a certain amount aside for fresh clothing.  He wanted to dress 
sharply, especially on his one evening out.  This run had been a bit more profitable, and so he got 
an entirely new suit; one whose edges were so tight they looked like they could cut someone.  He 
went to a tailor he knew would stay open late for him while Lancaster was speaking with his ex-
wife.  Once he was fitted, Little Jack strolled down the town’s main drag, O Street in the 
Floodwater District. 

Saberaux’s Bursar’s office had sent the payment directly to Lancaster and Little Jack’s 
accounts so they would have money for the evening.  That was sometimes all the time they had 
between expeditions, so Little Jack had insisted they be able to use their financial gain to make 
their stay more enjoyable.  The two always made certain to spend their time separately while on 
leave since they were in close quarters all the time while they were in space.  The last thing they 
wanted to do was hit the town together. 

It was the beginning of the weekend, and the students were touring the clubs and bars, 
spilling out into the balconies and streets.  It was typically an annoyance to Little Jack, but 
tonight he had more patience.  He and Lancaster had been in deep space or on worlds with only 
animals and ancient skeletons so much of the time that other noises came as a sort of symphony 
for him.  He strolled as close to the center of the walkway as he could, each step taken at the beat 
of the crowd around him, as though they were the drums to his private song. 

At length he entered a bar and took a seat on the third floor balcony overlooking the 
growing downtown party.  Here, the noises were muted and the waves of the bodies flowed like a 
river.  The more Little Jack drank, the more they melded into patterns of shapes and colors.  His 
own sense of departure from them wavered between superiority and loneliness.  He had never fit 
in with these crowds, not even when he was their age.  College had been when those with the 
proper social skills and the better looks had joined the ranks of the corporate elite, and those like 
himself had drifted into a sea of criminals and spies.  There had seemed like no other options 
aside from subjects that led to no future. 

Over the years, Little Jack had seen many of those college contemporaries climb the 
corporate ladders to become leaders.  He had witnessed them swear fidelity to one another while 
at the same time sending him to stab one another in the back through thievery, sabotage, or even 
assassination.  The friendships he saw growing below him now would be tomorrow’s news of 
scandalous betrayal pulled off by those living in the shadows. 

Little Jack’s own acquaintances had faded in and out of his life, depending on the jobs he 
was working.  More than two decades of risk had provided him a different sort of education; one 
that gave him a more realistic view of how the galaxy worked.  However, he had no surviving 
friends or even much to show for it except for the ship in which he slept alone. 

Only Lancaster had seemed to break the mold of being a corporate hack on one side of 
the law or the other.  He had found that third option that had always eluded Little Jack; and 
though they were always drifting, they were free of the system that the crowds below Little Jack 
were preparing to join. 

 



Lancaster also made certain to go out to the Floodwater District.  The simple energy of 
the university town made him feel as alive as when he was chased by a beast in the jungle, and 
frightened him in equal measure.  He was also prepared for the possibility of meeting the right 
member of the opposite sex.  He had already removed his old wedding ring and stored it securely 
in one of his jacket pockets.  Even though he wore it while traveling as a comfort, he never let 
Mika know he still had it.  He didn’t want her to think he was continuing to hold onto hope.  He 
wanted her to know that he had accepted they were business associates and nothing more. 

That meant that while he was at the bar and a conversation struck up with Nikki, he had 
nothing to hide.  Nikki was a grad student studying personnel relations.  She expected to get 
work in the human resources department at some corporation after she graduated.  Lancaster was 
closer to her professors’ ages, but he let himself get carried away in the flirtations they shared 
and the money from his ex-wife’s job went toward paying the tab. 

Like many youths from the university Lancaster had met, she was impressed with what 
he did and wanted to hear more.  He could see their eyes glazing over when he tried to go into 
detail about the lost alien species, or the connections between their ruins, or even the relics he 
found unless they were shiny and made of a precious metal that fit well on jewelry, so he often 
veered the conversation back to the dangers he faced.  These tales shifted naturally to 5-sense 
holoflicks which immersed the viewers entirely into their stories; at least those who had never 
experienced those sorts of events for themselves.  Lancaster tried to explain the differences 
between the entertainment and the real experiences, and he found himself struggling with the 
descriptions. 

Out of the blue, Nikki brought up one of her favorite movies; one that had been released 
the previous year and had been a sleeper hit.  Once the word got out about how thrilling it was, 
audiences, 20 somethings especially, had rushed to the theater and returned several times to 
relive the experience.  Lancaster winced.  The serenity from his buzz faded quickly to a look of 
confused alarm.  “You aren’t talking about Fatherland,” he asked, almost begging for her to say 
no. 

“Of course I am!” she said laughing, slapping him on the arm. 
Lancaster shook his head slightly, hoping it was his state of mind that was causing him to 

hear things.  This woman should be smarter than that; at least he wanted to give her that benefit 
of the doubt. 

Nikki saw the shift in his demeanor, and she straightened her back, prepared to get 
defensive, but still speaking in a playful tone.  “It’s a great movie!” she said, almost begging him 
to just agree with her so they could continue the fun they were having. 

Lancaster was sobering as quickly as the disdainful look on his face was building.  “It’s 
so… So damned inaccurate!” he said. 

“Ugh,” Nikki said, rolling her eyes as though her parents had just told her to take out the 
trash.  “So what?  It’s just a movie.” 

“Just a… The hero of the movie in real life murdered millions of people!” 
“So?” 
“So…” Lancaster cut himself off.  He had been ready to blast out into a litany of 

expletives.  He slowed down, and found one point to go on.  No longer joking or flirting, he said 
very seriously, “Don’t you think the memories of the people he murdered deserve better?” 

“That happened more than 300 years ago,” Nikki said.  “Let it go.  This is a movie to 
have fun at, and I did.  Three times!” 

“You saw it again?” 



“Yeah!  That time he does the flip on the motorcycle and takes three guys’ heads off is 
amazing.” 

“The people he was killing were part of the group the real man killed in actual life!” 
Lancaster insisted, now having no problem with raising his voice.  Nikki was beginning to look 
around to see who could hear.  “How could you support a movie that heroizes a mass murderer?” 

“Who cares what happened so long ago?” she said, now raising her voice to the same 
level as Lancaster’s; all the charm and joy gone from her eyes.  “It’s not important now!  It’s just 
a fun movie!” 

“No one like that should ever be heroized,” Lancaster said.  The chill between them 
became as palpable as the ensuing silence.  “Tell me you didn’t cheer for him like I heard people 
were doing in the theater,” he finally said, as though speaking with someone he’s known a long 
time in whom he’s now deeply disappointed. 

Nikki snatched up her purse and said curtly, “I’m leaving.”  And then, as a parting blow 
as she walked away, she said, “And I cheered with all my friends, every time.  Go Adolf Hitler!”  
She raised her hand in the air with a Nazi salute.  Several other young men in the bar who saw 
her raised their hands in the same salute and shouted “Sieghile!” then laughed with her as she 
stumbled over to some of them and shared her glowing smile and flirting face with them. 

Lancaster’s breath was heavy as he tried to calm his fuming.  The movie had made a hero 
out of a madman; and worse than that, portrayed him and his Nazi party as justified in their 
murders.  All the bad guys in the film had been stereotypes of Jews who had brought pain and 
misery to their “Fatherland” which could only be saved by the “Ubermensch.”  He and others 
who were concerned about history had tried to explain to people that just because something 
happened a long time ago does not mean it should be disregarded and portrayed so 
disrespectfully.  Victims, no matter how many years in the past, deserved better than that, even if 
it was “just a movie.”  Their protests had only made the movie more popular as teens rebelled 
against authority figures to go see it.  Now people were viewing Adolph Hitler as an action hero 
all in the name of entertainment. 

Lancaster went back to the dorm alone that night fighting with himself over whether he 
should have let it go rather than speak up. Saying what he did had changed nothing, and only 
caused the woman to connect with other misguided souls.  But could he live with himself not 
speaking up?  This last voice in his head came in the form of Mika’s.  She always spoke reason 
into his mind whenever he regretted not doing the wrong thing to get ahead.  It was true he felt 
pride in it, but he was also always barely scraping by as a result. 

Lancaster noticed that his hand was rubbing up against the jacket pocket with his ring.  
His fingers were caressing over it.  He quickly stopped.  Those days were done, too.  Mika could 
not handle being married to someone perpetually planet hopping, and he couldn’t blame her.  
They were business partners now, and friendship and trust were re-growing, so he needed to let 
that happen and take care not to mess it up. 
 

* * * 
 

It wasn’t yet daylight when Lancaster’s fön blurted.  It beeped several times as Lancaster 
shook out of his haze in the darkness.  He was usually quick to wake and be on his feet, but 
residuals of the drinks from the night before remained in his system making the task of waking 
much harder.  It had silenced and begun to ding again when Lancaster’s hand found the fön and 
picked it up. 



Mika’s voice on the other end was hurried and frightened.  “I’m sorry to wake you so 
early, Lan.  Fes, there’s nothing you can do now, but I thought you should know…” 

“Wait, slow down.  What’s passing?” Lancaster asked, his voice direct evidence of his 
activities the night before. 

Mika paused a moment, then asked, “Are you alone?” 
“What?  Yeah, yeah,” Lancaster said, looking around to make sure there was nothing that 

had happened he had forgotten. 
Mika sounded relieved as she said, “Good, good.  You can go back to sleep, but I wanted 

you to know so it wasn’t a surprise…” 
“What passed?” Lancaster persisted. 
Mika sighed and answered in a half-embarrassed voice, “I was robbed.” 
“What?” Lancaster asked, springing to his feet. 
“That’s what I was concerned about.  Look, it’s past now, and I’m re-organizing my 

place…” 
“What happened to your place?” 
“They stole a few things and knocked some relics over…” Mika still sounded 

embarrassed to be admitting all this. 
“Are you nove?” 
“I’m fine.  They didn’t come into the bedroom, but I think they were also trying to scare 

me…” 
“I’m jonding over…” 
“No, you don’t need to do that.  I just wanted you to know that one of the things they 

stole was the idol you brought yesterday.” 
“The idol?” 
“Yes, I brought it home to examine, and it was on my living room table…” 
“I’m not coming to your place.” 
“Good.  You can just go back to sleep…” 
“I know who stole it…” 
“No… Lancaster, don’t get involved…” 
“I’m hailing Little Jack…” 
“Don’t call your partner.  I’ve already alerted Saberaux Police, and they’ll…” 
“They don’t know what I do.”  By now Lancaster already had his Talki on and calling 

Little Jack, who answered with the same grogginess Lancaster had, but in a lower and less 
forgiving tone. 

“Wait.  What could you know…” Mika tried to ask. 
“Little Jack.  Get clothes on.  We’re heading to fraternity row.” 
“I’m not going to a party,” Little Jack responded. 
Mika protested, telling Lancaster not to go anywhere.  Lancaster didn’t listen to her.  

Instead he gave instructions to Little Jack to go to the house where he had seen the student who 
had followed him.  Mika then continued protesting, but Lancaster said, “We’ll get that back to 
you,” and he disconnected. 

 
Little Jack and Lancaster arrived at the large, mysterious house at almost the exact same 

time.  Lancaster was a little earlier due to his urgency to get revenge for violating Mika’s privacy.  
He didn’t want to simply get the idol back, he wanted to put some fear into these punks so they 
would know never to do it again.  That was the reason for bringing along his partner, a man 



whose looks were not as intimidating as his demeanor and skills. 
The building was dark, though sunlight was beginning to peek over the horizon and cast a 

faint glow on the aphotic walls.  The windows were tinted, denying them a view of inside, 
promoting Lancaster’s suspicions even more.  Lancaster began shouting at the students as they 
hopped up the steps onto the patio.  He ordered those inside to open the door, but Little Jack 
provided them little opportunity.  He removed his pistol Munin from its holster, switched its 
setting to exacto, and shot the latch.  The door began to drift, and Lancaster kicked it open. 

They stepped in to see the cleanest college house, let alone the cleanest fraternity house 
on a weekend, he’d ever seen in his life.  The furniture was neatly placed, the walls and floor 
were spotless; there were even linens on the tables with coasters beneath the few glasses that 
were left out.  There were few colors at all, no vibrant ones, and everything matched as though 
an interior decorator had built the place.  The sheer shock of such an unblemished men’s college 
room stopped Lancaster faster than any person ever could. 

The bare chested occupants of the house hurried out of their rooms, frightened looks on 
their faces elevating as they spotted Little Jack’s gun.  What Lancaster had come for disappeared 
momentarily from his mind as his eyes searched the boys, then the house itself.  They stopped on 
some possible evidence.  Sitting inside a glass armoire sat a number of items, including several 
ancient ones.  One that captured Lancaster’s eye was an antique cup with an alien calendar 
carved into it.  He suspected it was from the Yenhot.  But none of the relics were the idol; he 
wasn’t even sure if any were alien in nature, but students rarely showed interest in relics or 
artifacts unless they were archaeology or anthropology students. 

Lancaster turned his reddening face toward the growing body of students in the hallway.  
“Where is it?”  A pause followed with a few students shrugging their shoulders in confusion.  
“Where is the idol!” Lancaster bellowed as he marched at them. 

There was a mass of confusion.  Each of the young men wanted to give the intruder what 
he wanted, but they all had different ideas of what he meant by the idol.  They directed him to a 
number of relics they had scattered throughout the house.  Most were factory made, Lancaster 
could tell the instant he saw them.  Others were real, but hardly museum pieces.  Most 
importantly, the students seemed genuinely confused as to what he meant. 

However, there was one student who was not hustling to please Lancaster.  He stood up 
straight and defiant in the hall.  He had taken his time to come out of his room and was fully 
dressed in formal wear just short of a suit.  His calm eyes taunted Lancaster, ridiculing him, 
judging him.  His long nose pointed mockingly at him.  It was the student who had followed 
Lancaster the night before. 

Lancaster stepped by the others who were desperately trying to appease him and b-lined 
toward his stalker, who did not flinch.  He was ten feet away from the young man when a 
familiar voice called to him from the doorway.  “Lancaster, halt this!” 

Lancaster turned to see Mika at the front door, horrified and furious.  “The idol’s here 
somewhere, Mika.” 

“No, it’s not, Lan…” 
“I know who can get it…” Lancaster turned back around and the defiant one was gone.  

He had left quickly and would probably be easy to find, but Mika interrupted. 
“No… It’s not,” she said.  Something in the way she said no told Lancaster that she knew 

more than she had told him.  He turned to her again and threw a questioning glance at his ex-
wife.  “Come back to my place and I’ll explain all and the novas.”  She turned on Little Jack who 
was between them standing straight, looking at neither, and said firmly, “Both of you.” 



 
Mika promised the boys at the fraternity that she would make sure their door was fixed, 

along with anything else that might have been broken.  She further promised to assure higher 
grades if they didn’t file a complaint.  It had happened early enough in the morning that no 
witnesses had called the authorities, and with any luck it would end there, but only time would 
tell. 

On the way to Mika’s place, Lancaster tried to explain why he suspected the strange frat 
house, and why he still believed the Idol of Haniz was there.  He described the suspicious 
encounter with the student stalker, and that same student’s appearance and disappearance at the 
house.  Mika said little other than it was all a mistake; and she assured him she would explain it 
all when they reached her house.  Despite the fact that Lancaster and Little Jack had been the 
ones to burst into the building, Mika was the one who looked guilty with her head hung low and 
shoulders slumped.  At length, Lancaster felt bad for her and stopped trying to explain himself. 

Mika’s living room was messed up a little bit.  A few items were pushed to the floor, but 
Lancaster could tell immediately that the pieces that were broken had no value.  He began to 
piece together the fact that the school’s security personnel would not know that.  “Wait here,” 
Mika said, and she continued into her bedroom.  She emerged with a Photvid frame, but did not 
reveal what was on it.  She opened her mouth to start talking, then halted and turned to Little 
Jack.  “This might bore you.” 

Though his eyes were perpetually behind frosted glasses, they could both tell that he 
rolled his eyes and he stepped past Mika to her couch.  There he dropped down onto it, tossed her 
throw blanket over himself, and quickly fell asleep. 

Mika was still hesitant to speak, so she nodded her head to the kitchen and she and 
Lancaster left the living room, closing the door behind them. 

“You going to stab me?” Lancaster said, smirking. 
Mika shook her head silently and looked down at the Photvid frame.  “Okay, I don’t 

know any easier way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it.  I remarried.” 
Lancaster’s breath flew out of him as surely as though he had fallen on his back or been 

hit in the lungs.  This was not only an emotionally tough thing to swallow, but it was out of the 
blue.  He had been waiting for an explanation of the idol, not this.  “Is that him?” he asked, 
pointing at the Photvid. 

Mika turned it around, nodding.  Photographs and video streamed in a random loop of a 
tall, dark, handsome man whose only flaw appeared to be that he was slightly overweight.  Even 
that appeared to be loose skin over formerly large muscles which had probably been there when 
Mika married him.  Hundreds of thoughts and emotions coursed through Lancaster’s mind in a 
short time.  After they had divorced there had been only two years before they met again and 
started working together.  Mika had lived an entire life in those two short years.  She had 
instantly become a different person. 

Then Lancaster noticed something peculiar.  She was holding the frame with both hands, 
yet he saw no ring.  And thinking back, he had not seen a ring on her fingers any time in the past 
year they had been working together.  And besides, where would he be all this time?  Lancaster 
didn’t know which question to ask her first. 

She interpreted the confusion on his face as one thing.  “You’re wondering what he has to 
do with the idol.” 

Lancaster just nodded, dumbfounded.  That was a good enough question with which to 
start. 



She explained, “Once you pointed out several elements of the idol, it began to sound 
familiar to me.  I brought it here and began comparing it to notes Teo had taken… That’s Teo.” 
She pointed at the Photvid. 

“I surmed,” Lancaster said. 
“He didn’t have many notes here, but there were enough to piece it together.”  She put 

down the frame with a large sigh and said, “You’re on the same trail he was.” 
There was a long silence in the room as Lancaster waited for more, and there wasn’t any.  

“So where are his notes?” he finally said excitedly.  “This will help us lead to even more!” 
Mika rolled her eyes in annoyance and raised her hands as though surrendering.  “You 

two are just the same.  You’re just impossible!” 
“Look, if it’s uncomfortable for us to meet, you can give us each our information…” 
“I can’t do that, Lancaster.  You know why?  Because he’s dead!  Or missing, officially.  

He disappeared hithering on this trail.  Following the leads you want to take now!”  Mika turned 
from him, holding her head.  If Lancaster wasn’t so lost in his thoughts, he’d probably notice she 
was ready to cry. 

“Well,” Lancaster began, “maybe I can find out what happened to him.” 
Mika’s hands fell to the table in frustration.  Lancaster, knowing she was angry, stopped 

talking, but looked at her obliviously.  Then he asked at last, “Mika, what happened to the idol?” 
Mika’s face scrunched up in hurt and annoyance.  She marched over to a cupboard, 

opened it, and reached deep into a hidden space around a corner inside.  She yanked out the idol, 
accidentally pulling out a glass along the way.  She disregarded the cup shattering on the floor 
and tossed the idol to Lancaster. 

“Here it is!  Your little puzzle piece.  Go out and get killed searching for your trinkets and 
toys!  I’m not going to stop you.”  Mika sat down at the table, her back half turned to Lancaster, 
her face toward the wall so he couldn’t see her tears dropping out of her eyes. 

After a few moments of silence so dense one could hear the air moving through the 
house, Lancaster’s footfalls came closer and his rough hand delicately yet firmly grabbed her 
shoulder.  “Was he good to you?” he asked. 

Mika hesitated before nodding her head.  “He was a lot like you, actually; only ready to 
settle down in one spot.  He was doing research at the university, then said he had decided to 
stay; that he was finished hithering all over the cosmos, so…” Lancaster handed her a paper 
towel to wipe her nose.  “Thanks,” she said, then continued.  “What is wrong with me, 
Lancaster?  Why do I attach to men that can’t stay still?” 

“Because we’re rugged and exciting?” Lancaster quipped, sitting next to her but still 
holding her shoulder. 

Mika smiled and shook her head.  “I’ll take just reliable and settled.” 
They looked one another in the eyes, a moment that would be romantic if not for the 

realism neither could avoid; the truth that Lancaster would never be satisfied at a desk in a 
building.  But apparently, neither could Teo, and Lancaster didn’t know how to feel about that.  
The two sat quietly for a long while, both knowing what the other was thinking without 
speaking.  They each knew Mika would give Lancaster the notes that she had, the leads Teo had 
been following, and the information that would take him to the next step, beginning his journey 
to finding the secret behind the stolen idol of the Milak Shivar.  But for now the former couple 
sat in silence as the light faded up through the dawn dew on the window and the smells of 
morning mists filled the stillness of the growing day. 
 
  



 

 
 
  



Chapter 
Three 

 
The Collector’s Shop 

 
The relic shop smelled its most musty in the morning when Shalin first arrived at work.  
Customers had not yet brought in their own olfactory influences, and the dust still hung idly in 
the diffused air.  Shalin sometimes delayed turning on the open sign, instead breathing in this 
valuable alone time. 

Today he got little of that.  A few short minutes after arriving, the bells over the door 
chimed as it swung open then closed.  Shalin had barely arranged everything for the day and had 
not yet gotten to the open sign.  He considered telling the customers to come back, but decided to 
let them stay and he took his place behind the counter. 

There were three of them.  Two wandered the shelves of ancient alien items while one 
hovered near the front counter.  They wore all black.  The two at the shelves bore long coats and 
tall hats.  The one near the counter was bald and wore a complex monocle with dials on its sides 
and straps that went around his head that made it look like an eyepatch.  He also wore an unusual 
ring made of a rare metal Shalin recognized as kelite; an alloy as sturdy and strong as diamonds. 

Shalin wished him good morning, and the bald man smiled in response.  Shalin kept a 
watchful eye on all three.  There was something off about them.  The two at the shelves looked 
more like they were taking inventory than shopping.  The bald one had the appearance of 
judgment on his face as his eyes scanned over some items near the counter.  He adjusted the 
monocle a couple times, focusing on some of the more valuable relics. 

“You have an interest in Raginor items?” Shalin asked, trying to get a better reading of 
the man. 

He did not answer, though the side of his mouth rose slightly, almost patronizingly.  
Shalin decided to give him space and let him have his time to look over the items he was clearly 
interested in.  It grew incredibly silent without Shalin’s voice.  There were occasional taps on the 
wooden floor as the hard boots of the other two patrons stepped through the shop, and outside he 
heard some movement.  It sounded like someone was doing repair work to one of the nearby 
storefronts.  Shalin considered the idea of setting up Vibrons in the roof to play music. 

The man with the monocle broke the silence.  “This one is Zeborno.”  Shalin leaned 
forward, both startled by the sudden speech, and curious what the man was looking at.  The bald 
man’s face was bemused, like he was glancing over the earliest attempts of a child at a school 
project.  “You have a Zeborno item in among these Raginor ones.” 

Normally willing to take advice on his collections, Shalin did not appreciate the arrogant 
tone of this man.  Besides, it was too early in the morning to take insults, so he snapped back, 
“These are organized by xeno-archaeologists from the Universalis Arcanum.  I deem they know 
what they’re doing.” 

The man looked deliberately back at the store keeper.  He was the type of person who 
moved efficiently, never wasting a bit of energy on a useless action.  And when he set his sights 
on someone or something, he stopped completely, studying whatever he was looking at.  He still 
wore the tiny bemused smile on one side of his face, though the rest of it appeared deadly 



serious.  He stared for a moment, saying nothing, then turned and walked away to one of the 
shelves. 

Shalin breathed out a silent breath of relief and hoped the man would keep his back 
turned to him.  With any luck, they would leave soon and Shalin could take a moment before 
officially opening.  He still had not turned on the sign. 

The man broke the silence again, saying, “You have quite a collection.  Sigueran, Delni, 
Zeborno, Cerritac…” He stepped toward the counter, considering, his head perfectly level.  
“Havaka?” 

“Online only,” Shalin responded. 
The bells of the door tolled.  Two more shapes came in, but Shalin was scared to take his 

eyes off the hairless man whose one absorbed eye dug deep into him.  “And you got them from 
the Universalis Arcanum,” the man said. 

“They categorize them,” Shalin said.  Then he heard himself explaining more, despite 
himself.  “Usually they come in through one of their archaeologists.  Sometimes it’s an outside 
party.  Are you figuring to sell?” 

The man’s gaze didn’t leave Shalin’s eyes, though he shook his head ever so slightly.  
With a scanty chuckle he said, “No.  We are not selling any possessions.”  The bells at the door 
tolled again, but Shalin could not take his eyes away.  The man was at the counter, practically in 
his face.  “But I would like to know about this.”  The man held up an item made of coral 
obsidian.  It was hard to tell exactly what its original purpose was; perhaps a scepter or a piece of 
a crown.  But Shalin was selling it for the same purpose of most things in his store, as a 
decoration. 

“That’s Milak Shivar,” Shalin said. 
“Yes,” said the man.  “From the city of Farichtugh before it was conquered by the 

Havaka.”  He said the name of the city not only as though he spoke another language perfectly, 
but as though he spoke with a different form of mouth altogether.  Shalin tensed with excitement 
as the bald stranger talked about these alien races.  He was clearly obsessed with the subject.  
Shalin began to hope this would turn into a large sale. 

“That’s exactly where they got it,” Shalin said.  “I can’t pronounce it like you can, but the 
gent who brought it, he said it came from ruins under the city of Fadye… FadyeUponChevas.” 

The man brightened with recognition.  “Of the Sirius System.” 
“No.  No, the Kamika System.” 
“Ahhhhh.”  The monocoled man sounded like he was relieving himself.  “Thank you.”  

He placed the item on the table.  Shalin’s first sale of the day.  But then the man removed 
something from a compartment on his belt.  He pointed it at the Milak Shivar item, and sprayed 
an acidic liquid on it. 

“What are you doing?” Shalin exclaimed, wanting to grab it and save the ancient item, 
but not wanting his hands to be destroyed.  “That’s got to be ten million years old!” 

“A hundred million,” the bald man said haughtily.  “And now it turns to dust, where it 
belongs.”  The acid ran its course and ate away some of the board on which the item had sat. 

“My counter!  You’re going to pay for my property!” 
Two of the people who had entered the store while they were speaking moved behind the 

desk and grabbed Shalin as the one with the monocle spoke.  “This is not your store anymore.  
We have taken the liberty of altering your signage.  Your online listings have been deleted, and 
your records have been purged, as have your employees.  It is as though neither your store, nor 
any of you ever existed.” 



Shalin would scream, but they had already placed a device in his mouth that kept it wide 
while suppressing any sounds he could make.  Struggling against their grip, Shalin tried to break 
free of the grasp of the two behind him.  He watched helplessly as the half dozen others in the 
store, all dressed in long black coats and tall hats, went about their pre-designed duties.  One 
locked the door, others poured their acids on the relics, and still others cleared the shelves and 
began placing linens on them and hung signs that labeled each section. 

“New employees will be taking your place… employees who know better than to mess in 
the dark arts of alien artifacts.”  The man stopped, looked Shalin straight in the eyes, and 
explained as though answering a question.  “You see, those who came before us… are gone.  The 
universe has a plan, and its plan for them was extinction.”  He pressed his thumb against the ring 
on his finger as he continued to clarify, “We must protect our future by disposing of the past, and 
you have been spreading the seeds of this heresy for far too long.  Our job is to protect the public 
from miscreants like you by undoing the reckless damage you have done.” 

The bald man held up the hand with the ring, as though to strike Shalin.  He brought it 
down quickly, but missed by more than a foot.  However, Shalin felt a sting at his neck.  It was 
ongoing and sharp.  He felt a warm liquid flow onto his chest, and suddenly he realized he could 
not breathe.  He tried to pull his hands to his neck, but they were held to the sides by the people 
next to him.  He squirmed, trying desperately to figure out what was happening.  His head began 
to shake and he convulsed as his brain tried to receive air.  The room grew foggy and his head 
flapped helplessly until it fell forward.  One of the other customers in black rushed forward with 
a bowl they had brought with them, placing it on his chest, gathering up the blood.  These 
murderers thought of everything, from the throat cutting to the disposal.  Shalin felt his body 
heave, and then, oblivion. 

 
Alpha 25 pressed the button on his ring and the monowhip reeled back up into the ring.  

The invisible weapon was his favorite.  It was clean, required no wiping, (and indeed could not 
be wiped as it would slice through anything that tried to touch it), and efficiently dispensed with 
any enemy before him.  It could even cut through the strongest of metals.  Made of a single line 
of molecules, the weapon sliced through the very fabric of matter.  Best yet, no one would steal it 
as the weapon required extensive training and talent to wield.  Most who attempted to learn 
wound up taking off one of their own limbs, or killing themselves. 

The monowhip was as secret a weapon as his organization, the Dark Agents.  Determined 
to wipe out all evidence of alien civilizations, they were also experts at covering their own 
tracks.  The delta and gamma agents were already well underway changing the appearance of the 
store.  The delivery of towels, bedsheets, and every other type of linen and fabric moved in from 
the back while the former owner’s body was wrapped in plastic and carried to the delivery truck.  
One of the agents behind the front counter removed her black coat and hat, already dressed in the 
uniform of the new store.  Her bright and cheery smile would win over customers who were 
confused by the sudden change in ownership. 

The large collection of relics and artifacts were also taken to the truck in the back and 
loaded up.  They made certain to remove everything from the basement as well, and all the 
private items the store keeper had kept in his office along with all records the store had ever 
existed.  It all went into the truck which would be driven to a remote location and incinerated. 

In place of everything was a sterile cleanliness the building had never seen.  That putrid 
odor of old junk was sprayed away with perfumes and incense that was then offered for sale in 
the shop, which in turn would join the gathering collection of stores that financed the cult’s 



activities. 
Within 30 minutes, the store was entirely transformed and reopened.  The agents 

removed themselves in an orderly, discreet fashion, and disappeared, leaving no trace of 
themselves, or what they had removed from the universe. 
 
  



 

 
 
  



Chapter 
Four 

 
The Insanity Twins 

 
The Insanity Twins were already in a passionate embrace when they crashed through the hotel 
door.  Their lips were locked, and Carres’s legs were wrapped around Eddie’s torso.  He kicked 
the door shut behind him and threw her on the bed, following a moment later.  They were both 
covered in the jewelry they had just stolen. 

Pulling off a heist always turned them on; and it was infinitely more exciting when they 
did it in person.  Bank heists, or any robbery involving just money, was mostly done online 
through the Galaganet, (with the exception of sneaking into homes to discover passwords and the 
like).  They performed these heists through jacking their minds into Virtua, and navigating their 
consciousness to the financial sites where they drained the accounts.  It was still a thrill, but 
never as satisfying as it was in the real world. 

Today, Eddie had not even waited to get clear of the location.  He had grabbed Carres at 
the doorway, and in full view of the public and the authorities that had come to get them, he had 
pulled her to him and kissed her deeply before making good their escape.  They were famous for 
their relationship, and for their daring raids; sometimes for little gain.  It was clear to the public 
that this romantic couple performed their crimes for the adventure of it all.  Their underworld 
name had come from an anonymous writer on the newswires.  It had actually been Carres giving 
them a label.  She had chosen the word ‘twins’ not because they were related, but because they 
were so much alike.  “We need to build our brand like everyone else,” she had said, and quoted 
from her education in business growth. 

Ever since the fall of Unterorg, the corporate spy organization they had both belonged to, 
she had put this education to use for their lives.  She believed that by applying the same 
techniques that corporations did to their criminal enterprise, they could become their own CEOs, 
or even barons in charge of a corporate empire.  She had created a five year plan for them, setting 
goals to attain, and reaching each one in turn.  They had begun with companies, stealing the 
payrolls or rerouting shipments to be sold to competition for a tidy sum.  Moving up to 
corporations, Carres included advertising by getting them on several most wanted lists and 
making sure their best crimes were reported. 

They used pass codes of former clients they had served while at Unterorg to maneuver 
their way into businesses.  Through these, they made their way up the corporate ladders until 
they were raiding executive bonuses. 

By the time they had made it to corporate empires, the Insanity Twins had employees; all 
of whom arrived for the job and left wealthy.  None turned on them, because the profit they made 
on private stashes of the richest people in the galaxy exceeded any bribe they could receive 
elsewhere. 

Carres and Eddie always blew their money as quickly as they got it.  They lived large 
between jobs, staying in the fanciest hotels in the best resorts; sometimes the same ones in which 
their victims were staying.  No one knew their real faces, as the ones they wore on jobs were 
plastic surgeon masks, and the resorts were used to protecting the identities of any of their 



guests.  They were, in fact, safer hiding under the noses of those they robbed than in the farthest 
reaches of human colonial space. 

That’s why it came as such a surprise for them when their clothes were halfway off and 
Carres noticed a small shape sitting in the corner with wide, glossed over glasses covering its 
face.  What they noticed first was the gun in his hand.  Without a moment of thought, Eddie 
reached for the holster he still wore and the gun that should have been there.  But it wasn’t.  He 
knew instantly the drop was on him.  He had already thrown Carres’s weapons off her before 
they got to the bed.  He looked at her now expecting it to be their last moments alive.  “This is it 
for us, Baby,” he said.  She grabbed him and pulled her lips to his, and they waited to be blasted 
to smithereens. 

“Will you halt the dramatics?” said the intruder. 
Eddie and Carres let go of each other and turned their heads in surprise, Carres shouting 

out, “Little Jack?” 
Little Jack pulled out a second gun, the one that was supposed to be in Eddie’s holster.  

“You were expecting this in your pocket?” he asked.  It perfectly matched the other gun he had 
been wielding, and the names matched as well; Hugin and Munin.  Little Jack had had them 
crafted together, even engraved to be a pair.  Hugin had disappeared when Unterorg fell apart, 
and he had refused to replace it until it was found.  “You two strike a fine pose together in all 
your pictures.  By good fate you still had my gun out during one of the robberies.” 

“How did you cipher it was us?” Carres asked.  “Our masks…” 
“I know your methods.  And they’ve done you well.” 
“Are you gonna kill us?” Eddie asked, rather hoping Little Jack would get on with it if he 

was going to do something.  He was already bored. 
“Not as long as you’re useful to me,” Little Jack said. 
He allowed a silence.  Nothing intimidated Eddie more than having to wait.  Carres knew 

this, so she tried to move things along by asking, “How can we help?” 
Little Jack slowly turned his frosted over glasses to her, then said, “I have a partner.  We 

need to break into a building.  No one can do that better than you.” 
“You got in here,” Carres said. 
“All one needs to get past you two is to wait until you’re pasted to each other.  Chances 

be I could break into the building I want to get inside, but I know you two can do it.  And if 
worse comes to worst, you can serve as a distraction.” 

“What do we get out of it?” Eddie asked. 
Little Jack leaned forward with the gun trained on him; Hugin.  Munin was on Carres.  

He did this just to remind Eddie of the current situation.  Little Jack had no intention of forcing 
him to help by gunpoint; that would be inefficient.  “It’s a Valentino Corporate headquarters; part 
of the Navarus Barony.  From inside you can get access to their empire’s treasury.  While we’re 
doing what we need to do, you can do what you do.” 

“And what exactly will you be doing?” Eddie asked. 
“That’s my concern,” Little Jack answered. 
“We’re going to need to know how secure our backs are,” Carres insisted. 
“We’re searching for information on a dead man’s computer,” Little Jack said.  “Leads to 

some ancient alien thing my partner needs.  You wouldn’t want it.  No money in it.” 
“Then why do you want it?” Eddie asked. 
“Like I said, my concern,” Little Jack insisted.  “You want a piece of this?” 
Eddie and Carres, both still on the bed, looked at each other.  They shrugged, and both 



said, “Yeah,” and Carres asked where it was. 
“FadyeUponChevas, in the Kamika system.” 

 
  



 

 
 
  



Chapter 
Five 

 
Heist and the 

Darkness 
 
Mika had collected all of Teo’s research and showed it to Lancaster.  In the form of computer 
files, messages, paper files, and even some artifacts; Teo had been putting together a collection 
of information about the Milak Shivar.  More specifically, he was gathering clues for the location 
of the lost city of Quel.  Quel was important because it was a hub that led to many other 
important Milak Shivar locations; and as a capitol, it held a great deal of secrets.  Little of 
substance was known of the city because the leaders did their best to shroud its existence from 
their growing number of enemies: the Havaka, the Siguerans, and the other races with which this 
violent species made war.  If indeed no other race had found this city, citizens of the Milak 
Shivar may still be there; making it more of a lost planet than a lost city. 

Teo had promised Mika that his adventuring days were over.  He was settling down to 
teach and live with her at the university.  But no sooner had they returned from their honeymoon 
than he was talking with a friend of his, Ewan Verick, a former traveling partner.  He had 
contacted Teo through worm mail claiming to have found evidence of the lost city.  Verick had 
also promised his wife he would settle into a quiet life of routine.  He had gotten a job at a 
financial company within the Valentino Corporate fold.  It had a lot of promise and plenty of 
room for growth; but when he inadvertently came upon evidence of the alien city, he couldn’t 
help himself. 

Neither could Teo, it appeared.  He began swapping information and doing secret 
research all behind Mika’s back.  It was as though he was having an affair.  Mika almost wished 
it had been.  When she caught him gathering information in the school’s research library, she 
confronted him with his secret dealings.  He confessed and told her that he was going to visit 
Verick.  He assured her it would be brief and he would contact her on a regular basis. 

Wounded, Mika nevertheless did not stand in his way.  Teo took his findings and went to 
visit his friend.  True to his word, he did send back routine transmissions, but then they stopped, 
and there was no word as to where he had gone.  She was unable to reach Ewan Verick either.  
The corporation first claimed all contact information was privileged, then they denied having 
ever employed or housed him. 

Mika showed the research to Lancaster.  He even found a few of the similarities that 
Mika had eluded to; in particular his propensity to write things on paper rather than commit them 
to a computer or a Pad.  Among the research Lancaster found a reference to the Idol of Haniz he 
had recovered recently.  As he suspected, it would open up a power source when placed on the 
correct location.  He just needed to find it, and Lancaster assumed it would be in the lost city of 
Quel. 

Teo had illustrated what the city might look like based on his research, and from cryptic 
clues Verick had sent him.  It was different from Milak Shivar ruins Lancaster had seen in the 
past, but it had several similarities.  The ground looked damp and covered with exotic plant life.  



Dozens of small buildings huddled around a few rivers that converged into a small lake before 
dropping over the edge of a shallow cliff where another lake was formed.  A few tall towers 
hovered over everything.  Teo had drawn them with intricate, web designs surrounding a solid 
trunk.  These designs would appear more like the Siguerans, except for the upward turned spikes 
on buildings that were common among the Milak Shivar. 

Some of his research even went back to the time when it was two entities, the Milak and 
the Shivar; the overland and the aquatic species.  Though they had originally evolved in two 
completely different environments, they were biologically compatible, and at some point they 
had melded together into one society.  This curious combination had baffled scientists for many 
reasons.  First, there was the obvious conundrum of how they had connected.  The Milak had 
evidently developed space travel and gone to the Shivar home world where the newly sentient 
species had developed enough lung power to leave the water for short periods of time.  Like 
sailors who discovered a land of mermaids, the Milak had combined with them and created a 
hybrid species that could live both above and under water.  The merger was further confounding, 
however, because the combined Milak Shivar later became very xenophobic and warlike, a trait 
one would not expect from a species that itself had grown out of the combination of two races at 
peace. 

Many of Teo’s notes explored these questions, and suggested that some of the answers 
were within Verick’s research, and could be found at the lost city.  As such, he had to go visit his 
friend to see the rest of the information Verick had in his computer files at work. 

Though Teo had not remained true to his promise to avoid leaving on an adventure, he 
had kept his promise in relation to sending messages.  Mika spared Lancaster from the majority 
of them.  He didn’t need to hear the affectionate correspondence of her relationship in a life after 
Lancaster.  But Teo’s last few transmissions could have clues to what had happened; clues that 
could lead Lancaster to his goal.  Teo had sent a message telling Mika that they were on to a 
major discovery, and would be taking a look at just one more planet, then he would be coming 
home.  It sounded like he had discovered the lost city and was on his way to it, though he never 
overtly said this was the case.  He also did not give the planet’s location, but he did give the 
location of the file inside the computer network at Verick’s work, which he had hidden away so 
no one at the office would see what he was doing. 

Mika had rolled her eyes at this.  “Just like him.  Doesn’t tell me where he’s heading, but 
tells me about a file with all the information that I can’t get to!”  She had been about to turn it off 
when Lancaster stopped her, saying there might be something that he could go on.  She had tried 
to stop it anyway, but he blocked her. 

The final communication was broken up and filled with crackling and fuzz.  Lancaster 
could just make out certain words:  “This… for Mika… to meet her… from the heart… below… 
you are… always with me.” 

Lancaster had suddenly regretted not letting Mika turn it off.  It was one of the terms of 
endearment from which she had been trying to protect him.  He had shrunk back, but then got his 
mind working on the task at hand.  They needed to get into that file hidden inside the Adho 
Company databanks. 

He needed someone skilled at subterfuge.  Luckily, his partner was a former member of 
the underworld, and Lancaster believed he could get them in.  Little Jack did not trust himself 
with a task this large, which is why he turned to the Insanity Twins. 

When they saw the size of the score and what Little Jack had to go off of, they were in.  
Many companies would not be worth the effort; after all, Eddie and Carres had moved on to 



corporations and baronies.  But Adho was well-established within the financial sector of 
Valentino Corporation.  Their accounts would be bulging, and they should have all sorts of data 
that could help with clandestine attacks against Valentino, and even their barony network, 
Navarus.  It was like entering the back door of a major operation. 

Little Jack also had a way to get in, Verick’s worm mail communications.  He had 
inadvertently sent information that criminal masterminds such as the Insanity Twins could use to 
backtrack into the overall system.  They could not do it from any computer, but if they got inside 
the city limits where Verick had worked, they could do it. 

And so Little Jack and Lancaster flew two wanted criminals into the city of Fadye Upon 
Chevas.  They followed the Insanity Twins’ instructions, allowing them to be in charge of each 
move, as long as it fell within their budget.  Mika had approved further funding for Lancaster’s 
expeditions through Saberaux University, as long as he did it within reason and showed results.  
She didn’t want any red flags that told the university staff that a pair of thieves was in charge of 
the hunt. 

This task became difficult when the first place the Insanity Twins wanted to go was the 
nicest hotel in the city.  Lancaster was baffled as to why they would even want to go somewhere 
so conspicuous.  Carres explained that the best place to hide was where no one would think to 
look.  “After all,” she said with a sarcastic smile, “the upper class never committed crimes.  They 
don’t need the money.” 

When Lancaster saw the price of a room, he nixed the plan, saying that it would already 
run them way over their budget.  Eddie tried to convince him to do it anyway, claiming that he 
had to spend money to make money, and Lancaster began to believe this was all a scam.  He 
began even to suspect Little Jack. 

Sensing the rising pressure and aware that the deal may fall through, Carres offered to 
pay.  She made arrangements for a room in the middle of the building nearest their mark. 

Seeing the arrangements, Little Jack said wryly, “I’m surprised you didn’t get the 
honeymoon suite.” 

“We need room to work our way up for the Princess-Zilla routine,” Carres explained. 
“I’m afeared to ask,” Lancaster said, sighing.  Little Jack knew it was the name of a 

scam, or routine as they used to always refer to them at Unterorg, but he had never heard of this 
one. 

Once they arrived at the hotel, they got to see for themselves.  Eddie, Lancaster, and 
Little Jack were to act as Carres’s servants.  While checking in, Carres dropped a few names of 
important people in the Navarus corporate empire, and other people the staff would want to 
impress, slip into conversation.  Eddie pretended to get messages from these people that he 
passed along to her, and Carres refused them in order to give the impression that she was above 
their level.  She played the role perfectly, sauntering like royalty, moving like she owned the 
place, or soon would.  It helped that she was dressed to the nines in the fanciest of royal garb, 
and even had her face painted in oranges, reds, and whites, the colors of the Navarus Barony.  
Jewelry the couple had stolen from various planets hung from everywhere it could.  Her dress 
had a train that Lancaster and Little Jack had to attend to, her headdress had a veil that added 
mystery, and her midriff was exposed enough to cause the male associates to not ask any more 
questions. 

All this had a magnetic effect in getting the staff to fall over one another to assist them, 
which she granted until they got to the room, at which point Carres allowed no one but “her own 
staff” to accompany her.  Once in their room Eddie got quickly to work setting out small 



blemishes throughout.  Carres hurried to the bathroom and smeared her makeup just enough to 
look like she’d been crying, but in no way to affect her good looks. 

When they both had created their façade, they nodded to one another the sign they were 
ready, and Carres worked herself into a tizzy.  Eddie motioned for Lancaster and Little Jack to go 
back into the persona of servants as Carres called the front desk wailing and upset.  Hotel staff 
was at her room in no time, but she insisted on seeing the manager; and not any manager, but the 
top executive at the hotel, whom she demanded by name. 

When the manager arrived at the room, Carres showed him the blotches Eddie had made, 
but claimed they had been there when she arrived.  Of course she did not go near the stains, 
relying instead on her servants to reveal them to the manager.  They were so small neither 
Lancaster nor Little Jack expected the executive to take the matter seriously.  But much to their 
surprise, he apologized profusely, promising another room for her, one that had no such 
embarrassing imperfections.  He called for his staff to prepare the nicest room in the hotel, and to 
check it over to be certain it was spotless on pain of firing if they missed anything. 

Recovering from her ordeal, Carres feigned pulling herself together.  She turned her 
watery eyes to the pleading face of the executive, and smiled with relief.  She looked deeply, 
seductively into his eyes, allowing him to be her savior.  Their pupils were locked like this for a 
moment; just long enough for her bionic eye to scan his retina and capture all the information 
inside it.  Once it was done, she pulled away heartlessly and said over her cold shoulder, “Yes, 
see that it is done.  That will be all, Mr. Raimunt.” 

Taken aback, the hotel executive bowed slightly, and backed hurriedly out of the room. 
Within 15 minutes, the group was accompanied into their new room, one with a wide 

window that faced the Adho building.  It was better than either of the Insanity Twins had 
planned, and as soon as the door was shut behind them, Eddie had Carres in a tight embrace, 
kissing her face, her neck, smearing her makeup and getting it all over his hands and face, 
releasing his adrenaline in his passion. 

Lancaster just shook.  He could handle running through the jungle being chased by 
ravenous creatures, but social anxieties were too much, and his fear that they would be found out 
by the hotel staff had shook him at his core. 

He focused his energies on the matter at hand, looking out the window at the building 
they would be trying to break into, and the space they’d have to cover to get to it.  A series of 
interconnected rivers below zigzagged through communities of low level buildings spread across 
a valley.  Several miles to the south, the rivers turned to rapids as the land dropped lower into a 
second valley where poorer buildings huddled closer together.  Social classes here seemed 
measured in height, as the nicest buildings were the tall towers that sprouted out of the city in the 
upper valley like beanstalks.  These all had company logos on them, each one belonging to the 
Valentino Corporation.  Their hotel numbered among these buildings, and it included residences 
of the very rich on the top and bottom floors.  Lancaster didn’t know exactly how high up he 
was; he would lose count trying to determine by the Adho building a half kilometer ahead of 
them, but he could see incoming ships that were in a holding pattern flying just above the 
buildings’ roofs, and they weren’t too far from the top floor. 

Little Jack broke the near silence by saying, “Get a room, you two.” 
Carres and Eddie parted like two suction cups being pulled apart, laughing.  “That went 

gorgeously,” Eddie said. 
“We got the room you really wanted,” Lancaster said accusingly.  “Now, can we get to 

the job?” 



“This is part of the job, Mate,” Eddie said, not letting his jovial smile be taken away.  
“Step one is complete.” 

“Yes, I see the room,” Lancaster said sarcastically. 
“Not just the room,” Eddie said.  “Though you are welcome for that grand view of the 

target.  That’ll make getting there easier.  But also the key to the city!” 
Carres was unpacking their computer terminals and dramatically opened the screens with 

several mechanisms attached to the tops.  She waved her hands at them like an assistant on a 
game show revealing the prize if they win. 

“Um, we brought those in,” Little Jack said, still confused by the new scheme. 
“Yes, but how do we get into a system?” Eddie asked. 
Little Jack considered, then said, “Finger print, voice analyzer, retinal scan, DN…” 
He stopped as Eddie pointed at him like a carnival barker.  “Give that man a prize!” 
Little Jack stalled, taken aback.  He looked at Carres, “You disked his retina 

information.” 
Carres nodded her head enthusiastically as she prepared the hacking programs on the 

computers.  Little Jack now recognized one of the mechanisms at the top as a retina scanner.  The 
key was the image she had gotten of the manager’s eye. 

“Now you can get into the hotel,” Lancaster said.  “But in case you’ve forgotten, we’re 
trying to get into that building.”  He pointed behind him at the Adho tower. 

“Never forgot that, Mate,” Eddie said, beginning to lose his patience.  “Getting access to 
the hotel is the first skip to getting access over there.” 

Carres could see a feud bubbling between Lancaster’s ongoing confusion and Eddie’s 
dwindling tolerance, so she explained, “Every building in a city is on its corporate network…” 

“Unless more than one corp runs the town…” Eddie interjected. 
“Right,” Carres said.  “This one is run by Valentino Corporation.  So the trick is to get 

into the corporate network, then drop into the different businesses around town.  I already 
checked on the Galaganet, and this one is blocked out by a retina scan…” 

“Which can be unlocked by any top executive of the lower companies,” Little Jack 
finished. 

Carres winked and pointed at him. 
Lancaster was slowly catching up, and his face was showing where he was in the process 

of figuring it out.  At last he said, “So you’re going to get through on the computer?” 
“I’m going to get as far as I can,” Carres said, tapping a few points on the screen.  She 

then opened her eye wide to the retinal scanner and held it there.  A small, satisfying beep 
sounded, and she said, “We’re in.” 

Everyone sighed a quiet cheer.  Carres pulled back her hair to reveal a metal plate with a 
computer jack.  She plugged in a small remote device, then covered it again and sat down on the 
bed.  Eddie took her spot at the computer while Carres made herself comfortable, reclining back.  
“You ready, Babe?” Eddie asked. 

Carres nodded.  Eddie pressed a key on the board, and another couple points on the 
screen.  Something seemed to go into Carres’s head as she gasped in a deep breath, then slowly 
relaxed her body, her eyes half shut.  “She’s in Virtua,” Eddie explained. 

Eddie could watch Carres’s progress through the monitor, seeing through her eyes or 
watching her chosen icon jump into the winds of the corporate intranet.  Dots of light passed by, 
and occasionally another icon could be seen traveling from one company’s server to the next.  
Carres kept her distance, but tried not to look like she was.  She also tried to make it look like 



she knew where she was going.  The geography of the companies within the net was not 
necessarily the same or anything like the buildings that housed them. 

Lancaster, still not certain he was keeping up with all the technical aspects of what was 
going on, turned to the window and stared out at the city.  There was something familiar about it 
all.  Little Jack, meanwhile, just sat down in a chair and watched a local show on the insides of 
his glasses. 

 
About an hour later, Carres took in a deep breath and sat up, opening her eyes.  She was 

back.  Eddie sat on the bed with her and helped Carres remove the remote.  Lancaster and Little 
Jack stepped up to get the verdict.  “It’s like I surmed,” she said.  “I can affect basic systems over 
there, but I can’t get deep into their databanks.  So I can help you get into the building and 
support you from this end.  But you’ll have to get inside to do all the searching yourselves.” 

“Right,” Eddie said with all the formality of a sergeant preparing his soldiers for war.  
“We’ll move at five hours after sunset.  Carres and…”  He pointed at Lancaster.  “You.” 

“Lancaster.” 
“Whatever.  You two will run the computers from here.  Little Jack and I will fly over.  

Baby, you open up everything we need to get in and we’ll make our ways to consoles that’ll get 
us what we need.  We’ll get our money, you disk your info.  Carres opens it back up and we 
thruster out of there.” 

Lancaster started to raise a point, but Little Jack interrupted him.  “How do we get over 
there?” 

Eddie yanked out a glider suit and large shoes. 
“If we glide, we’ll land in a lower floor,” Little Jack said.  Then he turned to Carres who 

got a layout of the building.  “Will that work?” 
She shook her head, and Eddie lifted the shoes, saying, “That’s what these are for!”  He 

then showed how they worked.  There were small thrusters in them.  They weren’t strong enough 
to lift a person very far, but when someone was in flight, it gave them the boost they needed to 
stay level or rise up slightly.  They were the perfect complement to glider suits. 

Lancaster tried to bring up a point again but was interrupted by Carres talking to him.  
“You can watch the progress through Little Jack’s glasses and send him whatever information he 
needs.  He can send the information he steals from inside back to here.” 

“Yes, but I should go,” Lancaster said, finally getting a word in edgewise. 
Eddie shook his head.  “I’m not having a greenbelly I don’t trust as my back eyes.” 
Lancaster stammered, trying to find an argument that would work against Eddie. 
Little Jack cut in, “I wouldn’t be your back eyes, Eddie.  Once we’re inside, we’re doing 

our own jobs.  And Lancaster knows what he’s looking for a tril better than I do.  Besides…” he 
stepped up near Eddie and pulled out the other glider suit, “this is way too big for me.” 

Eddie blushed at the last statement.  He hadn’t taken Little Jack’s size into account.  He 
was probably better with the computer anyway, and that would ultimately be more important.  
“Okay,” he said with a disgusted look on his face.  “You’re with me, and Little Jack is on 
overwatch.  Let’s hit some hey so we’re ready when it’s time.” 

 
Clumps of light from communities of the city that were still open drifted below.  The 

outlying areas had gone mostly dark save for the occasional dots.   The city was slumbering, and 
Lancaster and Eddie were making their way across to the Adho building in their glider suits.  
Little Jack and Carres monitored them from the safety of their hotel room where they had closed 



the windows behind the flyers. 
Carres was plugged in to her computer.  Having a direct neurological connection made 

her faster and more effective.  She used it to connect first through the hotel using the retina scan 
she had acquired, then to make her way into the Adho systems.  Carres now had control over 
their basic operations; she had not taken the risk of going too deeply into their systems for fear 
she might be discovered.  What Eddie was going over to steal in person, she could never get 
remotely.  So Carres took hold of the building’s fire safety functions. 

Little Jack was keeping a closer eye on the men’s altitude.  There was a specific point at 
which they would need to fly in, and they were drifting below it.  “Little up,” he said so 
nonchalantly that Eddie didn’t register what he said until he saw Lancaster engage the small 
thrusters in his shoes and bolt upward.  Eddie did the same, and they boosted above their target, 
then drifted back down into it, dropping again too low until Little Jack said, “Up again,” and they 
positioned themselves just right. 

They were coming in on two large windows of a conference room.  The acrylic was thick 
and the blinds were closed.  They would form a crack at most if they hit it full force.  But Carres 
had already made preparations for opening both.  She had even tested it to make sure everything 
worked.  However, it clearly sent a message to the security guards as they had made their way 
over to the conference room when she did it.  So Carres would only be able to open the window 
and blinds for a short time, just long enough for the two to fly in, at which point they would need 
to quickly find hiding places. 

A couple hundred yards away, Eddie called out, “All right, open up.” 
“You want me to open up, Baby?” Carres asked in a sigh. 
“Yeah, Baby.  I’m ready for you.” 
“You want I should open up for you?” 
“Open wide, Baby!  I’m coming in!” 
Lancaster turned his head to Eddie in disbelief.  Little Jack just tilted his eyes to Carres 

annoyed.  He would tell them to get a room again, but they already had. 
Eddie was all grins.  Carres was breathing hard, her head tilted back, biting her lip and 

beginning to moan.  “Okay, I’m opening wide for you.” 
“Here I come, Baby!” 
The wall was quickly approaching, and Lancaster wondered if he should swing his feet 

around and thrust away, but he knew there wasn’t time.  And in an instant, the window opened 
and the blinds flew up.  The two men tumbled inside, and the two elements shut behind them. 

Carres fell back in the chair panting, seemingly exhausted.  “You want a smoke?” Little 
Jack asked sarcastically. 

“I’m good,” Carres said, and she got back to work.  She could not see the guards in real 
time; they had systems attached to them that checked in every minute which she was reading.  
They had initially reacted to an alert about the window, but, apparently when they learned it was 
the same one as before, they reported it as a malfunction for the day crew to fix and went on.  
They would not register Lancaster or Eddie for the same reason Carres could not see the guards 
when they entered that sector of the building, she had set a loop into the security systems so it 
would see the moments just before the two men entered over and over again. 

Lancaster and Eddie came out of hiding and made their way to the exit of the conference 
room.  They found themselves in a typical office setup, with the executive rooms along the 
periphery of a catwalk overlooking a maze of cubicles below so managers could watch over the 
common workers.  Lancaster was dizzy staring at the winding gray dividers.  It looked like a 



labyrinth from which there was no escape. 
Eddie took it as just another reminder of why he did what he did.  He asked Carres which 

rooms they should go in, and two doors opened; one to a vice president’s room, another to a 
lower executive’s room.  Eddie grinned and headed toward the larger room.  “That one’s mine.  
Let’s get what we came for, Mate.”  Eddie disappeared into his room, the door closing behind 
him, and Lancaster stepped into his more cautiously, looking around as he did. 

Lancaster’s mind had gotten lost in thought about employment at a place like this.  Most 
people lived their lives knowing little more than 10 to 12 hour days in these places.  It was what 
one did when they grew up, and Lancaster realized he had been little more than a child exploring 
the backyard woods his whole life.  People in these lives were settled, and he wondered when he 
would grow up enough in his mind to be able to do that as well. 

Little Jack’s voice snapped Lancaster out of his daydreaming.  The monitor was rising 
out of the desk bathing the dark room in its faint glow.  A keyboard formed out of the metal on 
the desk, and several light-buttons appeared around it.  “You’re going to head to a file network 
called Archive Studies,” Little Jack said.  “From there you should be able to make your search.  
I’ll keep my eyes around from here.” 

Lancaster pulled his leather-bound book out of his jacket pocket and paged through to his 
notes about Verick.  There he found the instructions on where the information should be stored.  
It was like a treasure map for a virtual world; only this was a world Lancaster was slow to 
navigate.  Each opened folder, each network passage, and every data cluster revealed a wide 
range of choices; enough to give Lancaster vertigo.  He couldn’t imagine how Little Jack, half 
immersed inside Virtua, and Carres, fully immersed in it, could handle the nausea. 

Lancaster ran his hand over the desk and the cursor on the monitor followed his lead, 
opening passageways that led through the labyrinth of data.  Little Jack sent him suggestions on 
how to quicken his search while he continued to keep watch for security programs that might 
find what they were doing.  Early in the process he spotted what he first thought was movement, 
but he discounted it as a glitch, figuring if a security system had gotten that close, an alarm 
would have gone off already, so he continued a vigilant watch. 

Carres was doing the same, though her watch also included the human guards inside the 
building.  She wished they were robots; she could have messed with their programming.  Even if 
they weren’t plugged into the network, there were remote options.  More and more businesses 
had figured this out recently, and gone back to using human guards that couldn’t be 
reprogrammed and responded to threats of their families.  As such, they were being checked in 
by their belt remotes every minute.  Their patrol followed the same path, going in a predictable 
pattern and speed.  It slowed slightly with each round, and often near vending machines or water 
fountains.  They had approximately 25 minutes at present speed. 

Carres was splitting this activity with watching for network anti-spyware and helping 
Eddie navigate through the security systems into the inner nexus.  Once inside he could syphon 
funds through the crisscrossing web Carres had created to their accounts, or gather intel they 
could use to break in later. 

He had enough time, but that got cut short suddenly when the blip of the security guards 
checked them in closer to the wing where Eddie and Lancaster were working.  They had doubled 
back.  She opened a channel to everyone telling them the guards were returning.  “Get hidden.  
Under a desk, in the closet.  Doesn’t matter, just hurry your shaft!” she demanded. 

Both men wiped their hands across the desks over yellow dots that denoted the monitors 
and jumped under the desks.  There they remained, as still as their anxious bodies could hold, 



neither able to communicate with the other.  Even Carres went silent, and they felt completely 
alone. 

They heard the swish of the automatic door opening and the footsteps of the guards.  
They were in the divider section below; not at an angle where either man could see the intruders. 

But then Lancaster could hear the unmistakable clinking of footsteps on a metallic 
stairway.  A moment later he heard Carres’ voice whisper, “One of them coming up.”  He felt his 
heart pounding against his chest so hard it seemed like it was making a noise the guard could 
hear.  Eddie was well armed, but Lancaster had little in his arsenal of pockets he could use as a 
weapon.  And he knew Eddie would not be coming to his rescue if something happened.  
Lancaster suddenly wished he was back in the jungle being hunted by natives. 

Lancaster curled up into as small a space as possible, careful not to hit his head against 
the top nor any limb against the sides.  He could now hear the footsteps along the catwalk 
coming closer, closer still.  He tried to come up with an alibi, some excuse to at least keep them 
from shooting on sight.  His room was before Eddie’s. 

Luckily the light was off in the office, which worked as a double blessing.  It brought no 
attention to where he was, and it allowed him to see the progress of the guard as a spotlight 
danced across the room.  It was scanning quickly enough that Lancaster could tell the guard was 
not looking very hard, and soon it passed.  He breathed out with relief, but then held his breath 
again, waiting for the guard to pass Eddie’s room.  He heard steps taken, a few words pass 
between the guards calling out to each other, and the whispered information from Carres. 

And after what seemed like an eternity, the guard passed Eddie’s room.  Lancaster could 
hear snippets of the guards talking, and he made out that one of them thought they heard 
something, and the other said it was probably a bird hitting the window again.  They had taken a 
look and would continue on, and Lancaster determined to make less sound, even if it took more 
time. 

After he heard the familiar sound of the door swishing shut, Lancaster waited.  He 
continued to wait even after hearing Eddie roll out of his hiding place.  Lancaster wanted to give 
the guards plenty of time to get further away.  Hearing their voices reminded Lancaster that they 
were merely employees at their jobs, and even if he had a weapon with which to defend himself, 
he wouldn’t want to use it on them; and he didn’t want Eddie to either. 

So Lancaster came out only after hearing Carres say that their signatures checked in far 
down the corridor.  He wiped his hand across the yellow light and the monitor faded on.  It 
flickered briefly, an anomaly not typical of higher end computers, but Lancaster was in too much 
of a hurry to concern himself with anything but his goal.  He scanned the documents, following 
the path left by Teo directly to Verick’s hidden cache.  It was indeed buried deeply within the 
bowels of the company’s network, and he occasionally needed Little Jack’s help navigating once 
again. 

As they made their way through the computerized maze, they could hear that Eddie and 
Carres found their target and were setting up their link.  Carres again was gasping with 
innuendos about Eddie filling her with data, and Eddie was playing along with grunts of, “Yeah, 
I’m gonna give it to you, Baby.  Here it comes.”  Both Lancaster and Little Jack sighed with 
annoyance.  “Did you really have to put up with…” Lancaster started. 

“You have no idea,” Little Jack interrupted. 
“How did Unterorg get anything done?” Lancaster whispered. 
“You do coget it’s a former organization, right?” Little Jack asked. 
They continued along their virtual path, Little Jack traveling visually through the neon 



corridors of the intranet world.  The walls, though opaque, glistened with faint 1s and 0s that 
were decoded when Little Jack looked at them and utilized the programming in his glasses.  It 
was because of this he located the secret entrance for which Lancaster was searching.  Verick had 
mapped a subsection behind a project file, and Lancaster was searching for its name.  In 
decoding the glistening numbers on the door, Little Jack could see this file name encoded within 
it.  He opened it in his partial Virtua, and the icon appeared on Lancaster’s monitor.  Lancaster 
tapped it, being certain to use the back of his finger so as not to leave a print, and the hidden data 
appeared in the form of several folders. 

Only one of them had been listed in Verick’s notes, but Lancaster knew all of them had to 
do with his discoveries.  Lancaster had a bigger interest in one of the side files; something about 
the layout of the lost city.  There was nothing in the file name necessarily that caught Lancaster’s 
attention so much as it sparked a thought in his mind.  He opened it and… 

“Oh fes!” Carres exclaimed.  “The guards have checked in one stop away from you guys.  
Hide!” 

They had all lost track of time, and now Lancaster could hear the two voices chatting just 
outside the door.  He could also hear Eddie over his headset shutting down his monitor and 
jumping under the desk.  But Lancaster was onto something.  He didn’t want to lose his train of 
thought and forget where he was.  He also feared having to escape and lose what he just found.  
He was so close! 

Much to the horror of Carres, Lancaster did not drop what he was doing.  He tapped the 
file and looked inside.  Now both Carres and Little Jack were ordering Lancaster to hide.  He 
heard them, but he had to see this.  He tore out the earpiece with one hand and waved his other 
hand over the desk.  The footsteps reached the doorway below, and the familiar swish followed.  
Lancaster found what he was searching for and tapped the screen to continue. 

Little Jack and Carres were calling out suppressed and half-panicked screams now, urging 
Lancaster to go under the desk, but he only heard their tiny voices from the earpiece on the floor.  
His eyes scanned over the information.  He got what he wanted.  As footsteps touched the metal 
stairs, he swiped the monitor light and leaped below the desk, clasping the chirping earpiece 
tightly between his hands. 

The glow disappeared just in time for the guard’s head to pop up over the edge of the 
catwalk.  Lancaster saw the woman’s feet as they stepped onto the platform and walked toward 
his room.  The beam of light she held before her swiped the area.  They were moving quick, but 
deliberately, as though they still detected something. 

Lancaster heard the feet stop just outside his room.  He wondered what would happen 
next; if what he had seen had been worth being captured.  It certainly beat never learning 
anything at all.  Then he heard the woman speaking to the male guard below.  He was reminding 
her that they needed to sweep a couple other floors; that they couldn’t concentrate on this one 
alone.  But she told him something was bothering her.  Something just seemed… out of place. 

Lancaster’s breath stalled again.  The light from the guard’s flashlight was illuminating 
his room; its beam passed right by his leg.  He heard a shuffling from his earpiece; likely Eddie 
pulling out his gun.  Lancaster wondered if he’d have to give himself up to save the guards’ lives. 

Then the other guard saved them both by saying, “You’re creating drama for yourself.  
We’re here to watch for drones cutting their way in, and we’d scry them out in the open if they 
were here.  Come on.”  The other guard marched toward the door, and a moment later, the light 
left the office. 

Now Lancaster and Eddie knew they had a bit more time, but they wanted to make this 



one the final pass.  So Eddie and Carres got right to work, focusing on corporate data they could 
use to sneak into other systems, to use as blackmail, and to steal more information or money. 

Little Jack encouraged Lancaster to do the same.  “And when I say hide, you need to… 
Where are you going?” 

Lancaster was not hunched over the monitor anymore.  He was stepping away from it, 
looking at the wall. 

“I’m sure the décor there is stunning, but we need to get moving so we don’t have a 
repeat of that last stunt,” Little Jack said in one quick breath. 

Lancaster didn’t answer.  He studied the wall a moment, then pulled out a Darcy, an all-
in-one cutting device archaeologists often used to make precision slices through specific 
materials.  Lancaster scanned the inner wall of the building, getting a reading on its structure, 
and set the Darcy to it. 

“I’m only getting a blip of you, Lancaster,” Little Jack said.  “Is there something 
happening I can’t see?” 

“Give me a tick,” Lancaster said. 
“If you want to find this lost city of yours,” Little Jack said, “we need to get a move-on.” 
“I’m starting to think we don’t need to find the lost city, Jack,” Lancaster said as he 

flipped on the Darcy.  He cut a hole through the inner wall approximately a foot in diameter.  
Lancaster made sure to catch the broken piece before it hit the ground, and set it down gently.  
Beneath the wall was a metallic frame, much like one would expect to find in a skyscraper.  
However, there was a curve to the metal, and a violet hue that was not commonly used.  
Lancaster quickly grabbed his Particle Scanner.  He ran it over the metal and gave the device a 
moment to study it.  Just as he thought; diopsode iron, a metal used by the Milak even before 
they joined with the Shivar.  “We’re already inside it,” Lancaster said, finishing his earlier 
thought. 

What had begun to form in his subconscious now developed in Lancaster’s mind.  The 
description of the lost alien city matched the one they had flown over.  The water level had gone 
down, removing the swamp, and the lake probably wasn’t what it used to be, but the shorter 
buildings that wound with the river and the tall towers all matched.  Valentino Corp. had not torn 
down the ancient city and paved over it the way most businesses did; they used the framework 
that was already there and simply redesigned the shells.  It was all quite ingenious, Lancaster 
thought, and probably saved a bit of money.  But best of all, scientists could do a lot of research 
if they could ever negotiate their way in, or simply rent a home here. 

But just now that wasn’t as urgent a matter to Lancaster.  Verick had obviously learned 
the secret of his town and called Teo to show off his discovery.  So how had they disappeared?  
Were they still here?  Had they moved on?  Lancaster returned to the monitor to search for that 
answer.  Little Jack reminded him of the need for speed because Eddie would likely leave him 
behind if he finished first. 

Carres was doing just that, wrapping up her work transferring data and funds from 
Eddie’s workstation.  There was a lot more they could steal, but Carres knew they were pushing 
their luck as it was, and the automated security system would soon recognize the problem with 
their monitoring of that wing of the building.  There could even be a lockdown, closing Eddie 
and Lancaster inside. 

Carres was giving an update as to the location of the guards when she cut herself off mid-
sentence and became very quiet.  Then she said, “There’s someone in here with me.” 

“That’s Little Jack,” Eddie said. 



“No.  I mean in Virtua.  Inside the data network.” 
Eddie waited.  He knew Carres could handle whatever came at her, but he was preparing 

for a quick escape. 
Lancaster was less prepared.  He had brought up a holographic map of the city they were 

in overlaying the lost Milak Shivar city.  He also had maps and charts on the monitor, trying to 
find some clue as to what Teo and Verick had seen and where they had gone. 

Little Jack left him to that and switched his glasses to visual mode.  There was no one in 
the room with them, but Carres had a terrified look on her face.  Her eyes were wide, but she was 
seeing nothing before her; there was something before her in her mind’s eye.  Her body was so 
still Little Jack had to look close to make sure she was breathing. 

“What’s happening?” Eddie pressed?  “What do you see?” 
Silence, then, “The black… It’s… A feeling… Something… Terrible.”  Silence again. 
“Baby?” Eddie asked, cutting off the stream of information he was sending. 
“I see it!” she called out, beginning to lift herself off the chair. 
“What is it?” Eddie asked. 
“I… I can’t describe… It sees me…” 
Little Jack stood over her, running through his mind all the options of what he could do.  

Though he was a foot away from her body, he was miles away from being able to help. 
“It’s coming!” Carres shouted, and then screamed in terror. 
Eddie took no time to clean up his crime scene.  He rushed the conference room as fast as 

his legs would pump. 
Lancaster hurried with what he was doing.  He scanned the last of the information on the 

monitor, pressed a key to send a piece of it over to Little Jack, then hurriedly shut it down and 
followed after Eddie. 

Little Jack knew he could not unplug Carres; that would do permanent neurological 
damage.  It could even turn her into a vegetable.  There was nothing he could do physically to 
help other than to watch her scream in his face.  So he switched his glasses back to Virtua and 
remotely plugged into Carres’ line.  His vision faded into the closest IO port to her location.  He 
was inside a circular room with neon walls and bright lights at the corners.  Corridors led out of 
every direction; a standard hub which would grow and shrink with the number of connections.  
He was latched onto her signature, so he knew which direction to go, but he immediately had 
difficulty heading that way.  A sense of dread overcame him; a fear so pervasive it made Little 
Jack feel as though he was trying to run underwater, but he pressed forward as fast as he could. 

Eddie ran full speed for the window.  He yanked out his pistol from its holster, used his 
thumb to flip it to its highest power setting, and fired.  The window shattered open, the blinds 
parting a wide gap, and he jumped out, spreading his arms wide to open the glider.  The small 
thrusters in his shoes engaged and gave him a boost upward and toward their level of the hotel 
tower. 

Lancaster was just coming out of the office when the window shattered.  He suddenly 
regretted having taken an office so far away from the conference room.  The catwalk would lead 
him in an L shape to his destination, and that might take too long to escape.  The guards were 
already on their way again. 

Instead, he fired his grappling hook at the ceiling and swung over the maze of 
workstations below, landing on the balcony of the opposite side just as the downstairs doors 
swung open.  The security guards from before were now escorted by a half dozen weapon 
drones, all of whom fired at Lancaster as he dashed toward the window and leaped out. 



Little Jack slowly overcame his fear and was soon drifting over the virtual ground, his 
avatar feet kicking him forward like a paddle knocking against the surface of a river, and he cut 
through the sky like a canoe.  He turned a couple times, following Carres’ signal, and his sense of 
dread, until he found her icon zigzagging in a chamber followed by a shadow that was somehow 
blacker than black.  Little Jack sensed it more than he saw it, and everything dimmed whenever 
the digital monster came near.  Little Jack checked his cybernetic arsenal to figure out what he 
could do to help. 

As he did, the beast turned on him, and Little Jack instantly knew why it was so 
terrifying.  There was nothing specific to see; nothing concrete written on its face; no permanent 
form to frighten some, and do little to others.  The darkness was the embodiment of fear for 
whomever was looking at it; the sum of all that individual’s nightmares.  It sucked the terror 
from the mind of whomever it came close to, making it more powerful the longer one was 
attached to Virtua. 

Aware it was getting into his head in this way, Little Jack ripped the glasses from his face 
and tossed them across the room.  He was free for the moment; but then the lights of the room 
went out.  A second after that, Little Jack saw the hallway’s light go out from under the crack in 
the floor. 

Boosting across the air, Lancaster could see the whole building going black.  It began 
with one floor, then advanced to more floors both above and below until the entire building’s 
electricity was cut off.  Then, like a virus, the darkness spread throughout the city below.  Several 
blocks at a time lost electricity.  Even the building from which they were escaping went black.  
Only a few isolated locations were spared, their bright lights standing out in the city now only 
bathed in moonlight. 

The event happened at the perfect time for Lancaster.  Looking over the scenery 
illuminated by the dim glow of Chevas’s two moons without the distraction of the lights of 
Fadye, he could now see how it matched Teo’s drawing of the lost city of the Milak Shivar.  The 
land masses had changed slightly, but were close enough to confirm what he had learned inside.  
Though everything was happening quickly now, this minute of drifting alone in the wind was 
captured as a singular moment for Lancaster.  It felt as though he was looking back in time below 
him. 

The moment didn’t last long, however, as the drones came through the window of the 
Adho building firing at him.  He dipped, then thrusted upward to avoid being hit.  Eddie turned 
briefly and fired at them, but before his shots could land, the drones’ power cut off and they 
tumbled downward toward the ground thousands of meters below.  Lancaster and Eddie had no 
idea how this had happened, but they did not question their luck, instead pressing forward as fast 
as they could go. 

Eddie burst through the window of their hotel, tumbling briefly before jumping to his feet 
and hurrying to Carres.  Little Jack was of no help.  He was sitting on the ground in shock, his 
beady eyes staring blankly and his glasses across the room.  Carres was curled up in a ball and 
shaking.  Eddie hurried to her, then looked at the console to which she was plugged.  He pressed 
several buttons to initiate the emergency shut down.  This would safely pull her out of the 
network, yanking her icon to the IO center from which her consciousness could escape.  She lost 
her programming and any data she was currently working with, but she would make it out alive. 

The status bar was halfway across the screen when Lancaster tumbled in the window.  He 
was up on his feet equally fast and telling everyone they needed to get out of there. 

Little Jack snapped partially out of his daze and began stumbling toward his glasses as 



Eddie said, “We’re going to need a touch more time.” 
“We don’t have any time,” Lancaster said.  “We have to get scurrying.” 
“We’re going to wait until she’s nove to move, Mate.” Eddie snapped. 
Lancaster stepped up to Eddie, explaining, “Listen, the people causing this, they’re a lot 

more dangerous than security guards or corporate police.” 
“It’s all gonna have to bloody well wait!” Eddie demanded.  “She’s got to be pulled out 

safely, then will need time to recover her surroundings.” 
“What she faces in the real world’s going to be a lot worse than what she encountered in 

Virtua,” Lancaster told him.  “If it’s much longer, you need to carry her.  And there’s no time for 
her to get her bearings.  We… must… move!” 

Just as Lancaster finished, the status bar reached the end and Carres took in a huge 
breath, like she was coming up from a deep swim.  Eddie yanked the jack out of her and held her 
shoulder with his hand.  “Baby, I’m here.  You’re awake.  Can you get up?  We’ve got to scurry.” 

Little Jack was moving slow, too, but he was pulling himself together piece by piece, and 
his body language was increasing in speed.  He passed by his glasses that were lying on the bed.  
Lancaster had never seen him leave them like this.  “Aren’t you…” Lancaster started, gesturing 
at the glasses. 

“They’re compromised,” Little Jack said, his eyes squinting, clearly not used to seeing 
the world for themselves.  “We need to go… Now,” Little Jack continued. 

Eddie got Carres to her feet, their arms around each other as though she had injured her 
leg.  She ejected the hard drive with all the information they had gotten from the computer and 
placed it in a bag swung around her shoulder.  Little Jack had done the same with a drive now in 
his jacket pocket.  They would be leaving everything else behind. 

“They’ll have already blocked all the traditional routes of escape, so we have to aprend a 
new one,” Lancaster explained. 

“We can fly out,” Eddie said.  “Two of us have gliders.  The other two can be carried.” 
“They’ll shoot us out of the sky,” Lancaster said.  “These aren’t drones chasing us now.” 
“Well, what do you suggest, Mate?” Eddie asked. 
Lancaster shoved Little Jack at Eddie, a move Little Jack would never allow if he had 

known it was coming; but without his glasses, he could hardly see.  Lancaster then picked up 
Little Jack’s glasses and said, “As long as these are moving, they’ll follow the signal.  Carres and 
I will lead them on one way while you take Little Jack to Odin’s Revenge.  He’s got a spare set 
of glasses there, so he’ll be able to fly to the roof and you’ll meet us there.” 

“That’s no plan I’m following,” Eddie insisted. 
“It’s the only way we can do it.  Little Jack’s the only one who can pilot the ship well 

enough to make the pickup.  I’m the only one who comprends these people well enough to avoid 
them.  It’s our only option.” 

Eddie was still shaking his head, but Carres was conscious enough now to see the logic in 
the plan.  She grabbed Eddie’s face and kissed him deeply.  Then pulled away and said firmly, 
“Get going, Baby.  I can take care of myself.” 

Eddie stared at her strangely, and she stepped away from him toward Lancaster.  Her feet 
were a little unsteady, but improving with each step. 

Little Jack removed Hugin from its holster and tossed it to her.  She shot a look of 
surprise at Little Jack, who said, “You use it.  Hades knows Lancaster doesn’t know how to.”  He 
then grabbed onto Eddie. 

Eddie grabbed onto Little Jack and said, “See you on the flip side, Baby!” and leaped out 



the window. 
Lancaster dropped the glasses into one of his many jacket pockets, pulled out his 

Illuminator, and said, “Let’s get moving to keep them off their trail.” 
They hurried to the door and peeked out.  All was blackness save for some flashlights 

from hotel guests who had wandered out of their rooms trying to learn what was happening.  
Even handheld lights, however, were flickering, as though struggling to remain powered.  Both 
Lancaster and Carres studied the people they could see briefly to get a sense of whether any of 
them might be posing as innocent bystanders.  They all seemed legitimate, and the pair slipped 
out of their room and moved rapidly to the stairway, disappearing from the hall without anyone 
noticing them. 

Once in the stairwell, Lancaster switched through several light spectrums, always trying 
to keep the illumination light dim so as not to draw attention to themselves.  He saw nothing in 
the immediate vicinity, so they found the steps that led upward and began climbing. 

“Who are they?” Carres asked. 
“Don’t know,” Lancaster answered.  “No one really knows.  Some people label them the 

Dark Ones because…” He motioned to the darkness all around them.  He was also waving his 
Illuminator around, adjusting the readings through various light spectrums to try to see 
everything he could while attempting to stay away from visual light to give away his own 
position. 

“Do you know what they want?” 
“Not too much…” Lancaster stopped himself.  The Illuminator was on X-ray and pointed 

toward a wall where it was picking up a number of human bodies.  Most of them were milling 
about, but a few were moving with purpose toward the doorway one level above them.  “Stay 
here and ready on that door,” Lancaster said, and he rushed up the stairs and past the entrance. 

As predicted, a group of armed men and women burst through the door and hurried 
toward Lancaster, their pistols raised.  Carres raised Hugin and fired.  A flurry of shots emerged 
from the gun so quickly the sound of one shot could hardly be distinguished from the next.  She 
had to hold it down with her second hand to keep the kickback from going off target.  The men 
and women tried to turn to see Carres, but they had barely twisted their heads when they were 
gunned down.  She held the trigger tight until a pile of bodies lay in an unmoving heap.  Carres 
sighed and said, “I love this gun.” 

They both took a moment to study their assailants.  Every one of them was dressed in all 
black with coats as the outer-most layer.  They wore hats that were best described as short 
stovepipe style with shallow brims.  Most distinctively, they wore goggles which not only gave 
them a menacing appearance, but also had rings around the lenses that could adjust the way they 
saw.  Lancaster was tempted to take one, but they were in a hurry.  Neither of them knew how 
many more were coming and from where, so they rushed up the stairs as fast as they could go 
without exhausting themselves.  Whoever was in charge would be directing units to close in on 
them, and they had 30 floors to go to reach the top. 

Lancaster tried to take a moment to explain a little more.  “They seem very interested in 
my field.  Ancient artifacts and alien civilizations.” 

“So I’ll get a reward if I turn you into them?” 
Lancaster didn’t answer. 
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to do anything.  Just don’t tell that to Eddie.” 
Lancaster froze, and he hushed Carres.  Then she heard it.  A strange clattering noise was 

coming from below.  He leaned over the hand rail and pointed the Illuminator downward set on a 



dim ultraviolet.  He caught a momentary glimpse of something metal below the stairs about five 
flights down just before it disappeared underneath the bottom of the flight of steps.  The clanging 
stopped for a moment, as though it was hiding, then it began moving up the underside of the 
stairs.  He could see glints of metal sliding out the side as they clamped on.  He couldn’t tell 
what they were, and when he changed to infrared, he still couldn’t tell.  The heat signature was a 
blur.  Only on X-ray did he find it was mechanical… A robotic spider, and it was making its way 
up toward them.  Lancaster pointed the Illuminator away to take a look at what might be past the 
upcoming walls, but as soon as he did, he heard the clanging get faster and louder.  He turned 
back to see a glimpse of the machine spider disappear beneath the stairs only two flights down.  
It could catch up quickly, and would be on them in a moment.  To make matters more difficult, it 
sprayed an obscuring gas that shrouded it from every part of the spectrum. 

Lancaster had only had a moment to wonder how that was possible when the door opened 
one flight up the stairs from him and Carres.  Carres turned and shouted, “Light!”  Lancaster 
turned the Illuminator at the door and flashed bright white light.  There were five Dark Agents 
hurrying through, guns ready, but as soon as the light hit them, they stumbled back, their guns 
going off in random directions.  Carres let Hugin loose on them. 

But just then the robotic spider clanked up the stairs, its long, spindly legs clamping into 
each railing.  Lancaster turned to it and only saw a cloud of blackness darker than the air around 
them.  He fired something the robot was not expecting, an electromagnetic pulse that sent it 
flailing to the opposite side.  The cloud dispersed, and the robot clung to the stairs on the 
opposite side.  It was shaken momentarily, but was bending its legs, ready to pounce. 

Carres flicked the switch to twist the gun’s revolving weaponry, then fired.  An explosive 
round hit the spider’s legs, destroying its grip, and it tumbled down the open center hundreds of 
meters below.  “Are you abso you’re going to give that back to Little Jack?” Lancaster asked.  
Carres answered with a wry smile. 

They made it a few more flights when Lancaster detected several more people coming 
into the stairwell above.  The pair slowed, then learned it was more hotel guests.  Lancaster tried 
to encourage them to go back toward their rooms, claiming it was dangerous on the stairway, but 
the guests refused. 

About the same time, they heard more mechanical sounds below.  Lancaster pointed his 
Illuminator toward the noise and revealed two more of the spider robots climbing toward them 
faster than he and Carres were at their best pace.  Carres adjusted Hugin’s setting and fired it.  
Nothing happened for a short time, and it seemed nothing had come from the barrel of the gun.  
But then an explosion erupted 20 stories beneath them, close to where the robot spiders were.  
Lancaster couldn’t see if they had been destroyed or at least stopped, but it did convince the 
civilians to hurry back toward their rooms. 

Lancaster and Carres began running now.  They only made it a couple flights before they 
were panting and their legs were beginning to feel like jelly.  They were inspired on when a door 
opened a few flights below, and this time people in trench coats and short hats came in firing 
disturbingly accurately.  Lancaster tried to flash the Illuminator again, but with little success.  
Carres tried to fire, but she could hardly get a visual on them.  They had launched another 
obscuring shield around them which evidently made the agents harder to be seen, but allowed 
them to see out just fine.  So Carres decided to even the score by switching the barrel again and 
firing a smoke round that filled the stairwell in dark mist. 

They hurried upward, Carres covering below them.  They now heard the machines 
moving again.  They couldn’t tell if it was one, or both, or more, and they didn’t bother looking.  



Then Lancaster heard the disheartening sound of a doorway opening high above them.  When he 
pointed the Illuminator up, he could only find the shapes in infrared.  They were coming in from 
the roof.  Before he had assumed they were taking the elevator to their level, but this implied that 
they had landed on top of the building, the very place he’d asked Little Jack to land. 

Lancaster grabbed Carres from the back and pulled her through a door while he called 
Little Jack on his Talki.  “What’s your sixty?” he asked. 

“On my way up to you,” Little Jack answered. 
Lancaster was weaving through the scattered people in the hall dressed in their sleeping 

clothes, all confused as to what they should do.  He studied the situation, finding an open door on 
one side, and the elevator close by. 

“Down!” Carres shouted, and she fired twice, taking down two trench coated men with 
goggles who had been approaching Lancaster.  The crowd of people screamed and began to 
scatter. 

“Change of plans,” Lancaster shouted into the Talki.  He grabbed Hugin from Carres, 
switched the setting, and fired into the elevator doors, blasting a hole into them.  He yanked 
Little Jack’s glasses from his pocket and tossed them in, then motioned to an open door and ran 
through it. 

Carres followed him into the hotel room.  They didn’t stop to see if anyone was inside; 
Lancaster was heading straight for the outer window.  He said into the Talki, “Follow my signal,” 
and blasted open the window.  Still in motion, he tossed the gun to Carres.  She tucked it away 
and they stopped at the edge.  “Climb on my back and hang on,” Lancaster said. 

They could hear the Dark Agents gathering outside in the hall, so there was no time to 
waste.  She jumped on his back and they leaped out.  He spread out his limbs, and their descent 
was slowed by the glider wings.  However she was no Little Jack, and they were definitely going 
downward, and unsteadily.  Lancaster engaged the thrusters in the shoes which gave them a short 
boost and stabilized them momentarily, but he didn’t know how long his arms and legs would 
hold with the strain.  His hat certainly didn’t last long.  Though it had remained on during his 
first two flights, having someone on behind him shook it loose, and it tumbled away into the 
night sky, where they watched for their rescue. 

It came, but from the opposite direction.  The sudden roar of the thrusters startled Carres 
and Lancaster, and they turned to match the speed and distance of the ship.  It couldn’t come 
soon enough for Lancaster as Carres’ arm was twisted tight around his neck.  He wasn’t sure if 
she was hanging on for dear life or trying to kill him. 

The former was proven by the fact that they had barely touched the ship when she 
climbed off and opened the top outer hatch.  They clambered in as a hail of gunfire from the 
hotel window chased after them; doing little more than protesting as they escaped into the night. 

 
To be continued… 
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