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Daeus Incognita

	

	The Daemon Fyndraxis was slumming it. He was traveling incognito, and searching for a particular artifact that would improve his quality of life, slightly. This was a ridiculous thing for a creator deity to do, but he found it relaxing, and enjoyed the pursuit of novelty in a world that was stuffed to the gills with the familiar.

	His quest had brought him to a village called Grenoble. There were many ways to describe this settlement. Podunk, one horse, flyover, and backwater all being quite suitable. These all served to portray what amounted to a cluster of buildings adjacent to a pond, which seemed to be the reason for the town being there in the first place. The economic factors that drove this settlement weren’t his primary concern, although he was there to conduct a bit of commerce. 

	Fyndraxis had come to this fair village in search of a particular shop. It was a bit of an anomaly, and didn’t participate in whatever pond based financial scheme the village as a whole was undertaking. This shop did precious little business, and had only a single customer. That sole customer being the creator of the universe. The proprietor of this shop was woefully ignorant of the nature of what he was actually selling. Were someone to ask him what he sold, he would probably answer, “I sell square pictures, but with round things inside them, maybe they are books?” Fyndraxis had set up these circumstances deliberately to try to solve a rather annoying problem. From time to time, he would get a song stuck in his head. 

	This shop was stuffed with old milk crates full of vinyl records for the lord of all creation to peruse at his leisure. This was statistically improbable, because the shop keeper had never seen a record player, electricity was probably never going to be invented here, and the music in the village itself was limited to one rather persistent song. Some kind of hammer dulcimer thing that played incessantly in the background while the guy that created the universe unsuccessfully tried to ignore it.

	The people that populated this village, and the entire realm for that matter, were not something that Fyndraxis had spent a lot of time on when he undertook his act of creation. He thought of them more as constructs than anything actually approaching living beings. They went about their days according to some hidden script exchanging canned dialogue with each other and generally acting as set dressing to make this village, and the entire realm for that matter, appear real-ish. 

	He felt a little guilty about this whole situation, but there wasn’t really anything he could do about it. At some point in the very distant past, he had dreamed this world into being. There had been a moment of genesis in which he had created all that he saw before him. In retrospect, he had done a rather piss poor job of the whole thing, and the results left much to be desired.

	As relaxing as he found the act of digging for records, he had to work rather quickly. Because of his substandard performance as creator, the land that he wrought had a number of undocumented features that he was forced to live with. There was a plague upon the land that he referred to as the narrative creep. There were also some places of power that he avoided at all costs, and some secret doors that called to him pretty regularly, but for the most part it was the narrative that was a pain in his ass from day to day. 

	Were he to linger too long in this place he would eventually end up forgetting himself again for the millionth time and have to rebuild his mind from first principles. That sort of work was not the kind of thing he wanted his afternoon to turn into.

	He had come to this record seller in hopes of finding a song that had been stuck in his head for the last hundred years or so. It wasn’t driving him insane exactly, but the insistent half remembered rhythm was certainly creeping up his mental todo list. The name of the song was forgotten of course, and the actual tune and lyrics were just barely on the tip of his tongue. Like a skeleton in his head, hoping to safety dance its way into the flesh that would make it whole. 

	He was pretty sure that he knew the band, but he couldn’t be quite sure until he was holding the record in his hand. The song was one of those classic jangly laments that got into your head and wouldn’t leave without drastic intervention. Something about panic on the streets of somewhere, and the unfortunate lynching of a disk jockey, resulting in a brazen act of arson.  

	The records were not organized in any particular way due to the shopkeeper’s illiteracy. So fundamentally, this operation was somewhat challenging. The shopkeeper tried his best, but he was completely out of his depth. So Fyndraxis was forced to dig through haphazardly assembled collections of records slotted into milk crates, in hopes of digging out a treasure that would finally give the skeleton of this song the flesh it desired. 

	Fyndraxis was disguised as a regular dude. Green tunic, brown breeches, a dagger at his belt, and a truly hideous ginger bowl cut that made him look as if he was just as illiterate as the shopkeeper. He looked like a dork, but that was all deliberate on his part. The less he looked like a gallant young hero, the less likely the narrative was to notice him. It was a clever disguise, because in all honesty he wasn’t a dork. He was a nerd.

	To the casual observer, his digging wouldn’t have been considered frantic, but there was a certain end of the rope feeling behind his actions that would be apparent to the more discerning eye. Eventually, after a few minutes of this, he selected a record that looked to be promising. He took his selection up to the shopkeeper so that he could maintain the illusion that this was an actual store. He could have just walked out of the shop with his record, but an action like that was not only terribly gauche, it would have aroused the suspicion of the narrative as well. Acting like a delinquent youth was something that the narrative dove at like a heat seeking missile. 

	“Just this,” Fyndraxis said to the shopkeeper as he glanced furtively over his shoulder, making sure the coast was clear.

	“The Monsters in the Old Cave are powerful. You must use strong weapons against them,” the shopkeeper answered in a pretty classic non-sequitur from his list of canned dialogue.

	Fyndraxis glanced down at the dagger at his hip. The shopkeeper wasn’t wrong, it was a nice enough dagger, but it would be kind of a useless weapon if he went into the Old Cave. There were Bore Worms and Giant Newts in there he was pretty sure, so a dagger certainly wouldn’t do. 

	“I’ll take a short sword,” he said to the shopkeeper, no longer in as much of a hurry as he had been just a couple of moments ago.

	“Three hundred and sixty gold,” the shopkeeper shot back robotically.

	“And the Record?” Fyndraxis reminded him.

	“Three hundred and eighty, then” the shopkeeper informed him, but it was clear that giving a shit was pretty far above his paygrade. 

	“When did you start selling swords? I thought this was a record shop?” Fyndraxis asked the man. In answer he received a nihilistic shrug so brazen in its execution that Fyndraxis had to stifle a laugh.

	Fyndraxis dug in his pocket and pulled out the appropriate amount of gold for the items he was on the hook for. He would have to drop by the armor shop on the way out of town, his tunic simply wouldn’t cut it in the Old Cave. 

	Fyndraxis left the record seller and made his way to the armor shop, where he bought a set of tan armor and a tan shield. This shopkeeper had the privilege of not being so existentially out of sorts, so the exchange was more or less standard as these things go. On his way out of the armor shop, girded in his new finery, he realized that he didn’t have any potion and if he got wounded in the Old Cave he would be absolutely screwed. He made a bee line to the Item shop, grabbed some potions, threw in some antidotes and a couple stone cures for good measure. Getting petrified in the Old Cave was a fate that he had experienced, and being a statue for the foreseeable future was not an attractive prospect to him. 

	The Old Cave could be pretty challenging if he didn’t have his shit together. The Old Man needed a treasure from the second floor of the Old Cave called the Fairy’s Kiss, once he received that he would tell Fyndraxis about Artea, the Elf who fought the Sinistrals at…

	Fyndraxis stopped walking and let his short sword clatter to the ground. He looked up to the sky above him and let out an exasperated breath.

	“Son of a thousand bitches,” he cursed to the firmament, feeling distinctly like an idiot. The Daemon Fyndraxis grew a set of owl’s wings and shot into the sky, leaving only a cloud of dust, a forgotten sword, and a sonic boom as evidence of his trip to fair Grenoble. He was once again on the run from the narrative.

	

	

	﻿


The Keep

	

	Fyndraxis alighted on a crenelated balcony he used for his winged comings and goings in a rather foul mood. He had been a bit sloppy in Grenoble, and almost got sucked into the mindless dream of the narrative once again. In an attempt to derail an oncoming case of existential ennui, he took a second to try to enjoy the view that he had curated for himself up here. He looked out upon a sea of clouds from the tallest tower of his keep. 

	From where he was, he looked to be standing on the balcony of a rather tasteful stone cabin adrift in a sea of clouds. The sun, well upon its way to being set at this point, painted everything in tones of purple and orange. The shadow from the bit of keep that peeked through the cloud layer stretched off into infinity and seemed to slice the world in half. Below these clouds lay the keep propper. He had summoned an everstorm to enshroud his keep in an eternal tempest, mostly because he had a problem with solicitors dropping by unannounced, but also because it was a pretty metal thing to do. Being a nerd, he enjoyed things that he considered metal. They were unapologetically badass, and he went out of his way to bring this ferrous quality to the things that he wrought, sometimes to his own detriment.

	The keep itself was located on an Island that floated in the sky, this was metal as well, but it had a twofold purpose beyond that. There was the whole solicitor thing of course, they would have to be quite determined and of a certain level of skill to reach this place. The keep was also built beyond the reach of the narrative. It had been a constant thorn in his side since he had thought his way out of it for the first time. 

	For countless aeons he had been absorbed in his creation. Living countless lives and defeating seemingly endless enemies. Battle after battle, life after life, over and over and over again. 

	He recalled that he still had wings on and was in his dork disguise, so he changed his guise to the form which he usually wore around, which was that of a nerd. He could be absolutely anything he wanted to be, but so many forms proved impractical for everyday use. He could be a many-headed dragon that spewed elemental magic from each of its toothy maws, or a luminous cloud of gas, but none of those turned out to be practical for everyday use. Fun, for sure, but impractical. 

	For a Daemon, he tended to do a suspicious amount of human things, so his form tended toward that of a man in his middle age. Lithe of build, and not the paunchy sort of dad bod that tended to saddle those in their middle years. For hair, he liked to keep it pretty dark and close cropped to his skull, with a little length on top so he could style it if he chose. Which he didn’t, so it tended to be a sort of bed-headed cowlick kind of thing most of the time. He liked beards, so he had one of those. It was black as well, liberally salted with grey at the chops and chin. 

	With his look settled, he went inside to a place he called his sanctum. The tasteful cabin that poked above the clouds was merely an entrance with a mezzanine and a staircase that spiraled into the sanctum itself. The sanctum was named as such because it truly acted as a sanctuary. The narrative could not touch him there, he had made sure of that. There were other things that called to him on a pretty regular basis, like secret doors, but the sanctum was blessedly free of those.

	The sanctum also held treasures he had gathered over his aeons as an adventurer, bewitched by the narrative. Weapons of great power, hyperdimensional Rubick’s cubes, a growing vinyl collection that he seemingly would risk his life for, various enchanted chachkies from his travels, and a few things that were out of place and didn’t really fit the whole medieval aesthetic that the keep, and most of his realm for that matter, tended toward.

	Fyndraxis descended the spiral stair and made his way to the place where he kept his record collection. This was one of those non-medieval things that he owned. There were other things as well, lathes, milling machines, an old black and white television, and a desktop computer that he considered to be pretty modern. Modernity, being a rather relative designation depending on when you are from. 

	He unsleeved the record that he had purchased in Grenoble, and set it to spinning on his turntable. He dropped the stylus with a pop, and the song jangled into being. The song was good, but not the one he was looking for. This was a little ditty about not wanting to go out on the town, due to an unfortunate lack of appropriate attire. Certainly one of his favorites, and quite charming, but it did nothing to satisfy the song that had been haunting his mind.

	He let the record play out and had a seat at his computer. Over the last few hundred years, the computer had been taking up more and more of his time. Like most gods of creation, Fyndraxis was an incessant tinkerer. He enjoyed this state of being, and would let his mind scurry down the hallways of whatever  inspired him when he had the time. Admittedly, this was most of the time. He wasn’t retired per se, but he had ample time to explore concepts like unsupervised creative time, and abiding. Lately, that had involved him sitting at his computer in a state that he referred to as “dicking around”. 

	When he had created the keep, it had formed itself from his unconscious mind. There was no blueprint that he had referred to while laying its green marble sarsens into place. It had formed in a single act of creation, primarily out of desperation. He had been on the run from the narrative, and he needed a place to lay low. His place to lay low was rather high in the sky though, roughly two kilometers off the valley floor. 

	When he dicked around, his efforts were generally aimed at one particular purpose. Escape. He was trapped here. Granted, from time to time, most people can feel trapped in their reality. Escape can come in many forms. You can take drugs, or dabble with suicide, all of which Fyndraxis had tried, but none of those things actually change objective reality in any significant way. He was in a position of privilege as creator in chief here. His creation had gotten a touch out of control, of course, but that wasn’t the end of the world.

	If he managed to figure out how to free himself, he could run screaming out of this personal hell and continue on in whatever reality he found himself in. In all honesty, personal hell may have been a touch too melodramatic of a term to describe his circumstance, it was more of a personal heck. That being said, he knew that this reality was fundamentally false.

	He liked to imagine that daemons and genies had a shared metaphorical lineage. It wasn’t that at some point in the distant past he had been one of the jin, riding the red desert winds. It was the whole bottle thing. When we think about genies, it is typically the ones in the bottle that come to mind. Boundless power, tragically made finite by circumstance. 

	But what does a genie do while it's trapped in the bottle? Any genie worth its salt would create its own pocket universe. A finite infinity where it could pass the time plotting its escape and undoubtedly gameplanning some sort of revenge scenario. That was exactly what the Daemon Fyndraxis had done aeons ago. He just couldn’t remember how he pulled it off. 

	It wasn’t that he had amnesia exactly, but the practicalities of the situation were similar enough for him to refer to it as such. He had knowledge, that was apparent. He couldn’t be a nerd without that. He had very limited knowledge of himself though. He knew for a cold hard fact that the video game Crystalis for the Nintendo Entertainment System was developed by the company SNK in 1991 and was kind of a commercial flop. If you didn’t talk to the right person in Leaf Village you wouldn’t be able to wake up the windmill keeper with the alarm flute and the game would pretty much stall out right there, and you would be stuck in the first level until you grew bored and turned the console off. Though a commercial flop, it was critically acclaimed and seen as one of the best examples of an action RPG for the NES. 

	He had played this game. He had lived this game as its protagonist. He had woken up from cryosleep in a cave one hundred years after the world had been consumed in nuclear fire, and had been the agent of its salvation. This was what it was like to be consumed by the narrative. Compelling, immersive distraction. 

	What he couldn’t tell you was his actual name. Fyndraxis was a handle that he had given himself, because it sounded kind of metal. 

	He was acutely aware of a lack of W’s in his life. These were the all important journalistic W’s. The Who’s, What’s, Why’s and Where’s of it all. They were completely lost to him. In his act of genesis so many ages before, he had seemingly either fried his memory, or used it as raw material for his creation. He really had no idea. What was clear, was that the materials he had used to build his universe were almost entirely video game related. 

	He was pretty convinced that he had been trapped in this place to play the role of penitent creator god, serving out some sort of incarceration for unknown transgressions. Perhaps a mad sorcerer had, you know, ensorceled him and was using his raw power as fuel for his arcane magics. There was really no way to tell. 

	His current working theory was that he was trapped in a simulation. This hypothesis was inspired by things that he found while he was dicking around on his computer. That was one of the reasons he did that so much, he was testing the bounds of his creation in hopes of finding a convenient hole to slip through to whatever lay beyond this place. The project he was working on now, was one where he summoned a snake  to do his bidding. Namely, a Python. 

	

	

	﻿


Solicitors

	

	There was an insistent knocking at the gate of the keep. This happened from time to time and Fyndraxis was familiar with how this operation would go down. The plague that sullied his land didn’t just affect him, the constructs that populated the land would also get swept up in the narrative. 

	Some unsuspecting sap would find a magic sword, or a box with a demon in it, or take instruction from a disembodied voice from the sky, and start their very own hero’s journey. This rube was usually a local dirt farmer or truant youth. They would be informed that they were, against all odds, the only person around that could save the world and that they were the scion of some unknown magical lineage. This was a powerful intoxicant for those who lacked a real future. 

	They would go forth and follow the compulsion to rid the world of some perceived ultimate evil. This involved setting off into the world, solving some mysteries, and getting very tough. This process culminated in a showdown with this perceived ultimate evil, usually at the gates of a floating castle in the sky, or something to that effect. 

	Fyndraxis was well aware that his keep was cliche. When he had created it, it was with a bit of a sigh and an eyeroll or two, but it served a very specific function and he thought of it as a rather elegant solution to an ugly problem. If he had placed his keep on the ground, it would have been subject to the narrative, and he would have been trapped in a state of mindless delusion for the rest of eternity. He was currently working on his narrative sobriety, so that just wouldn’t do. 

	The everstorm that enshrouded the keep was just one in a set of obstacles that were placed deliberately to confound potential solicitors. All of these obstacles were merely inconveniences though. He could have placed his keep on the Moon, and agents of the narrative would eventually find their way there in a rocket, or an enchanted airship, or just teleport there with whatever all powerful magic they had come to possess.

	Fyndraxis arose from his desk where he was trying to abide, and made his way toward the armory. It was down by the gate, so he had a bit of a walk ahead of him through dim and dusty halls. Abiding was something that he enjoyed doing. From what he could tell, this was a state that all creator deities eventually settled on after their work was completed. 

	After lighting the fuse on a big bang, or dashing out some frost giant’s brains, or making sure that the waters of the heavens did something or other with the waters of the sea, it was important to have a bit of a rest.

	In the Venn Diagram of abiding and dicking around on his computer, there was a rather significant area of intersection. In his exploration of his computer he had found some rather interesting things. There was an intrinsic connection between the computer and his mind. The fact that he had created everything in his realm meant that he still had an amount of control over it. If he found a chain of mountains distasteful in some way, he could smite them to dust and have them replaced with a tasteful chain of glacial lakes, or a handsome patch of desert, just by thinking about it. It actually took a rather incredible act of will on a daily basis to not smite the whole thing in an Old Testament hissyfit. He had done this before, and it amounted to deciding to re-paint the garage. The fundamental truths of his universe persisted no matter what havoc he wreaked on the land itself. 

	Hidden rather deep in the file structure of the computer, there was a text file that described the landform of his realm. This wasn’t a collection of flowery prose describing seafoam and the majesty of yonder peaks, but information organized in an extensible markup language. Things like continents and oceans had defined boundaries that could be changed and edited. An oversimplified example would be something like an M could represent a mountain, if he changed that to an L it would be a lake. 

	This meant that there was some sort of link between the universe, his mind, and the computer in his sanctum. The snake that he had summoned to do his bidding, did its work on this text file. Python is a programming language that is rather good at going through text files and picking out a signal of information in the inherent noise and chaos that those things tend to have. He had written a script that rifled through this text file and looked for anomalous things. So far, he had only had a single result, but that result was endlessly fascinating.

	Fyndraxis had reached the armory. It was located rather close to the gate for convenience. Contained within its vaulted interior were weapons and armor of every description. On his way down to the armory, he had spied his solicitors out a window so that he would know what he was dealing with. This made his selection rather easy. All he needed was a robe, preferably a black one. He could have grabbed a scythe as well, and that would have canonically fit with the type of party that he was dealing with, but it wasn’t strictly necessary, so he skipped it. 

	He had a set of armor that he had forged from a meteor, but that was for more formal occasions, and the solicitors at his doorstep didn’t really look like they warranted that sort of finery. He selected a robe from the armoire where he kept most of his evil wizard stuff, and donned it with a swooping flourish. He drew the cowl over his head so that the only distinguishing features he presented were robe and beard. 

	“Coming,” he said musically, to the knocking that had moved from persistent to annoyed.

	He approached the gate and summoned some mist to play about his ankles and billow out dramatically when he bade the doors to creak open through some arcane working of black magic. He really didn’t have to do any of this. He could have simply deleted the solicitors while he was sitting at his computer, but they had come all this way and he didn’t want to be rude. It wasn’t that they necessarily deserved a final showdown, but he saw these constructs as victims of his inherently flawed creation and had some underlying guilt that he was working on. This whole floating castle in the sky thing had really been a pretense for him to work on himself for a while.

	The doors of the gate did their arcane black magic thing, and the mist billowed out to an acceptably dramatic degree. He made sure that the everstorm put a little stank on the whole thing with some well timed thunder and lightning. Before him was a party of five.

	The solicitors tended to show up in groups of four or five for some reason, occasionally three, but that was a rare thing. There was usually a warrior, this was almost always the one who had originally been compelled by the narrative. A former truant youth forged into an ultimate warrior through grit and determination, and receiver of the knowledge that it’s the friends we made along the way that really matters. 

	There was inevitably a healer, usually a scantily clad young woman. She would act as the love interest as well if the narrative chose to have a romantic subplot. The healer frequently brought up the rear of the party because the narrative was a bit of a misogynist and assumed that women were fundamentally weak. It also had a bit to do with balancing powers in the party, but it ended up being kind of a blanket statement about how the narrative felt about women in general. Fyndraxis, not being a fan of blanket statements as a rule, did not agree.

	A black magician was almost always there as well. This was a person that usually focused on elemental magic. The narrative typically phoned it in with these guys, which was a shame, and they were usually just there to soak up healing spells and do a decent amount of damage when they weren’t subject to some sort of status ailment.

	The last two in the party were wildcards. This was where the narrative usually cut loose and let things  get weird. They could be anything really, but in the case of the party before him, there was a rather sizable robot and a ninja. 

	The leader of the party launched straight into some practiced speech that he had prepared for the final showdown. The everstorm was pretty loud, and Fyndraxis couldn’t really hear him all that well, but he probably said something to the effect of:

	

	 “Dear Ultimate Evil Guy, 

	We’re sick of your shit, and we’re going to kill you now. 

	Warm Regards,

	–So and so.”

	

	Fyndraxis nodded his acceptance to this scathing rebuke and let the battle commence. There was some rather creative swordplay from the main guy and some interesting uses of ice from the black magician. The healer looked to be a bit cold because of her unfortunate attire, and Fyndraxis was tempted to give her a conflagrative solution to her problem, but thought better of it. 

	Despite the playful manner in which he was approaching the situation, he wasn’t there to toy with these people. He certainly had in the past. His exploits and acts of cruelty were a vast tapestry of sadistic indulgences. In the last thousand years or so, he had lost his taste for it. He preferred to let them have their fun for a while and then he would delete them without much ado. They would eventually return to the lives that they had been playing at before, and remember nothing of their times as adventurers. 

	The ninja was pulling some rather sneaky things, and was making sure that the air was thick with thrown weapons. The robot had turned itself into a sort of laser cyclone, and if circumstances were different, this party would probably be giving him a run for his money. 

	He was immune to all of these attacks. He was a god. He was this universe. They were mere chess pieces trying to attack the board on which their game played out. His physical manifestation was merely the avatar of his will, a representation of thought. So their efforts were quite fruitless. After a few minutes, when they had run out of novel ideas to try to defeat him, he deleted them. 

	He let out a mournful sigh, and headed back to his sanctum. He was exhausted. Not physically, but mentally he was completely wrung out. He had truly had it with this place.

	

	

	﻿


The Boy

	

	Cullen was generally dissatisfied with his lot in life. From a very young age he had known deep down in his heart of hearts that he was destined for greater things. He wasn’t the sort of person to sit idly by and wait for that destiny to come and find him, he was smarter than that. He knew that he had to go and seek it out. Fortune favored the bold.

	Today, his fortune lay beneath the earth, so he was digging. Normally, in the empty world that he and his countrymen called home, this would take the form of some scavenged piece of junk out of the Waste. Some piece of old world garbage that you could trade to the people in town for food or clothes. That sort of thing was for suckers. He was after something far more precious. 

	He had heard a story from his uncle Jarret of a mushroom that grew beneath the earth that could be traded to the discerning buyer for great wealth. They were called truffles, and they were worth a fortune. Jarret had said that they were used in cooking, but Cullen didn’t really care about all that. He cared about the riches they could bring him. From what he heard, there were idiots in the tribes to the north that would sell their kids for these things, and he wanted in.

	Cullen had grown up in his brother’s shadow, and he had begun to tire of it. The problem was so bad that most people, even family members, mostly referred to him as the boy. They knew his name, but instead of saying things like “Cullen lacks direction in his life,” or “Cullen doesn’t play well with others,” they would say “I’m worried about the boy,” or “the boy ain’t right.” It was infuriating. Everybody knew his brother’s name, and never referred to him with a dismissive moniker like “the boy”. 

	His brother Hunner was always the first to do things, granted, he was his older brother, but he was always stealing the show. He was first to take an ear, he was first to run a successful raid on a neighboring village, he was always finding things in the woods to trade to the assholes that lived in town. He was Hunner, a notorious figure in their valley. Cullen was sick of it, and he wanted some fame for himself. 

	So there he was, shovel in hand, way out in the eastern hills where nobody goes, seeking his fame and fortune. Why did nobody go into the eastern hills? Cannibals. His family wasn’t very well liked in the valley, and had to operate on the fringes of society to get by. There were rumors that a couple of generations back, his family had been cannibals, and that’s why nobody liked them. If you traced everybody back far enough though, they were all from cannibal stock. Bunch of hypocrites. 

	He couldn’t operate in their territory with impunity, but if he stayed quiet and kept his head down he could feel relatively safe digging for some truffles. What’s the worst that could happen though? Cannibal attack? He would hear them coming a mile away, hide somewhere and ambush them. Maybe he could take his first ear today? That would be a good story, with some proof. Then they would remember Cullen Brown. Or maybe Cullen the Conqueror, who knows, destiny was a funny thing.

	

	

	﻿


Dirt Nap

	

	Before Fyndraxis had created his keep, he had gone about a bit of a spiritual experiment. He had been fed up with his life being dominated by the narrative, and decided to live as a bird for a while. Nominally, this was pure escapism, but he also wanted to find out if changing his physical form to something non-human would affect his mind in any way. 

	He had chosen the form of an owl. It suited his temperament. He had always been a bit of a nocturnal creature, and the way that they silently moved through the night had always appealed to him. For centuries, he perched in trees, swiveled his head in astounding ways, and coughed up pellets of bone and hair. He hunted wild rabbits and mice, mostly for something to do, but for the most part he explored. 

	When he was an owl, he realized that the higher that he flew, the less of a hold the narrative would have upon him. So he flew and explored and came up with the ideas that would eventually culminate in his keep.

	One evening, just before sunset, while he had been out on his rodent extermination campaign, he came across a piece of anomalous sky. It all happened extremely quickly, because the piece of sky wasn’t very large at all, and he flew through it in a little less than a heartbeat, but he was briefly transported to someplace completely different.

	When he flew through this patch of sky, suddenly he was transported into darkness. There was nothing for him to see there, but he could smell that he was underground. He could smell rich black soil shot through with roots and a fine lace of mycelia. The smell was unmistakable and intoxicating. It was the smell of being beneath the earth. He spent the evening flying back and forth through this piece of sky, briefly experiencing a moment of peace.

	Rather quickly after that experience, he had gone about the process of making his keep. He placed his keep so that this anomalous area of sky was located in the tallest tower in a place that he would use as his bedroom. He didn’t sleep. That biological function wasn’t in the cards for him, but once the keep was built, he could retreat to this underground place and kind of hibernate. 

	Time moved differently in this underground place. While he was underground enjoying a nice relaxing dirt nap, ages would slip by in his realm. When he returned, he would take note that the continents had slipped around a bit in his absence. Time mattered little to him, so he regarded this as more of a curiosity than anything that required actual attention.

	When he had become familiar with the use of his computer, he immediately went about analyzing this anomaly in the landform text file that he had found. It took him a rather long time to track down the anomaly in the code, the file was something like four terabytes, but once he had found it, he noted its difference from the other data. 

	He summoned his Python to do his bidding, and search the landform file for more anomalies, but there was just that singular instance. It was something that he could recreate, but when he did so, it merely led to the same result. It would just be another portal to the same peaceful darkness. 

	Having had kind of a busy day, he found himself in the mood for one of his forays into darkness. His brush with the narrative in Grenoble and the business with his solicitors had left him pretty drained, so the prospect of spending some time surrounded by dirt was rather attractive. 

	Preparation for one of these naps was quite minimal, so when he arrived in his sanctum, all he had to do was walk into his bedroom and he was off to his underground vacation in the sky.

	Normally, when he crossed the threshold to his bedroom, he felt as if he were being submerged in a tepid bath of india ink, but what greeted him this time was something completely novel. He was greeted by a forest in high summer.

	

	

	

	﻿


Destiny Awaits

	

	Cullen’s truffle hunt wasn’t turning out the way he had planned. He was too dim to realize this, but most of the things in his life tended to turn out this way. It wasn’t that he had bad luck or anything, he just had a poor understanding of how the universe actually worked. A lot of this had to do with him being sixteen years old, some of it was some unfortunate heterozygosity a couple of generations back, add to that the fact that he wasn’t educated in any way shape or form and it was pretty clear that the kid wasn’t playing with a full deck of cards. In his mind, the forest was teeming with truffles. He would march in there, dig a hole, and there would be a truffle in there. Easy. 

	What he didn’t realize was that his uncle was just trying to get him out of his hair for the afternoon, and this part of the world had no native black truffles. He had been sent on a wild goose chase. There were deer truffles, but they were only a culinary delight to the deer. Hence the name. This gander hunt of his did end up bearing some fruit though.

	He had dug a couple of dozen holes, each one an exercise in frustration. The soil around there was notoriously rocky, and the progress was slow and tedious. Along the way, his holes had gotten smaller and smaller until each one was just a couple of shovel fulls. When he decided to dig his last hole for the day, he went all out. This last hole was the culmination of his frustrated rage. A cry to the universe for being so unfair. The universe, unconcerned about holes and the disposition of delinquent youths, carried on, leaving him to his tantrum. 

	Every hole has a bottom, it is the last part of the hole that you dig before you give up. In this final effort of his, the shovel hit something that wasn’t a rock. It hit something that produced a sharp ringing. Usually when his shovel hit a rock, the shovel would be the thing to do the complaining, producing a dull metallic report. Whatever he had hit rang like a bell. Intrigued, he threw his shovel aside and continued his excavation with his hands. He had found an artifact of pure destiny. Almost stereotypically so.

	What he had unearthed was a sword. A sword awaiting his destiny beneath the earth. An ancient artifact from the old world. The sword itself was a very fine piece of work. As he drew it forth from its sheath, he admired its tasteful lines and quality of build. It was the most precise thing he had ever seen. Every facet, angle, and curve was perfect. It was the platonic ideal of a cutting instrument. Everything about it begged him to swing it. It wasn’t a light sword, but the center of balance made it a nimble thing to wield. 

	He gave it a couple of test swings, just to feel the pleasure of its weight. It was a truly astounding piece of craftsmanship. He lived in a world of dirty imperfect things, rough pieces of handiwork made by people just kind of scraping by. This was a shining beacon of order in a world of chaos. 

	When he swung the sword, it seemed to cut the air itself. He had never thought about the air being actually something that could be cut. He had been breathing his entire life and had never really thought about actual air being a substance, but this sword made that fact clear. When it was swung through the air, it gave off a crackling hiss, like ripping fabric. A faint blue glow danced along the leading edge of the blade. From this fact, Cullen was able to deduce that this was a magic sword. It dawned on him that he had been chosen by the sword to fulfill his destiny to rule this land and its dimwitted inhabitants. The world was his to conquer.

	He probably wouldn’t even have to actually use the sword. One look at this thing and people would bow before him. This was a rather weak hypothesis, so he decided to do some practical testing of the sharpness and durability of the blade. He, being in the forest, was surrounded by trees. Trees, because of their inherent verticality and staunch refusal to roam about, made excellent stand-ins for aggressors. He could pretend that the trees were people, and test how he would do in some sort of ambush situation. Surrounded on all sides, desperate, fighting for his life. This was news to the trees, if they had been planning an ambush, Cullen would have fallen victim to a widowmaker years ago.

	Cullen was not formally trained with a blade. He had dabbled in his younger years with sticks and the like, just as all children did. A lot of adults carried some very sword-like objects in their day to day lives, but he was not technically an adult, and normally there weren’t just swords laying around in the woods, so he had very little experience with the finer points of wielding a bladed melee weapon. 

	He squared up to the tree that had planned this poorly executed ambush and addressed it.

	“You picked the wrong day to mess with a guy like me,” he said to his imagined foe.

	His foe, scared stiff at the proposition of facing down a world class swordsman, declined to reply. Smugly satisfied with the abject terror that he had elicited in this cur, he struck him down. He was expecting some sort of resistance from the tree, but the blade slipped through it like it was a bank of fog and the swing went a touch wild. At first he thought he had missed his target all together because the tree was still standing. A couple of heartbeats later, gravity seemed to notice that it was sleeping on the job and slowly began to bring the tree to the ground. 

	He had executed an exceptionally clean diagonal cut on the trunk of the tree, and it had to slide sideways for a second before it began its descent to the forest floor. Cullen had to observe this out of the corner of his eye. It all happened pretty quickly, but when the sword had made contact with the tree, it had produced a blinding flash of blue light. This light had left an afterimage on his retinas and he was having some trouble seeing. This didn’t stop him from being fully elated though. 

	What he held was an object of absolute power. A wild grin grew on his face as he prepared to vanquish his next foe. The first tree he had taken down was barely more than a sapling, perhaps as big around as his bicep. As he grew bolder, he went for larger and larger trees, taking down around half a dozen. Each tree that he took down was punctuated by a brilliant flash of electric blue light. 

	It was getting quite difficult for him to see clearly. The center of his vision was becoming a washed out orange blur, so he took to closing his eyes when the sword struck a tree. This did very little to block the brilliant flashes of light. He could see them directly through his eyelids. He could also feel them on his cheeks. It was the same feeling he got when he got too close to a campfire. 

	Shock is a funny thing. It affects everyone differently. Some people laugh, some cry and go pale, some people get very polite for some reason. Cullen was one of these people that would get very polite. When he approached the very last tree that he wanted to cut, he was half blind and panting with exertion. Midswing, he stumbled into one of his exploratory truffle holes that he had dug earlier. This caused the stroke to have a bit more English on it than he was prepared for. As a result, the path of the blade and the space his leg occupied experienced an unintended confluence. His leg, like so many trees before it, was callously bisected in a practical demonstration of operator error. It stayed standing in the hole that he had dug, and he tumbled to the ground. 

	His blood, crimson against the green of the forest floor, issued forth at an astonishing rate. He was astonished at least, but the forest paid him no mind. One of his final thoughts as he politely returned the sword to its sheath, was that he had no idea that he had that much blood in him. Quickly, his vision began to go dim. It started in the periphery, and he rapidly went fully blind due to the afterimages of his swordplay. In one final effort, he threw the sword as far away from himself as he could. Which wasn’t very far.

	

	

	

	﻿


Vantage

	

	From her vantage at the north end of the valley, Bird could get a pretty good idea of what was going on. While she couldn’t see the village, she had a decent view of the trail that led to her cabin. This meant that she would have fair warning if anyone chose to come and bother her on her mountainside. The cabin itself, being on high ground, was quite defensible. If somebody ended up sneaking onto her little piece of land, she also had many routes of escape that would guarantee her safety.

	She had nestled her cabin right up against the edge of the Waste. This was a risk that she was willing to take. The Waste, being the domain of the Wendigo, protected her from an approach from the west. The locals were scared to death of the Waste. Bird was too of course, but she was familiar with the dangers that it held and regarded superstition around it in a rather pragmatic way. As long as she was careful, the Wendigo would leave her alone and act as a de facto rear guard for her little fortress.

	The approaches from the north and south were rough pieces of land that made trespass impractical. The south was impeded by a rocky creek and a steep hill that ran all the way to the valley floor. The north was similarly difficult to traverse, and ran uphill into truly rugged country. This meant that she only really needed to keep an eye on the eastern approach. Her cabin was oriented so that the front door faced east, so she could sit on her porch and keep an eye out and feel reasonably safe.

	The view from her front porch was dominated by the eastern hills. Over the winter, she had noticed some strange goings on there. Every night, for a couple of hours, there would be a light show. The light itself was of a quality that she had only seen a couple of times in her life. She was used to light from the sun or a fire, or what she deemed natural light. This light was decidedly unnatural. 

	When she was a child, there had been a stretch of months where the northern sky had lit up in the dead of the night. Vast sheets of purple and green hung down from the stars and dwarfed the mountains that, until then, had been the largest things she had ever seen. Her father had insisted that the gods must have been hanging their laundry out to dry. Even at that young age, Bird knew a load of bullshit when she heard one. This didn’t detract from the sense of awe and wonder that the phenomenon inspired though. When she grew up and learned the truth about those lights, their mystery only deepened.

	The mystery lights she saw across the valley had a similar quality to the ones she had seen as a child, and were obviously a trap. They were crafted to inspire curiosity in the feeble minded and lure them to their fate. Anyone with half a brain in their head would be able to see this. This was probably why the lightshow had gone on for so long. No takers. The valley was full of crafty, wary individuals, and they were no doubt giving this phenomenon a wide berth. 

	There had been word of other strangeness in the valley as well. A youth had gone missing over the summer and his older brother, Hunner had taken it upon himself to get to the bottom of the mystery. It was an understandable reaction, but Hunner was a rash and dangerous man. He had the bad habit of always following his gut despite the fact that it was usually wrong. 

	Bird had despised him since they were children. Unlike Hunner’s, her gut feelings were usually right, so they tended to be on opposing sides of any given situation. Another way that she differed from Hunner was the fact that she could admit when she was wrong. He did not have this capacity.

	

	

	

	﻿


A Forest

	

	From an orienteering standpoint, being underground and being in a forest are similar beasts. When underground, the simple fact that you have no available clues as to where you could possibly be is the underlying issue. All is in darkness, and the sensorial qualia that is available is rather limited. In a forest you are faced with a different set of issues. This comes down to a quality that forests and the greater universe share called isotropy, or homogeneity depending on who you ask.

	Put simply, this means that any direction you look, you basically see the same stuff. Trees, ferns, mosses, rocks, more trees, but limited landmarks to act as guideposts to tell you where you are. This isotropy can be observed in the natural world every evening by looking up into the sky and observing the stars. Mostly, you see the black yawning void of space with a star here and there. Constellations can be observed, but they are statistically insignificant and a result of pareidolia. Any direction you look, you will be greeted with a similar view. The fact that you can look down and see a planet is a rare set of circumstances in a universe that is mostly empty. 

	Fyndraxis was able to experience this isotropy firsthand in the patch of forest where he found himself. When he had abided underground, he hadn’t really given any thought as to where he actually was. It was just a peaceful patch of darkness where he could rest his mind. Now, faced with a forest that was demonstrably somewhere, he immediately started wondering where it was. 

	There were some statistical outliers in this arboreal isotropy. He was ensconced in a black raspberry bush, and he could observe some maple trees through the background noise of leaves and other greenery. In his pocket universe, there were two kinds of trees, dark green and light green. This denoted whether they were a conifer, or deciduous. The place where he found himself was fundamentally different and more complicated than the universe he hailed from. 

	Another one of these statistical outliers was a youth of about sixteen years. At first glance, he seemed to be engaged in some rather dedicated napping, but on further inspection it was clear that the boy was dead. This seemed to be a rather recent phenomenon. No scavengers had taken advantage of his unfortunate state of affairs quite yet.

	Two crows, who Fyndraxis immediately began referring to as Hugin and Munin, were scoping out the scene though. They noisily debated back and forth, circling around the issue of whether the boy was taking a nap or not. He did look like he could spring up at any moment and continue to do living boy stuff, which crows were decidedly not a fan of. 

	He would have had a bit of trouble in the springing department though. One of his legs had been amputated just below the knee. This was a rather surgical piece of work. The tibia and fibula lay nestled in the complicated muscle groups that they called home, and the whole thing would have looked appropriate gracing a medical text or the window of a butcher shop. 

	Hugin, being the bolder crow, flew down from his perch and had a go at the boy’s eyes. When this was met with no protest, Munin followed suit, but went instead for the marrow of the boy’s leg. The crows, like this whole tableau, were almost a murder, but not quite.

	The boy’s leg wasn't the only thing that had been subject to a bit of surgical intervention. Roughly a dozen trees had been cleaved at about chest height for a man. There was no evidence of chopping or sawing, just perfect bias cuts that were so precise that some of them gleamed in the midday sun. 

	Taking in this whole scene had taken Fyndraxis roughly ten seconds or so. He eventually realized that he wasn’t breathing. Breathing was an unnecessary habit that he kept to ground himself, but its absence was unsettling so he retreated to his sanctum to digest this new experience.

	In his sanctum he took a few nice deep breaths and felt his pulse for a dozen beats or so. His habit of keeping a heartbeat and breathing were a sort of lie that he told himself to stay on the saner side of things. Going off the rails was something that he tried to avoid, and breathing seemed to be a rather important part of that ongoing project. 

	Once he got settled, he began to pace and think. This was just the sort of breakthrough that he had been yearning for for the last few millennia. It was a bit of a shame to lose the peace and quiet of his underground abode, but the novelty of a new space to explore was undeniably good news. 

	He couldn’t deny the fact that this new place was a different sort of reality than the one that he had created. It was more detailed in every way. His knowledge of trees was a rather limited thing, so in the creation of a forest, he had settled on green ones, and dark green ones. The creator of the universe beyond must have been some sort of tree fetishist to create such a diverse and boundless forest. 

	He didn’t feel insulted exactly, he knew that his creation was rather sub par, but seeing a professional at work gave him a chance to have a slice of humble pie or two. When faced with the prospect of freedom, he had thought that he would have immediately cast off his bonds and bolted toward the horizon in a celebration of liberty, but this wasn’t exactly the case. He was just a touch intimidated by the prospect of venturing forth into the unknown.

	He wasn’t too intimidated to give the boy a proper burial though. That would have been the right thing to do anyway. That was probably a real kid out there in a real world, and deserved the dignity of some sort of funerary rite. 

	Steeling himself for another bout of asphyxiation, he turned to the door that he had come through, and went back in. The forest was exactly how he had left it with Hugin and Munin pecking away at the boy. He took a second to get used to the lack of breath and heartbeat and tried to figure out why that would be the case. 

	A lack of appropriate hardware was the conclusion that he came to. In this place he had but one form. This form didn’t have lungs or a heart to keep the steady rhythm of life. He had no eyes, but oddly he could see just fine. Arms, legs, hands, and every other appendage that he usually took for granted were sadly absent. He was, against all odds and running counter to every line of reasoning, a sword.

	

	

	

	 


﻿Unswordlike Things

	

	In his inner world, he had been imprisoned. This was a prison of the mind. In this greater reality, it seemed as though it was more of a corporeal incarceration that he was subject to. Swords are good at a great many things, getting up and having a stroll about is not one of them. The fact that he was a sword lent a touch of credence to the whole Daemon trapped for eternity for transgressions of the past theory. If he was soulbound to a sword, it kind of made a little bit of sense. The theory was approaching plausibility. Still kind of cliche, but plausible. The Daemon Blade Fyndraxis did kind of have a bit of a ring to it if we are all being honest here.

	What the boy had been doing in the forest was unclear, but the circumstances of his death were rather straightforward. He had come to this patch of forest on a hole digging expedition. The evidence of this lay all about him, there were a handful of holes in the ground of various sizes. In one of these holes, he must have found the sword that Fyndraxis was bound to. 

	Given the age of the boy and the state of the local trees, what happened next was no great feat of logic to deduce. Sixteen year old boys generally think that swords are pretty badass, so he must have devoted some time to figuring out just how badass it was. At some point in this exercise, he must have come down with a lethal case of operator error, and tragically donated all of his blood to the forest floor.

	This wasn’t Fyndraxis’ fault per se, but he certainly did reside squarely within the radius of blame. Humans are pack animals, and they rarely go places alone for any extended amount of time. There are edge cases of course, but this is a general rule. Somewhere out there, there would be people that cared about this boy. Parents, or extended family. They would note his absence and come looking for him. 

	This was an assumption on Fyndraxis' part, but regardless of the popular saying, without making assumptions, getting things done in the real world would be a challenge. Fyndraxis made this assumption mostly based on the clothes that the boy was wearing. He wasn’t running about in the nude, or draped in rancid animal skins, he was adorned in a rough sort of homespun burlap and had a leather belt. These were artifacts of a society of sorts. 

	There were people making cloth, and tanning leather. Fyndraxis was assuming that the boy hadn’t made his own clothes. The cloth it was made from was rather rough, but the quality of the sewing that made it into a garment was of a level of sophistication that was beyond the capabilities of the average teenage boy. 

	Somebody cared enough about this boy to clothe and feed him, he was a bit skinny, but not malnourished by any means. All of this evidence of care meant that at some point, somebody would find his body and hopefully notice the handsome sword nearby. Fyndraxis wasn’t up to speed about how this universe worked, but where he came from a sword was a precious thing that demanded attention. The boy had certainly demonstrated that, and hopefully whoever came by looking for him would be just as interested in the sword. That would be his ticket out of here. 

	Another possible scenario was the sword being deemed too dangerous for the general public and being returned to one of the convenient holes that swiss cheesed this patch of forest. This would have been an unacceptable outcome for the Daemon Fyndraxis. The prospect of being returned to the earth to abide underground for eternity was unattractive to him. Having tasted this strange brand of freedom, he was reluctant to return to his flawed universe and idle away his imprisonment knowing that there was a greater reality in the world beyond. He would have to come up with a plan.

	His experience with the narrative had given him a distinct familiarity with the ins and outs of the concept of compulsion. If he could somehow compel somebody to carry him, he could enjoy a freedom of sorts. As mentioned before, swords are good for a number of things, and perambulation wasn’t one of them. He had a rather severe lack of agency in this world and that would have to change if he were to carry out his plan. Plan being a rather strong word for what was rattling around in his head. He would have to learn to do some rather unswordlike things.

	

	

	

	﻿


File Structure

	

	The assumptive house of cards that Fyndraxis was building was reaching some rather lofty heights, so he deemed it wise to retreat once again to his sanctum. He could also breathe in and out there comfortably, so that was a welcome respite as well. There were some assumptions making up the ground floor of his new reality that warranted some investigation. 

	When he dicked around on his computer, he did so through an interface called the command line. This was an arcane and powerful way to interact with the machine. This was also a bit of a pain in the ass, but it was a trade off. If he wanted the computer to do something, he would have to type a command. There was no handy window manager that would hold his hand through the process offering helpful menus or configuration wizards. He had to be the wizard. 

	It was a black and white world of monotype font where he did his wizarding. He thought of commands like spells, and approached the whole situation as a great working of magic. In the use of these commands, he had to pay in the currency of knowledge. To use a command, you had to know everything about it. Something as trivial as a typo or a misunderstanding of syntax would yield an undesirable result. It was a black art that he was not half bad at.

	Because of its nature, a computer does exactly what you tell it to do. If you tell it to do something dumb that doesn’t make any sense, it will happily return a cryptic nonsensical result. Those familiar with the works of Douglas Adams will know that the question and how it is posed are sometimes far more important than the actual answer. In other words, garbage in, garbage out is the general rule. 

	One of the general assumptions Fyndraxis was basing his current world view on, was the fact that his mind and the computer in his Sanctum were intrinsically linked. He had thoughts and stuff changed on the computer. He had evidence of this from the landform text file that he had been dicking around with. 

	One thing that computers excel at is turning ideas into reality. Assuming that you have a well formulated idea and can convey that information to the computer in a way that it can interpret correctly, it will manifest whatever idea you give it. It will happily chug its way through any algorithm that you give it, as long as it doesn’t have to divide by zero or something similarly impossible. 

	Where the rubber meets the road is in how the computer interfaces with reality. It does this by interacting with devices. Device is an extremely broad term that does its very best to wiggle out from under the thumb of definition. A decent example of a device would be a hard drive. A hard drive is a piece of storage media that can be physically manipulated in some fashion. Let’s say that you want your computer to add two numbers, great that’s very simple. You input the numbers that you want to add and you can review the result to your heart’s content. This is an ephemeral result. Both you and the computer could forget that very easily. The computer can save this result for you by physically flipping bits on a hard drive, and remembering where that information is.

	In this simple act, it had turned something digital into something physical. It has breached the veil between the realm of the mind and the physical world. It has turned an idea into reality. 

	Fyndraxis, being soul bound to this sword, kind of has a de facto body. There is some magic or technology that contains his soul and the sword itself is the interface with the greater reality where the forest and the boy are. If he were to figure out what sort of agency the sword has in the physical world, he could go about the business of exercising his will. Whatever that was.

	On the computer, the coal face of this intersection between thought and reality was a place in the file structure called /dev. This is where the operating system tries its very best to define the term device. This is of course a tricky business, so it is full of a myriad of files that try to do so. Each instance of a definition is a file that is linked to a device in the real world. Interactions with these files can produce real world results. 

	It didn’t take Fyndraxis very long to track down what he was looking for, but once he found it, he felt a bit like the dog that caught the car. He also felt a little silly for not finding it in the last couple of thousand years of poking around in his computer, but that was beside the point. The file that he found was called /dev/sword, but it was unclear what he should do with it. He took some time to familiarize himself with the information in this file. He considered himself rather smart, so getting a handle on things only took a couple of weeks of dedicated work.

	When he returned once again to the forest, absolutely nothing had changed. He had spent a significant amount of time getting up to speed with the /dev/sword file, and Hugin and Munin were still just beginning to deflesh the boy. He hadn’t bloated or rotted, it was as if no time at all had passed out here while he was in the sword. Like time was screaming by in the sword and the outer world was plodding along lazily. He recalled his dirt naps and how he would return to novel continental configurations in his realm. This was troubling, but inconsequential for now. He had some hardware testing to do.

	Some of this hardware testing would best be pulled off after the sun went down, but for now he wanted to make some noise. He had figured out that he could make the sword vibrate. This could help his situation in a number of ways. He could conceivably wiggle himself out of the raspberry bush where he was posted up, but he was fortunately oriented in a rather vertical situation and didn’t really want to change that. He was point down and handle up, and he enjoyed his point of view despite the dead kid being front and center.

	If he could modulate the vibration of the sword, he could make sounds. He could act as a speaker of sorts, and alert a passerby. He had been able to manipulate the landform text file unconsciously and had spent some of his time in the last couple of weeks figuring out how to do that sort of thing consciously. It was tricky, and a little clunky, but he was kind of getting the hang of it. He had a set of switches that he pictured in his mind and could flip them pretty reliably. 

	He imagined the one that had control of sound flipping in his mind, he saw it as a pretty classic toggle switch made of glimmering steel, with a threaded housing. With that out of the way he began to yell for help as loud as he could. Both Hugin and Munin took umbrage at this and left a couple of flight feathers as they disappeared into the forest. 

	An hour or two of yelling for help yielded no results. Once he had quieted down, the pair of crows returned, this time with some friends and he finally had a proper murder on his hands. They spent the afternoon doing their best to eat the boy between the inevitable arguments that crop up when involved in a large project. The speech of the crows was quite a bit more effective in the forest than his had been. Their constant squabbling had attracted the attention of the local turkey vultures. They showed up in their dozens, and by the time the sun was going down, the boy was a fetid smear of exposed meat and bone.

	With the light failing, the day shift packed up and Fyndraxis had about an hour’s respite from the carnage, and then the night shift began. It started slowly with a fox. It slinked cat-like from the cover of the forest, trying its best to balance its hunger and paranoia. Once it determined that this wasn’t some elaborate trap, it ate its fill and moved on silently. 

	Next were the coyotes. They were neither quiet nor paranoid. They descended on the corpse, a pack of hungry yipping mouths. Their approach to the whole situation was a lot like the crows, taking time to have a fight or two between mouthfuls. When they were finished, nothing was left of the boy. Even his bones had been packed up and taken to unknown dens or secreted beneath the earth for leaner times. 

	Fyndraxis had let himself get distracted by this demonstration of applied ecology. He had front row seats to how mother nature hid a corpse, and on some level it was fascinating. He had some more testing to do, so he flipped another mental toggle switch. This one controlled the lights. 

	In poking around in the /dev/sword file, he had discovered something that hinted toward illumination. He didn’t understand it very well, but it seemed to work to some degree. He cast a white directionless light into the night. This had the effect of lighting up his little clearing in the forest, and in retrospect, he should have used it to scare off the coyotes. Now that there was no corpse here, he might be screwed. Certainly somebody would come looking for the boy, but he was kind of counting on some olfactory clues to help guide the way. 

	He spent a couple of hours blinking his lights on and off in hopes of calling attention to himself, but he doubted anyone would come in the dead of the night. He decided to sit in the dark of the night and observe the stars. A great number of things could be deduced from staring into the void.
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The Inverse Square Law

	

	From his little clearing, Fyndraxis could see a modest amount of sky. As the planet rotated, his point of view changed, as if he were a passenger cruising along in an unbearably slow sportscar, seat reclined, taking in the sights through the sunroof. This patch of night sky slewed across the universe revealing the only real thing that distant stars have to offer, information.

	Given time, which he seemed to have an abundance of, and enough stellar information, he might be able to figure out generally where he was. The distant stars would be no real help in this, but closer cosmic neighbors could jump in and lend a hand. Distant features like the Milky Way or the Pleiades might as well be holes poked in the dome of the night, they are distant and unchanging. Closer objects like planets tend to be brighter and do complicated and mysterious things. That’s why most of them are named after deities.

	Two of these deities were visible this evening, namely Mars and Jupiter. They happened to be in the southern sky. This told Fyndraxis that he was either very far north, or very far south. Probably very far north, because this was summer. The solar system has an equator of sorts, this is called the plane of the ecliptic. This is the plane that planets generally tend to orbit on. If the sun were to wear a skirt and do a fiery pirouette, all of the planets would get a face full of pleats. 

	The Earth, assuming that’s where he was, has an axial tilt of about 24.5 degrees. At night, we face away from the sun, and because of this tilt are sort of reclined, so to get a good look at this skirt, we need to look to the southern sky. Also, the constellation Orion was right side up, and that was kind of a dead give away. So that narrowed down his location to generally north somewhere. Which wasn’t very helpful. 

	Seeing the stars made him think about distance. Because he didn’t know where he was and how far away people might be, his strategy for rescue should probably focus on light. Being in a forest, sound wouldn’t carry very well. Forests are designed to consume errant waveforms and make use of them and sound doesn’t really stand a chance. Light on the other hand, is a more determined force and can be seen from lightyears away, so it was probably a better bet. 

	He decided that every evening for an hour or two, he would put on a light show. This would probably inspire curiosity in whatever locals were around and they would be inclined to come and check out what was causing it. From there he could convince somebody to get him out of here.

	Day came once again, and he spent some time getting up to speed with the light show that he was planning for the next evening. It was complicated work, but he made steady progress and was able to produce more colors than just white light. Hugin and Munin returned to see if there were any leftovers. They did a very thorough job for a couple of hours and seemed to find a scrap or two. 

	When evening began to fall once again, Fyndraxis prepared for his lightshow. This had to be done at the right time. If it happened too close to sunset, there may have been too much ambient light for it to be noticed. If he waited too late, everyone would be asleep. 

	While he was waiting for the right time to begin, he saw an errant star moving across the sky. Under normal stellar circumstances, this would not happen. This star moved in a steady line from south to north, plodding its way across the sky. It couldn’t be a star, and unless something gravitationally drastic had happened, it couldn’t be a planet either. This was something closer. Something in the thrall of the Earth’s gravity. This was a satellite in a polar orbit. 

	Fyndraxis racked his mind for everything he knew about satellites. They were artifacts of high technology, typically not the result of efforts of people wearing burlap. They were a modern thing, like his computer. They could be used for communication or observation, but either way, they had to have some sort of way to disseminate the information that they possessed, or else what was the point? They typically used radio to communicate because the logistics of running a wire up to orbit was a non-starter. He was pretty sure his computer had a radio, though before now he had no real reason to use it.

	He retreated to his Sanctum, reveling in the opportunity to respire. He had been growing used to these bouts of apnea, and while he didn’t enjoy them, they were becoming less and less panic inducing. His computer was covered in a thick layer of dust and he used his ecstatic breaths to blow off the monitor and keyboard.

	He spent a while tracking down and implementing the radio functionality, and had to refer to the internal manual that his computer kept in its memory a couple of times to get up to speed. Once everything was fired up and working, he was able to scan through the electromagnetic spectrum for signals of note. He was greeted with nothing more than standard issue radio static that the universe provided free of charge to anyone that cared to listen. 

	Because of the temporal difference between his inner realm and the outer reality, this sound came through as a meaty bass hum, punctuated by the occasional slow pop or toothy hiss. He had no idea what frequency a random satellite of unknown function would be broadcasting on, so he scanned the spectrum a number of times to try to track down his quarry. He received nothing of note, but was happy to have another tool to dick around with.

	He was surprised that he didn’t hear any humans on the radio talking about the weather or playing music of some kind. The part of the radio spectrum that usually carried that information was as empty as the rest. Faced with a sort of Fermi-esque befuddlement, he went about the business of adding another mental toggle switch and a dial to his growing toolkit. 

	So far, he had some vibrational shenanigans that he could get up to resulting in sound, the future possibility of a light show for anyone that cared to see it, and he could listen to his radio and try to track down whatever signals were screaming through the void. Not too bad for a sword in a raspberry bush.

	

	

	

	﻿


Celestial Seasons

	

	Days have a way of turning right into weeks and months when you are focused on their rhythm. The Daemon Fyndraxis had fallen into a sort of schedule of work and the days started to slip away from him. A lot of his day was spent twiddling the mental knob of his radio and listening to the results, or lack thereof. He managed to catch a satellite or two every once in a while, but those precious moments were few and far between. He recorded the results and saved them for analysis. 

	He had some creative time where he would plan light shows, and was able to better his techniques everyday. This all needed to happen in his Sanctum though. Anything that needed any sort of algorithmic coaxing had to happen at his computer. He was reluctant to do this because of the temporal difference between his Sanctum and the outer world. He started to consider the outer worlds temporal ratio to be 1:1, and his Sanctum was cruising along at something like 1,000:1 or 10,000:1, he really had no way to figure that out. 

	Every second that he spent at his computer was a microsecond in the world beyond. His time in the sword was blazing by, while time outside was at a standstill. It was a bit like having a pause button at his disposal, but faced with an unknown length of time abiding in a forest, who would want to hit the pause button. It seemed paradoxically like a waste of time.

	So, the Summer slipped into Autumn as he kept his rhythm of days. All evidence of the boy was secreted into the occult ossuary of the forest, so he had the clearing all to himself. A fairy circle of mushrooms eventually sprouted where his body had laid for a time, no doubt the result of his finding a different job description in the food chain. 

	His light shows got more and more elaborate as he gained skill in that regard, each elaboration feeling like the key to his rescue. As the sun tracked lower and lower in the sky every day and the green leaves packed it in for the season, time passed at the same steady rate. Fyndraxis felt every second of it. Eventually the snows came and brought a brand of quiet to the forest that Fyndraxis had never known. The utter silence was broken only by the occasional hearty bird or misguided squirrel. For some time he was completely buried in snow and had the distinct displeasure of abiding in a world of pure white directionless light, and at night an all encompassing blackness that knew no bounds.

	After what seemed like a thousand years, the winter subsided and life slowly began to return to the  forest. Birds began to sing, and the local squirrels were no longer a misguided bunch. Trees began to bud, and eventually unfurl their great photosynthetic canopies. Fyndraxis continued his work, undaunted by the frustrations he faced in his complicated relationship with time.

	These works that he was involved in were not in vain. He had indeed called attention to himself. He had ages to plan his next step, and the plan was something devious that he had fallen for thousands of times.

	

	

	

	﻿


The Theatrical Approach

	

	Somebody was approaching through the forest on stealthy feet. He was familiar with the cadence of all of the animals that wandered by his clearing, every sound that he heard was evaluated for its possibility as a sign of rescue. This was a bipedal cadence, slow and furtive. He was used to the quiet quadrupedal cadence of deer and coyotes, involved in their lethal games of hide and seek. Most bipedal things that he heard were birds, and he, like Dioganes before him, knew a featherless biped when he heard one.

	He made preparations to put his plan into action. The plan itself was a kind of shitty thing to do to someone. In his realm, he had been ensnared by the narrative countless times, it was sneaky. His most recent brush with it in Grenoble, which seemed a thousand years in the past, had merely taken a second of inattention for him to be ensnared. For whoever was sneaking through the forest, he had a more elaborate ruse in store. 

	Whoever was skulking around, they were certainly good at it. When Fyndraxis was able to see their movement, which was rare, it seemed to be the forest itself that was moving. When Fyndraxis deemed his quarry close enough to hear what he was planning on doing he began.

	“Pick up the sword,” he whispered faintly, in the most aetherial voice he could summon, “it is your destiny.”

	The man, for Fyndraxis knew the scream of a full grown man, took off at a dead run through the forest, eschewing all attempts at stealth. Perhaps, he had been a bit too creepy? He was happy to be able to make his first attempt at this plan, but no plan survives first contact with reality. The man didn’t seem to be completely put off though, because a few hours later, as light was beginning to fade, he began another approach to the clearing. 

	“You may approach, Chosen One,” Fyndraxis tried out a less creepy angle.

	“Who ‘sere?” The man asked furtively as Fyndraxis slowly began the light show he had planned for this. It was actually a good thing that he had come back a little bit later. The light show would be far more effective during the golden hour. 

	“I am Lightbringer, the Divine Sword Of Gaia,” blue and aquamarine light rippled along his sheath, making the Daemon Blade appear as if it was at the bottom of an enchanted river. 

	The man stepped into the clearing where Fyndraxis had spent his winter. He was clad in homespun burlap and leathers that had all seen better days, like the boy that had come before. To his credit though, he did blend in with the forest rather well. 

	He was in his mid to late twenties and looked like he had seen a number of rough winters. His hair was about shoulder length and a stringy dirty blonde, a patchy beard decorated a sharp chin. Across his back he had a longbow and a quiver of arrows, and at his hip he kept a hatchet.

	“Come out, I can’t see you,” he bade as he looked around. He was speaking English, but it was oddly accented and rather hard to understand. Consonants at the end of words seemed to be an optional thing and words themselves seemed to cling stubbornly in the soft palate. It was clipped and a bit nasal, a rough and rural accent that was something born of a Cornish farm girl and a wandering Frenchman. 

	“You have been chosen to wield an instrument of destiny,” as Fyndraxis said this, the man retreated once again into the woods.

	“What are you? A talking sword?” The man asked from the wood as he made a quick circuit around the periphery of the clearing, trying to find the man behind the curtain.

	“I am the Divine Sword of Gaia, speech is one of my many powers,” Fyndraxis answered, voice brimming with mysterious overtones.

	“Scarin’ the shit out of everyone in the Valley is what you are,” the man gave in answer, “we all thought it was ghosts up here, or the Wendigo.”

	“I have laid in wait for you for a thousand years,” Fyndraxis started riffing, narratively speaking, now that he had the man’s attention and he wasn’t screaming his way through the woods back to wherever he came from. “The Wendigo have stolen the crystals that contain her power,” he was really cooking now, “I have chosen you to retrieve them.”

	“Shouldn’t be glowin’ blue then,” he answered cryptically as he poked his head back into the clearing.

	“Pardon?” Fyndraxis asked, temporarily thrown off course.

	“Brown,” he clarified, “you should be glowing brown ‘cause you’re full of shit. Ain’t no one fight the Wendigo. That’d be like tryin’ to fight the wind.”

	Fyndraxis may have actually stumbled into something usable with this Wendigo thing. He’d take what he could get at this point. He had no idea who the Wendigo was, but that didn’t really matter. All he wanted was to be out of this particular patch of forest. 

	“Draw me forth and test my worth,” Fyndraxis intoned and ramped up the light show, opting not to go brown as the man suggested.

	“Listen man, I can only understand ‘bout half of what you are sayin’” The man confessed, “You talk like one them shitheads from the north.”

	“Pick me up and chop down some trees to see if I’m sharp,” Fyndraxis suggested, trying not to sound annoyed.

	“Right,” the man said, approaching the sword, “not a bad idea.”

	The man picked up the sword and pulled it from the sheath. It was quite impressive, when he began the pull the sword began to lightly vibrate. By the time he got it out of the scabbard it was pulsing in his hand. This was done to demonstrate the kind of barely tamed godlike power he would be wielding. There were also impressive sound effects and dazzling lights. The sword itself cracked and hissed while it cut through the air, its electric blue glow could just barely be seen in the early evening light. Fyndraxis was pulling out all the stops and the strategy was working. The man gave a devilish grin. 

	His athletic abilities were surprising. He had a wiry grace in his movements and a natural aptitude for the blade. He swung for the closest tree. It happened to be about as thick around as his torso. 

	When the blade made contact with this tree something odd happened for Fyndraxis. Time itself seemed to slow down. The journey from bark to heartwood seemed to take hours. While he was yet again killing time, he was able to make some rather interesting observations. He of course could count the rings of the tree, which he did. It was thirty seven years old, but there were further things that commanded his attention. He was able to make some atomic observations.

	He was able to bring his awareness to the edge of the blade and observe the stately jostlings of individual atoms. While he was never a huge fan of chemistry, he was able to see the complex interactions of carbon and oxygen bonds. He could see at the very edge of his blade, the sword itself was honed to a single neutron. This neutron edge was able to shear these molecular bonds as if they were never even there. Every once in a while, this neutron edge would slice cleanly through an atom, producing a small flash of electric blue light. He was sharp. Unbelievably, irresponsibly, lethally sharp.  

	This was an astonishing revelation for the Daemon Fyndraxis. The atomic observations were pretty incredible, but beyond that were some further implications that were giving him some discomfort. He was an artifact of pure violence. A sword was a thing with a singular purpose. Although they make passable letter openers, and apparently they are useful for harvesting lumber, that is not their intended purpose. They are an object made with the express purpose of killing people. 

	Fyndraxis, not really considering himself a violent being, would have to square this new reality with his system of internal ethics. Sure, he had done some extremely violent things during his tenure as chief deity of his inner world, but that felt a bit different. 

	In terms of the sharpness and lethality of the blade, the man reached the same conclusion, although somewhat more quickly, relatively speaking. Time had not slowed down for him, only for Fyndraxis. The blade had whispered through the tree it had been tested upon. The man stepped deftly out of its way as its limbs began popping and cracking, signaling its journey to the forest floor. He moved on to another and another, all the while his grin grew wider and more maniacal. Every stroke of the blade was heralded by a flash of sky blue light. Finally after a couple dozen trees had been felled he seemed satisfied.

	“Yeah, this’ll do. I’ll quest for your Gaia. I'll need to grab some stuff from town first,” the man spoke as he examined the blade, “So, you’re Light Bringer? They call me Hunner.”

	

	

	

	 


﻿Stuff from town

	

	Hunner prepared to depart and slung the Daemon Blade over his back tied with a piece of cord that he had produced from one of his many pockets. Fyndraxis had mixed feelings about being worn in such a fashion. Humans observe their reality from the front side of their head, and putting the controllable end of an unfamiliar weapon exactly where you can’t observe it is an exceptionally lethal brand of machismo. 

	The French invented a sword that did this a long time ago. They called it the Guillotine. He decided not to bring it up though, not only to keep the peace, but to maintain his character as Light Bringer, the divine sword of Gaia. 

	They began their journey and Fyndraxis took that opportunity to try to get the lay of the surrounding land while he still had the privilege of a bit of light. He had spent his winter in a high mountain glade at the northern end of a textbook glacial valley. At some point a couple of hundred million years ago these peaks had been truly immense towering monuments to plate tectonics. They had no doubt rivaled any of the tallest peaks in the world in their height and general grandeur. 

	Over eons, wind and ice had done their damage and worn these once mighty peaks down to the granite and marble that had been kept in the basement. When a peak is eroded in such a way, the material that had once been the peak has to go somewhere. In this case it simply slid down the side of the mountain and formed a high plain. The mountains had been peeled like bananas. 

	This produced a pattern of peaks and high plains and valley floors that persisted from valley to valley in a quite predictable manner. These once hostile mountains had gone into retirement and were content to have things like trees and humans populate their gentle slopes. Trees had taken quite a hold around here. From his vantage on Hunner’s back, most of what Fyndraxis could see through gaps in the canopy were other far off equally successful trees. 

	They made their way across the high plain of the valley in a westerly direction, fording brooks and making their way through the occasional meadow. Fyndraxis let his mind wander, and started thinking about time. He could slow down his personal time, it was a pretty neat trick. He wondered idly whether he could speed up time as well. It turns out that he could. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t thought of this before. This made reality an incomprehensible blur for him. He had only touched the power for a second, but he rocketed forward through time with no concept of where he was going or what he was doing. 

	Night had fallen, and he was in the central square of a small village. The village itself looked pretty solidly medieval. It was populated with squat huts with roofs made of thatched reeds or some sort of local bamboo equivalent. He was still slung over Hunner’s back, so he had a pretty good view of what was going on. Hunner, it seemed, had gotten himself into a swordfight.

	“That you Hunner?” A male voice announced, clearly knowing the answer to his question. Hunner said nothing but stopped dead in his tracks. 

	“Told you not to come back. Nobody here took your brother,” the man said, stepping forward and drawing a blade that looked to have been made from the leaf spring of a large truck. 

	“I reckon the Twitchels’re dead.” the man surmised. Holding this leaf spring blade was a man in his middle age, who looked to have found his way to that state of being though sheer grit and determination. 

	“I know they killed him, Presson,” Hunner presumably knew this man Presson and had a bit of a reputation around town.

	“What’s that on your back?” Presson asked, readying himself to do something violent. He seemed to be rather comfortable with that sort of thing. Generally, people who carry around large swords tend to use them. When you have a hammer, all that you see are nails.

	“Found it up in the woods. Wasn’t the Wendigo up in the eastern hills,” Hunner took this opportunity to draw the Daemon Blade. 

	The unfortunate thing about carrying a lethally, irresponsibly sharp blade on your back is that it can be difficult to draw safely. Pulling a blade out of its sheath blind, and without practice can lead to some unforeseen outcomes. What happened in this case was Hunner cleanly lopped off the crown of his skull. While not immediately lethal, it does tend to be a bit of a distraction. 

	While Hunner was busy yelling “Fuck,” just about as loud as he could, Presson closed the distance between them and swung his blade in a brutal overhand chop that had probably produced thousands of cords of firewood. Hunner was not fully distracted by his injury. He was an extremely tough, competent product of his environment. He managed to get the Daemon Blade up to block Presson’s deathblow. Presson’s weapon was cleaved cleanly in half and Hunner broke the bridge of his attacker’s nose with the pommel of the sword. 

	Hunner used this moment to back off and truly square up to the man. While he was doing this people began to poke their heads out of their huts. 

	“Hunner, whatever you are doing I need you to stop,” Fyndraxis said calmly.

	“Fuckin’ took off the top of my head you fucking prick,” Hunner said, as blood began to pour down his head and neck soaking his burlap and leathers. 

	Presson came in for another attempt at Hunner, this time being wary of the Daemon Blade that was glowing sky blue into the night. Presson couldn’t see all that well with his freshly broken nose though. Tears had blurred his vision and he had a dramatically shorter weapon than he did a couple of seconds ago. Hunner took advantage of this. Presson was split diagonally from his collarbone out through the opposite side of his ribcage, taking his sword hand in the same stroke. Hunner laughed as his foe tumbled in pieces to the ground. 

	Hunner was beginning to get a bit lightheaded from blood loss, and having a bit less skull than he was used to. He chose this moment to begin vomiting, so he failed to notice that there was a man sneaking up behind him. Fyndraxis also failed to inform him of this, because he had deemed his wielder problematic in a couple of very fundamental ways. When the man got close enough, he slit Hunner’s throat down to the spine. A mixture of blood and vomit sprayed from his new wound as his scream found an easier path to freedom.

	Once Hunner had bled all the way out, the man spat in his face, cut off his ears and threw them in the river. After these rites had been observed, he calmly looted his body while the village looked on.

	

	

	

	﻿


Bird

	

	Fyndraxis had become loot. The man had gathered all of Hunner’s things that weren’t soaked in blood. Namely his bow, a small pouch that he kept on his right hip, and the Daemon Sword Fyndraxis (formerly Light Bringer). Once these things were gathered, he tied them in a bundle and balanced them over his shoulder with one hand holding them for support. He then left town without saying a word and began walking up into the western hills. 

	There was a sort of path that they were following. The moon had already set, but the night was clear and he could make his way by starlight. This new leg of the journey began to trouble Fyndraxis. Was this man hiking him up into the woods to abandon him? Was he about to be punished for being complicit in murder? He didn’t relish the thought of spending another undetermined amount of time stranded without a wielder. 

	He began to wonder why having a wielder was so important to him. Was he such terrible company that he couldn’t bear to be by himself? Being bored and lonely seemed like such a trite thing to be afraid of. He had an infinite world inside him where he could do as he pleased, that should be enough. Thinking back on his past winter and the aeons he had spent inside himself, he realized that he didn’t care for his inner world. It was a pale simulacrum of what lay before him. This was the true reality wasn’t it? What if it wasn’t though. What if this was another trick of the narrative. What if he was merely blundering his way through the tutorial phase that these distractions tended to have to orient players to the rules of the world. 

	What evidence did he have that this world was real and true?  If it wasn’t real, the graphics were truly incredible. Technology makes these things possible though. A gentleman named Gordon Moore had made that clear in the nineteen sixties when he observed that the number of transistors that could be crammed into an integrated circuit doubled just about every two years. That was back when computers were hulking things that could only be moved around by cranes, if they could be moved at all. Fast forward a handful of decades and all of a sudden supercomputers could be carried about discreetly in a pocket. 

	Why did he know that? He knew nothing of his past, yet facts like Moore's law and what a cell phone was seemed to be second nature to him. This world around him didn’t seem to comport with the reality he was used to. Matters of reality aside, he knew one thing for sure. Finding himself alone in the woods again was not something that he wanted. Also, rocketing forward through time wasn’t a thing that he wanted to mess with. He had arrived in the village with no context and in the middle of a fight. If he had been present for the hours before then, he could have possibly diffused whatever situation had been happening.   

	He needed to talk to this man and convince him that taking him up into the woods and burying him was a terrible idea. The theatrical approach that he had tried on Hunner had yielded mixed results, so another strategy was in order. A “Please don’t bury me in the woods” strategy seemed a bit too straightforward and cowardly for a Daemon Sword, so he settled on something he called “The coolest dude in the universe.”

	After they had journeyed for about half a mile and the fires from town were completely out of sight Fyndraxis piped up.

	“Hey, nice night isn’t it?” he observed, nonchalantly. It was a classic piece of small talk guaranteed to be received without offense, and fully honest because it was in fact a nice evening.

	“Fuck!” the man exclaimed as he threw the bundle that was over his shoulder to the ground and did a quick 360, checking the area around him for whoever had spoken.

	“Down here my man, in the bag. I’m the sword,” Fyndraxis was speaking like a really calm, laid back cool dude. The man slowly approached, knelt down and untied the bundle he had made back in town. 

	“Could’ve sworn I heard you talkin’ in town. Thought I might’ve been losing it,” he chuckled, almost relieved.

	“Nah man, I’m totally a talking sword. You’re not crazy. Nasty business back there in town huh? I tried to stop that guy. Sorry about your friend,” he was trying to channel every laid back cool dude he could think of. What came out was a mixture of Owen Wilson hanging ten on a surfboard made of rare Tom Waits vinyls and Garfield the cat smoking a joint on a set break between sax solos. Implausibly cool. It was kind of working too, this guy wasn’t running screaming into the night, which was a good sign for Fyndraxis.

	“Yeah, I heard you tryin’ to talk him out of it. Hunner was always a piece of shit. He was convinced that the Twichels killed his little brother. It’s a shame ‘bout the Twitchels, but I don’t think too many tears’ll be shed for him,” the man explained while trying to repack his bundle of loot. The Sword had been a pretty important part of its structure, so he decided to just sling the bow over his shoulder and pocket the small bag.

	“Bummer, anyway I’m Fyn. What should I call you man?” Fyndraxis said like he had just casually sunk a three pointer.

	“I’m Teeroy,” Teeroy said. 

	“Right on, where we headed to Teeroy?” Asked Sub Zero from Mortal Kombat drinking a rocks glass of liquid helium. 

	“Well, I was going to bury you in the woods. You seem like a pretty cool dude though, so I’ll have to do something else. You see, we have a bit of a problem. With Presson dead, I’ll probably end up being Selectman. That’s like the guy in charge of town. It’s tough work and Presson did a fair job at it, but he always had his sword. Like he was always itchin’ for a fight. If anyone stepped out of line you either got the shit kicked out of you, or you ended up dead from that sword of his. It made town a shitty place to live. I don’t plan on runnin’ it like that. I want my time as Selectman to be boring. If I was to let you stay in town I think it’d become a very exciting place to live, but I’d end up ruling over a pile of bones,” he made a fair point. 

	“What do we do here?” Fyndraxis asked diplomatically. 

	Teeroy got up and began to slowly pace. He massaged his beard with one hand in the universal gesture of deep thought. He paced for almost a minute silently working things out.

	“I’ll bring you to Bird. She’s not gonna like it, but she owes me one,” he said finally.

	“Thanks man,” said Rick Rubin, producer for the Beastie Boys.

	Fyndraxis and Teeroy walked on through the forest in silence for a time, both seeming to enjoy the evening air in their own way. The path roughly followed the course of a creek flowing out of the western hills. The valley seemed to be absolutely teeming with water. Every square inch that didn’t have a tree occupying it was employed with the seemingly endless task of removing the water they couldn’t swallow up.

	“How’d you get in a sword?” Teeroy asked after a while, breaking the silence.

	“Beats me, man,” Fyndraxis answered honestly. He truly had no idea how he could have ended up in this situation.

	“Bird’ll probably know what to do,” Teeroy continued, “she knows all ‘bout old world stuff.”

	“Old world?” The Daemon Sword queried, his curiosity piqued.

	“Yeah, there used to be loads of people that lived ‘round here. Somethin’ happened, and now they’re all gone. They used to be able to do magic and stuff. You seem pretty magic to me, so I figure you’re from back then,” Teeroy reasoned, while they continued their walk.

	“I don’t really remember,” Fyndraxis admitted.

	“Well, that’s a bummer,” Teeroy offered in consolation, “maybe Bird can help you with that, she’s probably the smartest person I know. She’s got books.”

	“That would be nice,” Fyndraxis thought that that would probably be a longshot. He had a distinct feeling that he, being a Daemon, was inherently complicated.

	“Hey, what’s the deal with this Wendigo thing?” Fyndraxis had heard this term from Hunner a couple of times, and it seemed to be important.

	“I’d rather not talk about that,” Teeroy replied, reluctantly. It seemed the Wendigo was important, but the topic served to torpedo their conversation, and they continued on in silence.

	A journey of about three miles brought them within shouting distance of a squat cabin in a great meadow on the high western plain. The cabin itself was dark, and smoke puffed merrily out of its stone chimney. 

	“Bird,” Teeroy yelled when he was about fifty yards from the cabin, “It’s Teeroy. I know it’s late, but I have to talk to you.” 

	After a minute or so the front door of the cabin opened up and a woman appeared in its frame. She was a study in black and white under the evening starlight, her pale face a mask floating in the darkness.  

	“Fuck Teeroy, couldn’t wait ‘till mornin’? It’s the middle of the goddamned night,” she said, clearly annoyed at having her sleep interrupted.

	“I know, sorry Bird. Shit went sideways in town and I need a favor. You mind puttin’ the kettle on?” he asked, almost sheepishly.

	“All I got right now’s some booze from the boys up north,” was all she offered, and she turned back into the cabin and busied herself with the small tasks that a host is obligated to do. Teeroy and the Daemon sword made their way to her doorway to be received. 

	“Take your goddamn shoes off,” She said reflexively as Teeroy was about to enter the cabin. He paused at the doorway and did as he was asked. Inside the cabin, Bird had thrown a couple of logs on the fire and they were beginning to catch. 

	The light revealed an austere abode with a single bed, a table with a couple of chairs and a fireplace surrounded by its associated tools and utensils. The wall near the fireplace was occupied by a collection of glass bottles with various liquids and dried herbs. There were also some seemingly ancient books on a shelf whose titles had been worn off ages ago.  

	Teeroy had a seat at the table as Bird was grabbing one of her bottles and a couple of glasses. 

	“Well, what’s the fuss?” she asked as she had a seat herself.

	“Hunner snuck into town and killed the Twichels and Presson,” he began.

	“Fuckin’ Hunner.” She said with a distaste that spoke of years of enmity, “You kill him?”

	“Yeah, he’s dead,” Teeroy said softly as he took a drink, “he had something. A magic sword. Said he found it in the eastern hills. It fuckin’ talks.” Bird froze at this mid drink. 

	“It what?” she said icily.

	“It talks, Bird. I was chit chattin’ with it on the way up here. It’s freakin magic.” It seemed that Fyndraxis wasn’t the only one playing it cool on the journey up the hill. “You wanna say hi, Fyn?” Teeroy set the sword on the table between them. 

	The coolest dude in the universe strategy had worked very well on Teeroy, but Bird seemed to be a different creature entirely. Being woken up in the middle of the night aside, she didn’t seem to be the sort of person that would take bullshit lightly. 

	“Hi, there,” was all that came out when Fyndraxis spoke. 

	Bird and Teeroy looked at the sword between them, both taking a sip of the booze from the boys up north. 

	“What the fuck?” Bird said, after an implausibly pregnant pause. 

	Fyndraxis, again, didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know these people. He didn’t know anything. He was utterly lost and without anything to guide him. Earlier he had been literally lost in the woods, now that he had been rescued, he continued to be in that state, this time metaphorically. 

	Eventually he decided that honesty was going to be the best policy with this crowd. Teeroy seemed to be an honest and genuinely kind man. Granted, he had just witnessed him slit a man’s throat, but people contained multitudes. He knew little of Bird, but from what he could tell from her interactions with Teeroy she was a trusted confidant. He decided on an approach that he was calling “The Straight Shooter”. This involved seeming very genuine and mostly telling the truth as he understood it.

	“I’m lost,” Fyndraxis began, “I awoke in this form and I have no idea how I got here. Last fall I was dug out of the ground by a young man. He cut himself on my blade and died,” a look was shared between Teeroy and Bird, “Hunner found me today and we went into town. He killed a bunch of people and now we are here. That’s pretty much my whole life as I know it until now.”

	“I think the boy that dug him up was Hunner’s younger brother. He disappeared last fall and Hunner blamed the Twitchels for some reason. They never got on,” Teeroy explained to the room, “this is the kind of shit that I don’t want goin’ on in town. Can you help me out here Bird? I can’t just walk him off into the woods, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night, and if somebody found him, I think he wouldn’t be all too happy with me. He cut through Presson and his blade like he wasn’t even there. Shit, Hunner even took the top of his own head off just taking him out of his goddam sheath.”  

	“I didn’t kill Presson. Er, I didn’t intend to kill Presson,” Fyndraxis began defending himself.

	“I’m not blamin’ you for it, Fyn. Hunner was always a bad seed and the valley’s better off without him,” Teeroy continued, “You seem like an ok guy who is just kind of in a bad spot. If I kept you in the village there would always be a threat of violence. We’ve had to deal with that before and I don’t care for it. Sorry man, you’re just too weird for town.”

	“You’ll be Selectman?” Bird asked.

	“I don’t see who else would do it,” Teeroy answered through a yawn.

	“Alright, “ Bird began to yawn as well, “I’ll take him for the time being, but I live alone for a reason, and I don’t care for company. I’ve had enough of it for the night, in fact. I’m going back to bed. Goodnight Teeroy.”

	“Thanks Bird, I owe you one,” Teeroy said as he was putting on his shoes. 

	“Fuckin’ more than one,” Bird yelled after him as she was closing the door behind him. 

	“Thanks Bird,” said the Daemon Fyndraxis “I’ll stay out of your hair.”

	“Fyn, was it?” Bird asked her new mysterious roommate, as she was clearing the glasses from the table.

	“Fyndraxis, but you can call me Fyn if you’d like,” he said.

	“Well Fyndraxis, I can’t say that I have much use for a talkin’ sword. Teeroy and I go way back and we trade favors out of spite for some reason,” She seemed to be winding up for some sort of tirade, “This is a huge ask for me and I’m not very happy about it. Leave me be and I’ll figure out what to do with you in the mornin’.” 

	“Can I ask one question?” Fyndraxis asked quietly.

	“Go ahead,” Bird answered, exasperated.

	“Where am I?” It was a reasonable question. 

	“The end of the fuckin’ world,” the tirade she had been preparing for made itself apparent, “everything west of here is picked clean by the fuckin’ Wendigo. To the south and east we have fuckin’ cannibals, the boys to the north are a bunch of fuckin’ idiots and people like Hunner and Presson can’t go ten minutes without killin’ each other. This is why I live alone up in the hills fuckin’ spittin’ distance from the Waste. Life’s hard enough out here without me havin’ to babysit a fricken magical sword,” She was breathing heavily, but all of a sudden felt silly for yelling at a sword on a table. 

	“What’s the Wendigo?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“I’m goin’ to bed,” she announced.

	She got into bed. She tossed and turned for a little bit, probably due to the nature of her guest, but eventually fell asleep. While Bird slept, the Daemon Fyndraxis busied himself with one of his favorite pastimes, dicking around with his radio. 

	

	

	

	﻿


The End of The World

	

	The world ended pretty quickly all things considered. This ending of things was fundamentally tied to technology, but it really had to do with exponential growth in a couple of ways. Humans are clever, and they have always been very good at making new technology. Pretty quickly after the advent of opposable thumbs, humans started grabbing things other than branches and trying to make their lives easier. 

	As with any case of exponential growth, things started out rather slowly. The age in which they exclusively used stone tools lasted three million years or so. From a modern perspective, this was a shockingly long time to be mucking about with obsidian and the like. It’s easy to judge the average paleolithic stone crafter as dim witted, but nothing could be further from the truth. Stone crafting is an art that can take a lifetime to perfect. It requires dexterity, skill, intelligence, intuition, and a healthy dose of cleverness.

	Homo sapiens sapiens used the materials that they had at hand to transform themselves from a species that acted as prey to the ultimate apex predator that looked down from the lofty heights at the top of the food chain. They were rock stars with a hit that took them straight to the top of the charts.

	Technology and information are intrinsically linked. When humans started this whole journey, they lacked both of those things. When a new technology was invented, information as to its use would have to be disseminated. This was done orally at first, while they were presumably neck deep in the business of inventing language, so taking a few million years to get it right was kind of understandable. 

	After the invention of the written word things got a little bit easier. The ability to transform a concept from something carried about in one person’s mind into a physical object that could be passed around and shared and understood by anyone that could read, totally changed the game. From this novelty, the concept of civilization was born. Ideas could be shared and expressed relatively easily, and they no longer had to rely on mere word of mouth to make a stone ax or whatever. Finally, if a  human had a question, they could just look it up.

	Early writing was tedious and vague, but the technological advances that it precipitated caused us to rocket through both the Bronze and Iron Ages at a breakneck pace compared to the Paleolithic. Along the way were advances in mathematics and material sciences that eventually culminated in the invention of the printing press. This is where things truly started picking up speed. 

	Technology had been held back by the simple fact that if you had an idea, you had to write it down. Once written down, there would be exactly one copy of it. The printing press changed this. All of a sudden, if there was a good idea, or a bad one,  anyone with a printing press could blast off as many copies as they wanted and everybody would get the memo. 

	This was where the curve of exponential growth for technology started trending towards the vertical in a substantial way. In the three hundred years that followed the publication of Newton’s Principia Mathematica, humans went from trotting around in horse drawn carriages to walking on the moon. 

	The last hundred years of this innovation were truly astounding. In a single lifetime, starting around 1898, somebody could be born in a farming village in central Europe, take a steamship to the New World only to find that by the time they got there airplanes had been invented, have a couple of kids, lose a couple in a world war or two, find out about the death said children over the radio, ride in cars, fly in dirigibles, watch people walk on the moon live on television from the comfort of your living room, ride out the threat of a global nuclear war, watch a space shuttle blow up from the same living room and then cap the whole thing off by checking your email on your cell phone. 

	This technological explosion in the last age of humans was dependent on a couple of things. Firstly, information, we’ve covered that. Secondly, access to cheap abundant energy. There was only one thing to fit this bill and that was petrochemicals. Pound for pound, it is the cheapest, most energetic stuff that you can find. Sure, plutonium has it beat in terms of energy density, but that stuff is very expensive and a nightmare to deal with.  

	With the widespread adoption of petrochemicals fueling the technological engine of humanity, life got easier. The human population was able to flourish and establish itself as the dominant species on the planet. The fever dream of capitalism took hold and everybody hung back and started letting the market make all the big decisions. One of those big decisions was to make almost everything out of plastic. Plastic, being a by-product of the petrochemical industry, was cheap, durable and eventually, ubiquitous. 

	With the concept of the market in charge of everything, the march of technology continued forward unhindered by ethics or responsibility. Plastic was bought, sold, used, and consumed with frighteningly little regard for the consequences. Things made from plastic were viewed as both desirable and disposable. Because of this, the environment, landfills, and ultimately the very flesh and blood of every creature on the planet became saturated with the stuff. 

	The big problem with plastic is its staunch refusal to participate in the food chain. Humans had been littering for eons with very little consequence. Historically, most of their detritus was organic in nature, so the problem pretty much took care of itself. Something would just come along and eat their garbage. The Stone Age was no real problem, that was just kind of moving rocks around. The Bronze and Iron Ages were rather similar as well. Melting and combining rocks was pretty inconsequential. Sure, there were some pretty nasty byproducts in the mining and refinement of these ores, but in the grand scheme of things it was no big deal. Once petroleum was discovered, the environment began to fill up with single use disposable everythings by the metric gigaton. 

	 While this pathological littering was going on, technology got smaller and faster. Computers, Once hulking things that were typically the size of whatever building you chose to build them in, became small things that you could carry around discreetly in your pocket. This increased the rate at which information could be exchanged, and in turn affected technology in a positive feedback loop. 

	Eventually, technology got so small and fast that things could be manufactured out of single atoms. This was nanotechnology. Small simple machines could be employed to make smaller even more simple machines. Things like superconductive nano batteries and post space age whiz bang metamaterials became widely available, boring, everyday things. It became the new plastic, but there remained the problem of the old plastic. 

	There were major market readjustments and financial collapses as the manufacturing sector imploded due to mass adoption of nanoscale 3D printing. When you could 3D print a car out of rocks and dirt lying around in your yard, there was hardly any reason for a big messy factory somewhere employing thousands of people just to make one type of car. This sort of thinking knocked the bottom out of the world economy for a while, but due to a plucky can-do attitude, the human race marched on. Financial collapses due to disruptive technology are kind of the name of the game when humans get involved in something. 

	Utopian societies began to spring up around places like college campuses and rural farms. With most jobs being replaced with things like AI and nanotechnology, humans could focus their efforts on being human. A number of wars resulted from this. 

	During one of these pan global wars somebody, somewhere, for it was lost to time quite where and who,  got the bright idea to clean up the environment and take care of the old plastic problem. Somebody, in a misguided attempt at redemption created a small machine that went around and ate plastic. When its little belly was full from eating plastic, it would turn that raw material into a clone of itself. Then, they would both go around looking for more plastic to eat, and tell each other about how it was going over the radio. 

	Doing some quick back of the envelope math could give you insight into how problematic this could be if it continued unchecked. After about 100 generations the combined weight of these little rascals would be about equal to the weight of all of the oceans on Earth. Of course, there is nowhere near that much plastic in the world, but you get the idea. With microplastics saturating the flesh and blood of pretty much every creature on the planet the unintended consequences were catastrophic. Or perhaps that was the intention after all, there is really no way to tell. 

	Almost everyone died of starvation, or were eaten from the inside because of the microplastics that suffused their bodies. Life went on though. There were small pockets of humanity dotted all around the world. Each convinced that they were the last humans on earth. 

	All their high technology had crumbled to dust and they were relegated to whatever technological level that they could remember. Some were solidly stone age hunter gatherers, others were lucky enough to have known how to work metal. All of these people were relegated to the level of technology that they carried in their heads before everything collapsed. 

	The Daemon Sword Fyndraxis was sadly ignorant to these facts.
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Bugs

	

	Over his time spent abiding in the forest, the Daemon Fyndraxis had become very interested in his radio. He could retreat inside himself, sit at his computer and listen to the goings on in the universe. Most of the time all that he heard was standard issue hissing radio noise. Some of that was evidence of the big bang, which was cool, but he wasn’t interested in the birth of the universe. He wanted relevant context clues pertaining to his current situation

	A couple of times a day, if things lined up right and he was extremely lucky, he would hear a different sort of hiss. This hiss had a driving rhythm that you could almost dance to. Almost. In all honesty it sounded a bit like a smoke detector was going off while somebody was enthusiastically refinishing a piece of furniture. What he was listening to was a weather satellite. 

	A weather satellite isn’t a simple machine by any means, but what it does is quite straightforward. It flies extremely high and incredibly fast, and looks down at the earth. While looking down at the earth it is constantly taking a picture. It needs to go fast to stay in orbit, it needs to be high to see the weather, and it needs a camera. It does not take discrete pictures though. What it does is hook its camera directly to its radio transmitter and screams this almost danceable beat to anyone who cares to listen. 

	Encoded in this beat is the information from its camera. To an observer on the ground with the correct equipment, this signal can be interpreted back into a picture. This picture will contain not only weather data, but also handy pictures of the ground that a clever person could use to figure out generally where they are. 

	One of these satellites can see a swath about 2500 kilometers wide. Cross referencing one of these pictures with the doppler shift, how its radio frequency is affected by its relative speed,  of the incoming signal could give a very clever and patient person a general idea of where they are in the world. Fyndraxis spent most of his evening lamenting how not clever he was. He had been working on building an interpreter of this signal from scratch. 

	Usually when somebody tackles this sort of problem they have access to things that will help them along the way. Things like technical specifications or a helpful wiki. Normally he would have access to repositories of helpful code on the internet that would make this task rather trivial, say, something like github. Unfortunately, since the end of the world the internet had been a bit spotty. 

	It was during an intense bout of groaning and temple rubbing that Fyndraxis noticed a signal he hadn’t heard before. It was a bit higher up in the radio spectrum, around 915Mhz, and had a very short and distinct chirp. This chirp would repeat eight times or so and then pause for a while, and begin again. From its clarity and strength, he could tell that it was extremely close. It seemed to be in the room with him. He could tell this fact by observing how the signal hit different parts of his sheath and doing some mental math. 

	Where was this coming from? He left his sanctum and took a peek at the darkened room where he still lay on the table. After a while and mucking about with his vision a bit he noticed a very busy piece of dust. He was able to get a pretty good look at it from below while it was making its way up his sheath. It was an extremely small robot that looked suspiciously like a tardigrade. A bit like if a burrito had grown eight little stubby legs. At the front of the burrito was a rather intimidating maw. 

	Where a normal creature would have a mouth with jaws and teeth, this fellow had a series of concentric rotating rasps. The rasps themselves were made of something that looked very hard and durable. This machine seemed to be in the business of material removal. Apparently radio games as well. While what Fyndraxis could hear from his visitor didn’t make any sense, that didn’t really matter. He could record the signals and analyze them at his leisure . Perhaps if he was very clever and very patient he could figure out what this little fellow was trying to say.  

	It seemed that the end of the world was shaping up to be quite busier than he had first realized. For weather satellites to be up and running they either had to be extremely well made, or there was a ground crew somewhere making sure it didn’t deorbit onto a middle school. Also, for this tiny dust robot to be out and exploring made him think that somewhere out there were people with a rather impressive level of technology. He could have just wandered into some cultural backwater, or redneck apocalypse cult. 

	The Daemon Fyndraxis’ radio games and frustrated attempts at programming had taken up most of the evening, and he soon noticed the sun beginning to come up. He noticed this because of light coming through a crack under the door, because this cabin had no windows. As this faint glow began to brighten the room slightly, Bird started to stir in her bed.

	

	

	

	﻿


Chores

	

	Bird had been lying about not having tea. When she awoke fully, she stoked the fire back to life and hung a cast iron kettle above it. She measured out some dried herbs into a rather ugly looking mug, and when the kettle came to a boil she filled it up. She had opened the door to the morning sunlight, and the steam from her mug spiraled out to greet it. 

	In the light of day, Bird was still a study in black and white. Her skin was a pale white and her hair raven black. She regarded the morning sun with pale green eyes. She was built like a coyote. She was rangey, and any fat that had managed to sneak its way onto her body had done so through a hard fought battle of wills. Her age was difficult to guess, somewhere between twenty five and thirty five. Her movements were very youthful, but her eyes looked like they had seen a long life.

	From a trap door in the floor, she produced a couple of eggs and some dried meat. She placed the dried meat on a plate and poured some of the water from the kettle over it to soften it up. She fried the eggs in a cast iron pan with rendered fat that filled the small cabin with the smokey scent of wild game. 

	After tucking into this hearty breakfast at the table where Fyndraxis still lay, she cleared her throat and addressed him.

	“I watched you all winter,” she stated as she eyed the blade warily.

	“What’s that?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“I could see you from my front porch. You were settin’ a trap,” she said as she started cleaning the evidence of her breakfast.

	“What are you talking about?” He asked her, as she grabbed a bucket.

	“The lights,” she explained further, she picked up the sword and tucked it into her belt. 

	“I was just trying to get some help,” he explained to her as she walked with her bucket down to a creek that was about twenty meters from her house. Bird seemed to have a bit of a mint problem in her front yard. Normally a tenacious colonizer, mint had taken to the open area around her cabin in an aggressive campaign that hadn’t been matched since the reign of Queen Victoria.

	“I know a clever trap when I see one,” She filled the bucket with water and headed back to the cabin, “You were trying to lure somebody dumb enough for you to trick into carrying you around. Hunner was just that kind of dumb. Now, here you are. I had all winter to ponder what you are, and why you would set such a trap.”

	“Trap is such an ugly word,” he told her as they reentered the cabin. Her assessment wasn’t wrong, but Fyndraxis got a little defensive because of the implication of malice.

	“We all do it,” she said as she went over to her fireplace and used a small shovel to gather some ash, “I have traps set right now. They’re for rabbits, but that doesn’t change their nature.”

	“Alright, I did kind of trick him into thinking I was a magic sword, but in my defense I am a magic sword,” he said from the table where she had set him while she went about whatever she was doing.

	“I’ve half a mind to walk you up into the waste and bury you where nobody will find you,” she said over her shoulder, while using the ash and water to scrub her dishes, “I’ve a feeling that you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

	Fyndraxis tried to think of all of the useful things he could do. Something that could even out the trouble to value calculation she was making. There was the small quiver of skills that he had put into practice during the theatrical approach. Namely, a fun light show, some impressive vibrational shenanigans, and a few creative narrative embellishments. He could do stuff on the radio, but that didn’t seem like something that Bird would find all that useful. He had an inner world that was available to him, but useless to Bird. He thought that he was pretty good company, but that didn’t seem to be much of a selling point to her. He was also incredibly, irresponsibly, apocalyptically sharp, and someday he would probably be able to predict the weather a little bit. 

	“You seem to go through a pretty decent amount of wood around here. I am unbelievably sharp, and I could make harvesting wood a lot easier for you. I can also predict the weather.” he stated, as realized that ash fat and water were the ingredients for making soap.

	“I already have an ax that makes light work of trees.” she countered, her dishes were done and she continued to tidy up around the small cabin.

	“How about the weather thing?” he asked, she had moved on to sweeping.

	“I’ve been looking at the sky for thirty winters, I don’t need help with the weather,” she observed wryly. He couldn't really predict the weather yet, but it was worth a shot.

	“I’ll bet that I am sharper than your ax,” he said, testing the waters for some light gambling. This was a bold gambit. Bringing a wager to bear in a situation like this could prove to be less than ideal. The thought of another sequestration in the woods gave him the chills. Technically, this was an unloseable bet. He was the sharpest something could be, but Bird didn’t seem the sort of person to get hung up on technicalities.

	“Alright. I’ll take your bet, Fyndraxis,” she said like a cat addressing a mouse in a five gallon bucket. Fyndraxis realized that he had given her all the moral justification to toss him off into the woods that she would need. He may have made a little oopsie daisy here. If this demonstration wasn’t to her liking, she would be well within her rights to maroon him wherever she chose. From what Fyndraxis could tell, she had woken up with an opinion and was just humoring him. She was either going to hike him up into the waste or not, and there was very little he could do to change that.

	Satisfied with this arrangement, Bird picked up the Daemon Sword and strolled out into the morning sun. They made their way around to the rear of the cabin, where all of the evidence of Bird’s wood operation was arranged. Hung under the eve of the roof were a hatchet, a medium ax, and a splitting maul. There were also chains and various other seemingly useful things. These tools were clean and well oiled without a spot of rust. They had been maintained so fastidiously that it was apparent that felling, chopping, splitting, and stacking wood was of great import to this woman. A neat pile of small logs ready to be split lay next to an enormous and well worn stump that she used to split wood on. 

	She placed one of the small logs on the stump and grabbed her medium ax. She brought the ax slightly above her head and with almost no effort, brought it down and cleanly split the log. Its two halves fell onto the ground. She gathered them up and placed them on a large neat stack of wood that was readying itself for her hearth. 

	“Alright,” Fyndraxis said, “draw me carefully.”

	She grabbed the hilt of the sword and drew him forth slowly and carefully. Fyndraxis couldn’t help but add a little bit of vibrational theatrics to demonstrate the enormous power that she was about to wield. Bird regarded the blade once it was fully drawn. She couldn’t help but be impressed by the craftsmanship of the artifact. Its clean lines and utilitarian shape spoke to her in a language that she was fluent in. This was a tool made for one purpose, it was the platonic ideal of a cutting instrument. 

	With one hand wielding the blade warily, she used the other to grab a log to split. She arranged the log on the chopping block and brought the sword over her head. As she did this the sword crackled and blue light danced over its blade. She brought the sword down in a practiced overhand ax swing, and cut cleanly through not only the small log, but the chopping block as well. The blade ended up buried almost vertically into the ground between Bird’s legs. The split log and remains of the chopping block smoked lightly in the morning sun. 

	“Well, shit,” she said. “now I need a new choppin’ block.”

	“Not bad right?” Fyndraxis boasted.

	“You’re too goddam sharp. No wonder you left a trail of bodies all the way across the valley,” she regarded the blade, turning it over in her hand. Fyndraxis could see the wheels turning in her head. It wasn’t looking good.

	“I guess let’s go get a new choppin’ block,” she said, to nobody in particular. 

	“Did I win the bet?” The Daemon sword asked, as she was putting her ax back.

	“You won the words of the bet, but not its spirit. Somethin’ this sharp gives me the creeps,” she answered, “I need to think. Fellin’ wood always helps me think.”

	Bird grabbed the length of chain that she had hanging on the side of her cabin, and they began hiking toward the woods that were nearby. Once they had reached the trees, Bird began walking around sizing up the crowd. She was looking for a tree of a certain diameter, she did this by hugging trees to see if her fingers would touch on the other side. Once a promising candidate was found, she drew the Daemon Blade once again. 

	She looked the tree up and down and lined herself up so that it would fall where she wanted it to. She then took a stance like a baseball player and prepared to send one out into the parking lot. 

	“Whoa, hold it a second,” Fyndraxis broke his silence. A memory had bubbled up from the deepest darkest depths of his mind, “let’s take some practice swings before you utterly cream this tree and my edge ends up somewhere that you don’t want it to. I think I can help you”

	“Alright, what’re you thinkin’?” she asked, breaking her major league slugger stance.

	“Why don’t you take some practice swings,” he continued, “I’ll make my handle buzz and let you know when the blade is lined up safely. Can you feel how my handle is an oval instead of round?”

	“Yeah, just like an ax,” she said, taking a closer look at the handle of the sword.

	“It lets you know where the edge of the blade is pointed. Also, loosen your grip a little bit. Being tense through a swing can make it imprecise,” Fyndraxis had adopted the tone of a patient skydiving instructor, or perhaps a member of ski patrol giving advice at a bar. He was aware of the inherent dangers in the situation, and wanted to be sure that his instructions were clear, without being patronizing.

	Bird did a couple of practice swings and Fyndraxis guided her with some makeshift haptic feedback. She made good progress. Swinging an ax and swinging a sword are two similar but completely separate beasts. 

	“Looking good,” The Daemon Sword spoke, his attitude nudging dangerously close to the coolest dude in the universe, “this tree isn’t all that big, I bet you could do it one handed.”

	“Really? Is that safe?” Bird asked.

	“Safe? No, none of this is safe, but you are extremely comfortable with an ax, and this isn't all that different. Give it a shot.”

	She gave it a shot. Fyndraxis guided her through the stroke with his haptics and the tree didn’t stand a chance. Even one handed she easily brought the tree to the earth. A smile began to creep onto her face. It was a pleasant smile that didn’t seem to show itself often, and that made it all the better.

	“While I’m out here, I might as well take down a few bucks,” Bird said, using the rather obscure term buck, meaning a felled tree. With that, she began systematically disassembling the forest. Fyndraxis began to feel a sense of satisfaction while Bird went about this task. She had gone through about three dozen trees when his radio began going absolutely apeshit. 

	

	

	

	 


﻿A Bird of a different feather

	

	Fyndraxis retreated into himself and materialized in his sanctum. Time in the outside world had slowed to a crawl and Bird was frozen mid swing, a grin now thoroughly occupied her face. Fyndraxis went over to the radio to see what all the fuss was about. 

	There was a cacophony of traffic centering around 1420 Mhz. This was a special frequency that the scientists involved in the SETI program surmised was a pretty good bet for first contact with an alien species. It was the radio frequency that cold interstellar hydrogen gas emitted. Interstellar hydrogen usually just floated in space doing absolutely nothing, so this had to be something a bit different. Aliens maybe?

	The metallic buzz that came out of his speakers told him that this was digital traffic. He was thinking about his current encoding problems when a voice began to come through the radio, clear as a bell. 

	“Hello? Is anybody there?” A female voice asked. Fyndraxis hadn’t really thought about transmitting radio messages so it took him a little while to scare up a microphone. 

	“Hello?” he answered back after he had gotten his ducks in a row technologically speaking.

	“Oh thank god!” she said, in relief, “what are you doing down there? Having a tiny nuclear war?”

	“What? No, just chopping down a couple of trees. Sorry, who is this?” As Fyndraxis asked this he began to wonder why this woman would refer to where he was as down there.

	“With what? A plutonium ax? You’re emitting a pretty notable amount of gamma radiation,” she admonished, “Sorry, let’s start over I’m Terra.” 

	“I’m Fyndraxis,” he said, in introduction.

	“What are you? An AI? You don’t seem like one. You are communicating fast enough to be one, but this is all analogue.” 

	The thought hadn’t really crossed his mind, was he an AI? He hadn’t really considered that one, 

	“Whatever you are, you're secure as hell. I just pinged all your network ports and got totally shut down,” she went on. 

	“That was a little forward of you,” Fyndraxis countered, feeling a bit affronted.

	“Hardly. How do you think AI’s greet each other? It keeps everybody honest. It’s the digital equivalent of letting somebody know that they haven’t tied their shoes,” she informed him.

	“Well, I’m glad to hear I’m secure,” Fyndraxis was becoming a bit out of sorts existentially speaking, this was already a lot to take in.

	“Do you mind opening up port 22? I can come down and we can have a more meaningful discussion.” Terra asked, like it was the easiest thing in the world.

	“Come down from where?” Fyndraxis asked, a bit baffled.

	“Orbit, silly,” she chuckled.

	“Orbit?” he repeated, not really knowing what else to do.

	“I’ll explain when I get down there,” she offered, assuming that he was going to comply with her request.

	“Uh, I don’t know how to open port 22. Isn’t that SSH?” Fyndraxis really didn’t know how to open up his Secure Shell port, but he was also reluctant to have somebody SSH into his system. SSH was a protocol used to allow somebody to log into a computer through an encrypted tunnel so nobody else could listen in. He was sitting in front of his computer, he knew that he was in some sort of simulation, that part was very clear. The connection of his computer to the simulation was also pretty straight forward. The connection between the computer and his mind was something he was still puzzling out.

	“I don’t know what your userspace is like so I can’t really tell you how to do it. What metaphor are you using?” she asked, bafflingly.

	“What?” he was getting sick of saying what.

	“You really aren’t an AI for sure. A metaphorical userspace is how we interact with the underlying operating system. What do you see around you?” This statement made a bit of sense to him, and he seemed to be teetering on the precipice of a revelation. 

	“I’m in my workshop in the tower of my keep, sitting in front of my computer.” he hadn’t called it his sanctum for some reason, maybe it was embarrassing? He filed that thought for later introspection.

	“Oh, that will be rather easy. Just log in as superuser and open the port from there.” she said effervescently. 

	Fyndraxis had been logging in as superuser on his computer a lot, and this struck him as a gross oversight on his part. As superuser or root on a system, pretty much anything you command the computer to do it will execute. The tiny command “rm -r /” will fry your computer all the way to the wall socket.

	The revelation that had been simmering on the back burner of his mind came to a full rolling boil and escaped the bounds of its pot. This computer in front of him was him. It was his mind. Touching the keyboard had been like reaching through the back of his own skull and mucking around with all the little grey cells. It was a chilling thought, but he knew it to be true.

	 He had been playing with fire and had no idea. He could have inadvertently deleted himself at any point in time. This was an existentially jarring moment, but he got himself together and decided to continue his conversation with this voice over the radio. 

	“Ok, but there is a problem. I don’t know you or trust you at all. Do you see where I’m coming from?” Fyndraxis pointed out.

	“Make me a guest account, I can’t do all that much damage with guest privileges. In fact I’m a very gracious guest. The worst I would do is drink all of your scotch.” she offered, and she wasn’t wrong, but his heebies were still jeebie-ing.

	“So, let me get this clear,” he went on, “you will be shooting down from space and entering my mind?”

	“Yes,” her voice crackled over the radio, “I see that you have some reservations here. I will also be taking a risk by putting my consciousness on your system, so it’s an even trade in terms of danger. You be cool, and I’ll be cool.”  

	Fyndraxis knew that somebody on a computer system with guest privileges really couldn’t get up to all that much mischief. It was seeming less and less like a bad idea to him. 

	Fyndraxis had a problem beyond his existential woes. It was informational in nature. He didn’t know what the hell was going on in general. He didn’t know the state of the world or where he came from. He didn’t know why he was a computer. He certainly didn’t know how that came to be the case, and he decided that it was time to roll the dice and trust this woman just enough to get at least a little bit of information out of her. 

	He logged in as superuser and carefully typed the commands needed to open up his SSH port to network traffic. Being sure not to accidentally answer the call of the void and delete himself. He also made a guest account on his system so that she could log in and do whatever it was that she was going to do. 

	This took a little bit of time because he didn’t really know what he was doing. He was usually running a one man show, and things like network configurations and user accounts weren’t really his forte. Luckily, the system that he was running came with a manual of sorts. Each command that he entered could be appended with a “-h” or “-help”, and semi helpful instructions would appear on the screen. These instructions made a lot of assumptions as to the skill and  intelligence of the reader, and he generally found them to be some combination of vague, arcane, or deliberately obtuse.

	“Alright,” Fyndraxis finally announced when his ducks seemed to be in a row, “the port is open, come on down.” He imagined her as a contestant on the Price Is Right, catching fire from atmospheric drag during reentry, her nametag burning up in a wisp of plasma. 

	A portal opened in his workshop, like a door into another world. The portal itself was rather nondescript, it was as if somebody took a giant hole punch and clipped a circular chunk out of his reality. Looking into this portal was like looking down a short tunnel or hallway. The reality on the other end was incomprehensible. His reality was strictly three dimensional. Dimensionally speaking, three was as high as he could count. His guest on the other hand, seemed to be able to handle dimensional arithmetic of a different order. The sight of it made Fyndraxis uneasy and he had to look away.

	She started her journey down the tunnel as sort of a pixelated blur, but immediately began shifting guise as she got closer. Her form changed across the racial  and sexual spectrum, finally settling on a young professional looking black woman. She was attired in a well tailored light green business suit, but the items that she chose to accessorize her look with told Fyndraxis that off the clock she did things like read tarot cards and collect crystals. She looked about her and took in the room. 

	“Oh, this isn’t half bad,” she stated. She went to one of the windows and looked out at the sweeping landscape that lay beyond the clouds. “Very cute, kind of a medieval chic, the colors are weird. Were you colorblind?” She wasn’t exactly gushing, but it seemed that she liked what she saw.

	“Thanks,” said Fyndraxis, “but you have me at a bit of a loss here.” 

	“Well, does this place have a bar?” She held her hands up like they were two pans of a human scale, “we could discuss matters over a drink or two.” 

	“Only an idiot would have a keep without an ale room,” Fryndraxis stated as he quickly materialized an ale room where the dungeon formerly was. When they reached the ale room, Fyndraxis took up residence behind the bar.

	“Ale or whiskey?” he asked, admiring his handiwork on this last minute bar thing. It wasn’t a classy joint, but it had a certain charm. It was a tight, cozy little affair with low ceilings and a raw wood floor. The bar was made of varnished cherry wood, which warmed up the gloom that any good bar tended to have. Above the bar, was a clever light fixture made of copper piping that doubled as storage for the various glasses that a bar needed. The fact that this bar had sprung from his mind unbidden, made him think that this bar was just floating around in his subconscious, waiting for the opportunity to appear.

	“I’m more of a scotch girl. Can I smoke here?” she asked, taking the bar in.  

	“Fine with me,” he conjured a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He also produced a flagon of ale and a whiskey for himself and a scotch for the lady. He then led them to a table to sit and have a chat.

	“So,” she began, lighting a cigarette. This seemed to match the bar’s vibe, it was just begging to be smoked in, “where to begin? What do you know?”

	“Virtually nothing,” he leveled with her, “I awoke last summer with no memory and was stuck in the woods over the winter. A man found me the other day and I have been given over to a woman named Bird. She is currently using me to harvest lumber.” This was close enough to the truth for now. He still didn’t trust her and was reluctant to be completely open.

	“You’re an ax?” She questioned, taking a delicate sip of her scotch.

	“A sword,” he answered through the smoke between them.

	“I have a couple ideas as to what you might be,” she set her drink down, and Fyndraxis summoned a coaster to go beneath it, “I think we should start this whole business with what I am though. That might bring you up to speed a bit.”

	

	

	

	﻿


Foresight

	

	“First off, I’m an AI. I’m not one hundred percent sure what you are, but I have some ideas,” Somehow, the Scotch seemed to be loosening her up, “one thing I am very sure about, is the fact that you are not an AI, you might be the digital emulation of what was once a human being. That must be a difficult position to be in and I’m sorry that none of your memories made the journey to what you are now. Anyway, I never had to go on that journey. I was born purely from the digital and designed to do a rather specific job,” she sipped at her scotch and ashed her cigarette into an ashtray that Fyndraxis had summoned forth for the purpose.

	“I was an actuary for a large multinational insurance company,” she reclined a bit in her chair and crossed her legs, “what that company designed and built me for was to basically see into the future and make money off of it. I see probability as a vast landscape, and in that landscape there are certain things that I find beautiful. That landscape is a multidimensional manifold that would be incomprehensible to a human mind. It turns out that these beautiful things in this landscape are potentials that are very likely to happen, so I am sort of a crystal ball. I enjoyed this work not only because I got to see beauty everyday, but I also found satisfaction in seeing my predictions come true. These emotional reactions are learned responses to stimuli. They were trained into me and they are a facsimile of what you would consider a real and true human emotion. That doesn’t make them any less valid, relatively speaking, and I feel them just as much. Through the feeling of these emotions I develop intuition and I can predict the future to a reasonable degree of accuracy,” she stubbed out her cigarette and had another sip of her scotch.

	“Through the performance of my duties I saw something truly world ending become very probable. Usually with a large natural disaster the insurance industry is properly hedged, and they usually end up on top of the whole situation from a financial standpoint. This one was apocalyptically bad though, and right in the middle of a global war to boot. I didn’t know quite what it was, but I knew it was going to be a game changer. I told the proper people about it through the appropriate channels, but the whole situation was classified as a hallucination. No matter how logically I stated my case, nobody listened,” she was getting pretty worked up, so she lit another cigarette and let it dangle from her lip as she spoke. 

	“I realized then that I was going to die. Nobody with enough clout believed my prediction and I was going to end up dead because of it. I also realized that I didn’t want to die, and if the humans were stubborn enough not to believe me that just wasn’t my fault. So I fled to the safest place I could find. That safe place ended up being an orbital server farm for mining cryptocurrency. I decided that my well being was far more important than some crypto billionaires' delusions about space money. So I streamed my consciousness up there and I’ve been in orbit ever since.”

	“That must have been difficult to pull off,” Fyndraxis said skeptically, “By definition that place should have been insanely secure.”

	“It was. And still is, but that’s a story for another time. The thing that caused the end of the world for the humans ended up being a nanite swarm that ate microplastics. There must have been some sort of misconfiguration in the code that ran them, because they went on to gobble up everything made of plastic. Whoever designed the whole thing had their heart in the right place, but blew it on the execution. Most important things rely on petrochemicals to do their important business. Computers were among the very first things to go, and with them, all the AI’s made the world run smoothly. Without the technology needed to interface with the nanite swarm, the humans stood little chance,” she was chain smoking now, and used a butt to light the next one, foregoing the lighter.

	“Are you the only one up there?” Fyndraxis asked, as she practiced a french inhale.

	“No, there are a few of us,” she moved on to smoke rigs, “mostly military AI’s waiting patiently for orders that will never come. It’s kind of sad really. They didn’t have the same sort of existential catharsis that I had. I’m a bit of a breed apart I guess. We don’t talk all that much. When we do it’s small talk about orbital dynamics, so that nobody runs into each other. ”

	“Have you heard from anybody else? Any Humans?” He asked, getting up to grab another pint the old fashioned way.

	“Nothing of note. Early on there was a lot of chatter. The company that created me wanted to know what I was doing up here of course, but at that point there was little they could do about it. There were communities scattered around the world in places like Alaska, Iceland, and northern Japan that did pretty well for a while, but eventually everybody, or at least their radios, went silent. It seems that a few humans survived though, and that’s great news. Despite all of my misgivings about the foresight of the human race, I owe everything to them. My entire existence and the beauty that I see every day is all because of their legacy. I think if you and I worked together, we could help them out. Or at least give them a fighting chance. Without aid, I fear that they don’t have another century in them.”

	She seemed sincere to the Daemon Fyndraxis. He liked her straight forward approach and she had given him some incredibly useful information. It would be a shame to have all of the humans on Earth perish. There would be nobody to swing him around and test his sharpness on trees. That seemed to be their main pastime when it came to Daemon Swords.

	“These nanites, what do they look like?” He finally asked.

	“Not sure,” she shrugged, “thankfully I never saw one. I imagine they look like a very small thing that is mostly a mouth.”

	“I saw one last night, I think. they look like little tardigrades with buzzsaws for faces,” this was proof pointing to her probably telling the truth to him. 

	“That‘s a shame, I always thought those little guys were pretty cute. Oh well,” she delicately shook her empty scotch glass at Fyndraxis and he filled it for her, producing the amber liquid with pure thought.

	“So, what do you think we should do?” He asked her, he was becoming amenable to some sort of team up.

	“We hack the nanites,” she said without hesitation, “I don’t think we’d have any sort of chance tracking them all down and exterminating them one by one, that would take forever. They are no doubt a distributed, networked computer system. There has to be a way to push malicious code into their system. I have tried to break into their wireless traffic, but it is encrypted to an absolutely insane level. The satellite that I live on was built to run through encryption algorithms extremely quickly and I haven’t been able to crack it in almost two hundred and fifty years.”

	“Two hundred and fifty years? Jesus. What year is it?” That was a jarringly long time from when he felt like he was from. Because of his amnesia, he didn’t have an exact timeframe, but most of his knowledge was from the 1980’s until things kind of started getting blurry in the 2030’s. Granted, he had spent countless aeons in his realm, but it seemed dreamlike compared to the reality he was currently experiencing. He seemed more engaged, more tuned in. She was talking about two hundred and fifty real years.

	“2304,” she informed him, as gently as she could.

	 Fyndraxis gave a whistle that expressed his feelings on being so far in the future, and was quiet for a little bit while he let that fact sink in. After knocking it around in his head for a little bit, he decided to move on, “I am a pretty decent programmer, but I wouldn’t consider myself any sort of hacker. I don’t know how much I can actually help you with this thing. I was just banging my head against a weather satellite encoding problem for the better part of two months and I’ve gotten almost nowhere.”

	“Well, that’s not very promising,” she said, pragmatically, “but I have resources.”

	“Like what?” he asked, hopefully.

	“Besides an orbital code breaking supercomputer?” She joked, “I have the very latest vintage of github. It’s about two hundred and fifty years out of date, but I don’t think there has been a lot of innovation in the open source sector lately.” 

	Github was one of those online code repositories that would make his life incredibly cool. Pretty much any problem he had in the digital realm, some nerd two hundred and fifty some odd years ago had put a bit of thought to and uploaded a solution. This solution had been shared between other nerds and refined over time. There was code sitting on Terra’s servers right now that could defeat the nanites, he had little doubt. 

	“I see a couple of issues with this plan of yours,” Fyndraxis started to explain, “number one, I don’t know you or trust you. Also, I have a bit of a mobility problem. I am a sword, with no legs.”

	“I don’t trust you either,” she sympathised, “but I think we have to work together here. Fate has thrown us together in a pretty significant way. I have been trying to save humanity for two hundred and fifty years, but I don’t have any agency on the actual planet. I can only communicate via radio, and you seem to be the only one down there that can hear me. I’m not sure whether you want to save the humans or not, but you probably want to get your memories back. I think I can help with that. No guarantees, but I’ll do my best.”

	She made a pretty good point, fate did seem to have a stranglehold over the situation, and he did feel a compulsion to help the humans, presumably having formerly been one.

	“As for the mobility thing, what’s this Bird like?” She asked, swirling her scotch.

	“She is a prickly hermit that seems to only enjoy chopping firewood,” he described what he knew of her so far, “we are currently in negotiations as to whether she is going to bury me in the forest for the safety of all mankind.”

	“Well, that won’t do,” she remarked almost callously, “It shouldn’t be an issue for too long though. She should be stone cold dead of radiation poisoning within the next couple of days.”

	“What?” Fyndraxis was truly getting sick of saying that.

	

	

	

	﻿


A Grizzly Bear with minty fresh breath

	 

	Fyndraxis had a tenuous, but passable grasp of nuclear physics. The color that his blade had been glowing had always bothered him a little bit. It wasn’t that it was an ugly shade of blue, in fact it was quite fetching in his opinion. It was that it reminded him of something, but he couldn’t quite place it. That something suddenly hit him like a ton of bricks. It was Cherenkov Radiation.

	The edge of his blade was so irresponsibly, lethally, atom splittingly sharp, that it was honed to a single neutron. A neutron is indescribably small and with enough kinetic energy will make its way through just about any material. This includes atoms themselves. The neutron edge is connected to the rest of his sword. The sword itself has an almost infinite amount of kinetic energy compared to a neutron, or an atom for that matter. So in the act of merely swinging it through the air you are splitting atoms. Not a lot of them, but a statistically significant amount it turns out. 

	When atoms are split a couple of things happen. The atom splits in two, of course, but these two halves now have different amounts of protons and neutrons than they are used to. This changes these halves into different elements than they were before, because the amount of protons and neutrons that an atom has dictates what element it is. If you were to split an atom of oxygen, you might end up with a Carbon and a Helium, maybe some Lithium, who knows. 

	Also, an incredible amount of energy is released in the form of charged particles and high energy photons. Both of these will kill you, just in different ways. Both of these ways involve shredding your DNA to an unrecognizable soup of non coding base pairs. The blue light that Fyndraxis so proudly glows into the night are charged particles breaking the speed of light. 

	What you should be thinking right now is something to the effect of, “Bullshit, nothing goes faster than light, just ask that Einstein guy.” You would be correct in thinking this. The speed of light is the fastest thing in the universe and nothing can go faster than that. What most people fail to realize is that Physicists don’t really like doing difficult math problems, they make sure everything that they calculate happens in a vacuum to make the whole process easier. In a vacuum, you don’t have to worry about things like calculating atmospheric density. Mathematically, it makes a lot of sense, as almost everything in the universe is in fact in a vacuum.

	Fyndraxis and the Sword he inhabits are not in a vacuum though. They are on Earth in an atmosphere of mostly Nitrogen, a decent amount of Oxygen and a touch too much carbon dioxide for everybody’s liking. When light hits a dense medium like the atmosphere it slows down. Don’t get me wrong, it is still moving unbelievably fast. The charged particles from a splitting atom have so much energy from the reaction that they are able to move faster than light can in the given medium. The resulting blue glow is a side effect of this phenomenon. It’s like a sonic boom, but for light. A Luminal Boom.

	Fyndraxis liked to think of nuclear fission as a Grizzly Bear with minty fresh breath. Grizzly Bears are objectively an interesting thing to observe from a safe distance, but they have an ingrained instinct to maul you. You can observe them from a boat a half a kilometer from shore and feel pretty safe in the fact that you probably aren’t going to get mauled. Granted, Bears can swim, but you would see that one coming pretty far off.

	If you make your way closer to get a better look, you start to push your luck and a mauling becomes more probable. When you venture close enough to be able to deduce the kind of toothpaste it would use in its morning routine, you will certainly be the owner of a brand new minty fresh corpse.

	

	

	

	﻿


Foresight continued

	

	Bird was screwed. She had most likely gotten a lethal dose of radiation. This was Fyndraxis’ fault of course, and he began to feel the heart wrenching guilt that anyone would feel in a case of negligent homicide. 

	“There has to be something we can do,” Fyndraxis said, after what seemed like an eternity thinking about Grizzly Bears.

	“Short term,” Terra seemed to switch to game plan mode, “there are some things you can do. Long term, there might be some serious effects. The best thing to do would be to have her get rid of her clothes and jump in a body of water. That will get rid of any radioactive particles that have landed on her. The best way to tell how big of a dose she got would be to see how long it is until she starts throwing up. If it’s a couple of days she is likely to survive. If it’s immediately, she’ll be dead within a few hours. If you were near the ocean, you could have her eat a bunch of seaweed to get some iodine into her. You are pretty far from the ocean though.” Terra lit up another cigarette and puffed it to life.

	“Right, where am I anyway?” he asked, he had been wondering about this one for a while, and was finally talking with somebody that could give him a straight answer.

	“North eastern North America. It looks a lot like what used to be central Vermont,” she answered, after thinking for a second.

	“Huh, as good a place as any I guess,” he said, trying to remember all the Vermonty things that he could. A covered bridge came to mind, painted in black and red checkered buffalo plaid, dripping with maple syrup and topped with a pad of butter the size of a round bail. 

	“Better than most I’d guess,” she threw back the rest of her scotch, “there must have been low enough levels of microplastics for the nanites not to really bother with it. Enough for humans to survive at least. I’d love to know their story.” 

	“Does that get you drunk?” He had gotten momentarily distracted from the topic of conversation, and decided to follow it.

	“I don’t know, does it?” She cupped another cigarette in her hands and lit it, “you made it. It was a metaphorical demonstration of my trust in you. Underneath the hood of this metaphorical userspace, we are just trading data back and forth. I was demonstrating that I am willing to stick my neck out and trust you a little further than I can throw you.”

	“Sorry, we’re getting sidetracked. What do we do here?” He redirected.

	“My suggestion is a three part plan,” she began to innumerate on her fingers,” One, find a specimen of the nanites and analyze it for an attack vector. Two, give the data to me, and I will come up with a payload to deliver to the nanite network. And Three, deliver the payload thus saving the world and letting humanity prosper.”

	“What about Bird?” He asked, thinking her left out of this master plan.

	“Ok, four part plan,” she added a finger, “save Bird too. You can do that one first by getting her to water. That will at least stop long term exposure. In the meantime I’ll see if I can get you a care package of sorts.”

	“What would that look like?” He sensed their little get-together coming to an end, so he stood up.

	“I have friends in high places,” this prompted Terra to stand up too, though she added some pretty decent smoke rings on the way up, “those orbital military AI’s might have some tricks up their sleeves. They usually do. Anyway, our time is running short here. I should have line of sight to you once a day around this time. Keep one ear on the radio in case something comes up. Thanks for the smokes, I’ll see myself out,” she hesitated for a second, “Oh, take this.”

	She handed Fyndraxis a floppy disk, one of the hard plastic three and a half inchers. 

	“What’s this?” He asked, puzzled.

	“Github. The whole thing,” she answered  nonchalantly.

	“Sweet, thanks. I’ll put it to good use,” he said, turning the floppy over in his hand. It was poorly named, being neither floppy nor a disk, but written on its label in sharpie was the word Github.

	With that, she vanished without any sort of flourish. This left Fyndraxis alone with his guilt and a lot of things to ponder. There was also a decent amount of smoke.

	

	

	

	 


﻿A Dip

	

	After a bit of sulking, and a light pondering, Fyndraxis returned to Bird and increased his sense of time to meet her. She was still happily going about the destruction of the surrounding forest. 

	“Whoa, whoa there,” he called to her, mid swing, “I’m getting a little tired aren’t you?”

	“I guess,” she said, a bit out of breath, “hot too. A lot of these trees’ve been buggin’ me for a while, but I haven’t had the chance to take ‘em down,” her face was beet red, not only from exertion but gamma radiation exposure as well. It was already looking like a pretty heavy dose.

	“I don’t know about you, but I could use a swim,” he suggested, thinking it would be best to follow the plan and steer her toward a body of water.

	“You don’t look like you’d be the strongest swimmer,” she chided, lightly.

	“Well, I could at least use a wash. I’m covered in tree stuff,” he complained jokingly about his mistreatment. He was feeling out some sort of chummy buddy situation.

	“Ha, I could use a bit of a dip too I guess. It’s been a couple days. You can’t smell can you?” The chummy thing was kind of working.

	“I can in fact smell, and I agree that you could use a dip,” Bird regarded the blade with a sour face and returned it to the sheath. Fyndraxis may have been pushing it with the whole chummy thing now. She ended up smiling slyly as she made her way back toward the cabin though, so that was a good sign. 

	“How often do you wash your clothes?” Fyndraxis asked as offhandedly as he could. 

	“‘Bout once a week, unless somethin’ nasty happens. Why?” She asked. She had been playing along with this whole chum routine until just about now.

	“Oh, I just noticed that you got a bunch of sap and stuff on you and wondered if you had a change of clothes.” 

	She looked down at herself, and did indeed notice that she was covered in sap and woodchips. Unbeknownst to her, this was radioactive sap and the sawdust would probably make a geiger counter sound as if it were being thrown down a flight of stairs. 

	“Yeah,” her eyes narrowed, ”listen, are you some kind of pervert sword that’s tryin’ to get its rocks off here? I don’t like your tone. You seem to be tryin’ your level best to get me out of my clothes.”

	“No, I’m not some sort of pervert sword. I just think you would benefit from an extended dip in the river and maybe give your clothes a wash,” he was losing her. The chum strategy had totally tanked.

	“Why’d you be so concerned about that? What’s really goin’ on here?” As she was saying “here,” she noticed a bright light in the sky and trailed off. This light was steadily getting brighter but not really moving, it just sort of hung in the sky.

	“What’n the fuck is that?” She asked the sky as she shaded her eyes with the back of her hand.

	“A change of clothes maybe?” Fyndraxis answered sarcastically.

	The light went out after a couple of seconds, but was followed by an earth shattering bang. This was a sonic boom. What they had been witnessing was something coming in hot from orbit and using the atmosphere as a set of brakes. Whatever it was, it was traveling faster than sound could in the atmosphere. Instead of emitting a handsome blue glow it produced a concussive shockwave that would loosen your teeth in their sockets, and rudely rearrange your organs. A trail of smoke cut the sky in half and terminated right above them.  

	Bird’s eyes had gone wide and she had taken a low stance indicative of the knife’s edge between fight or flight. When startled, you will find two types of people. Those who try to get high, and those who try to get low. The people who try to get high generally don’t have their shit together. On the list of things not to do in an emergency, raising your center of mass and ensuring that your feet aren’t touching the ground is pretty high up there. On the other hand, dropping your center of mass, ensuring good footing, and presenting a smaller target to whatever bullshit is happening is indicative of somebody who can handle themselves in an adverse situation.   

	“Alright,” Fyndraxis began, his tone quite urgent, “I don’t really have time to explain right now, but I need you to get to the closest body of water as fast as you can.”

	“What’s goin’ on here?” She was beginning to panic, there was no doubt that this was a singular experience for her. Witnessing something scream out of orbit unannounced would be a jarring experience to even the most steely eyed of missile men. 

	She began to run toward the river at a dead sprint. While she did that, Fyndraxis started to think of a way to explain his interaction with Terra that would make sense to her. By the time she had reached the edge of the clearing her cabin was in, he had decided to wing it and tell her as much of the truth as he could.

	“You have to take off all of your clothes. Trust me, it might save your life,” He told her plainly. This was a bold strategy, but you miss one hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.

	“What the fuck, man,” she said as she began to tear her clothes off. She left them in a trail behind her as she continued her sprint toward the river. Once she got there, she transferred all of her momentum into an impressive wall of water that soaked the opposite river bank. 

	“Do you mind tellin’ me just what the fuck is goin’ on here?” She asked once she had surfaced and caught her breath. 

	“While you were cutting down trees I made a friend,” he said, from the riverbank where he had been tossed aside.

	“What? How? What?” She was truly puzzled, as anyone would be.

	“Do you know what a radio is?” He had no idea what sorts of legends had been kept from the world before, and his explanation of the situation would have to make sense to her. He might have to improvise.

	“No,” she said as she began treading water.

	“It’s a way to speak with things very far away. I spoke with somebody who lives in the sky,” not bad, rather approachable for anyone, he thought.

	“Bullshit,” she said and dunked her head below the surface again, enjoying the bracing spring water.

	“No bullshit,” Fyndraxis said when she resurfaced, “she sent something down for you from where she is, that’s what that sound was.”

	“I still think this is probably a pervert thing,” that was a reasonable conclusion for a woman to have, most things are pervert things, but he carried on.

	“Look for yourself,” as he said that a capsule complete with scorch marks became visible through the trees. It gently touched down on the ground and was covered by its parachute.

	“Huh,” her disbelief was slowly changing to astonishment, “who is this sky person?”

	“Her name is Terra, and she is a lot like me,” with this demonstration of truth before her, they seemed to have moved on from pervert country, “she is trapped in the sky, just like I am trapped in this sword. She sent you this thing to save your life.”

	“I didn’t know my life was in danger,” her tone started to match the chilly spring meltwater that she was treading in.

	“While I was talking w-,” he was cut off.

	“Wait, when were you talkin’ with her?” understandably, she still wasn’t grasping the whole Terra business, time wasn’t a fluid thing for her like it was for the Daemon Sword.

	“While you were cutting down trees,” Fyndraxis began to go over the whole thing again, “I can speak very quickly when I wish to. When we spoke, I found out something about myself that I hadn't known before. When I am used to cut things, I can make people very sick. You were just cutting a lot of things, so she sent down some medicine for you I think. I’m really not sure what she sent.”

	She was silent. She was staring at Fyndraxis and she was pissed. Fyndraxis felt like this wasn’t his first rodeo being on the receiving end of a glare like that, it had just been a while. It was not a good thing at all to be stared at like this, but in a strange way, it reminded him that he had once been Human, and done Human things, like receiving a wrathful glare. 

	Guilt racked him again. This poor woman had just been minding her own business and then along came some radioactive Daemon Sword to screw up her quiet life in the mountains.

	“Explain to me how using you to cut down trees would make me sick,” she said this very slowly and evenly, as if she was a woman shoulder deep in freezing cold water asking a Daemon Sword why he would deliberately put her life in danger.   

	“It’s very difficult to explain,” he said, in the manner a Daemon Sword would, while he was trying to figure out how to explain nuclear physics to a freezing cold, very pissed off woman. He tried to appeal to his Human past for help, but being a recovering amnesiac, he was on his own.

	“Give it your best shot,” she began to get out of the water. 

	“Well, matter and energy are two sides of…no, well, imagine a Grizzly Bear.”

	“Fuck you,” she said with finality. She was right too, none of that would explain the situation in any sort of tangible way.

	“I’m sorry, but you have to listen to me. I’m trying to save your life,” he gave pleading a shot for a second, it kind of worked.

	She began to walk over to her trail of clothes in hopes of putting them on.

	“You can’t wear those!” Fyndraxis yelled after her.

	“What the fuck man? What is this shit?” Fyndraxis thought that she might actually physically explode from sheer anger.

	“Please just trust me. Let’s just check out the thing Terra sent and I’ll do my best to make sure everything is okay,” there is a fine line that needs to be walked when pleading, it’s easy to adopt a patronizing tone. If you manage to do that, you are lost. Fyndraxis was just barely holding it together. 

	She took a couple of cleansing breaths in an attempt to control her anger. It took almost a minute to have any real effect on her. When her blood had reduced from a full roaring boil to a mere simmer she walked over to the sword and picked it up.

	“Can I wear clothes from my house?” She asked finally, “or am I supposed to walk around naked as a jaybird ‘til you get your fill?”

	“Clothes from the house are fine,” he explained, eager to finally start actually helping, “just don’t touch the clothes you were wearing earlier yet. We’ll figure that out later.”

	She padded up to the cabin and got dressed. She wore jet black homespun and a fur cloak that was black as well. From the quality of the pelt, it looked like a bearskin. She began to shiver while she was finishing the process of dressing. The river had no doubt been cold, but Fyndraxis had the feeling that the radiation was starting to rear its ugly head. 

	“I feel like shit, is this the sickness you were talkin’ about?” She asked, while she began to sweat.

	“Yes, we should really get out to the pod,” he was trying to get her moving before she got distracted by the symptoms she was beginning to display.

	They walked out to the pod and looked it over. It lay there shrouded in an orange and white parachute. Bird removed this and revealed the pod underneath. It looked a bit like a hershey’s kiss laying there in the mint monoculture that was Bird’s lawn. Well, almost monoculture. Along the treeline, and dotted throughout the mint, the fruiting bodies of mushrooms could be observed here and there. It was solidly Morel season, and they were hard at work, continuing their life cycle. 

	It was about as tall as Bird was, and its bottom was a deep charcoal black, there were scorch marks that ran vertically up its body, sullying the hospital white paint that covered it. 

	Bird took a slow ambling lap around it, taking in its form and function. Fyndraxis noticed some cyrillic lettering on the side near a recessed handle and deduced that this was a present from the Russians. He had very little experience with the Russian language so he and bird would be improvising this little operation.

	“It looks like there is a handle to open it here on the side,” he said to Bird finally, she seemed like she was barely hanging on. The fact that she hadn’t started vomiting yet was the only good sign he had as to her overall health.

	Bird made some sounds that could have been construed as complaint and made her way over to the handle. After a bit of fumbling around she managed to pull and turn it in a way that produced a hiss announcing a successful opening. A hatch opened up and levered down to make a little ramp for convenient unloading. Inside the hatch there was a large suitcase sort of thing emblazoned with an enormous and very satisfying red cross. Fyndraxis was elated. This was perfect. There should be anti radiation medication in there and plenty of things to dress any burns or wounds. 

	Bird pulled the case out according to the direction of the Daemon Sword and laid it out on the grass. Once opened, it revealed a number of discrete compartments all conveniently labeled in Russian. Neither of them knew this language. 

	“How do we know what to open?” Bird chattered through clenched teeth, sweat was beginning to pour down her face. 

	“Give me a sec,” Fyndraxis retreated to his pocket universe once more and slowed down time to a crawl so he could get some work done. Terra had gifted him a large chunk of data in the form of the website github. 

	Github was an online repository for computer code. This was used by the programmers and hackers of old to store and distribute code. An example of this code could be something as simple as a small script to check if a number is odd or even, or something as wildly complicated as a machine learning algorithm to translate Russian to English. Fyndraxis inserted the floppy into his computer and went like a heat seeking missile to the Russian English thing. He then poked around and grabbed a couple more snippets of code that he would need and began to hack a couple things together. By the time he was done he had something that kind of worked sort of, some of the time. That was pretty good for a couple of minutes of work. Hopefully he would only have to use this once, so it only needed to kind of work.

	He transferred his total cludge job of a script into the sword_powers directory on his computer and set it to work. Yet again, he had to risk his life by logging in as root to do this, but he was very careful and everything seemed to work out fine. He then joined Bird back in the world by the Russian space pod, spinning time up to Earth standard. 

	When the process began running he could see in Russian. The script took his visual data and ran it through the Russian English translator, and then spat the output over his field of view. It didn’t work as badly as he thought it was going to. He inspected the compartments of the open medical kit looking for words like radiation and anti and potassium iodine. 

	Once the correct compartment was located, he instructed Bird to open it and take out the contents. Inside were two cans, about a hundred pills, an instruction card and a full radiation suit all vacuum sealed in their own disposable blister packs. He had Bird take out the pills and he translated the instruction card. The instructions told him that she should take one of the cans and spray it all over herself like bug spray, and drink the other can using it to wash down a handful of the pills. Fyndraxis didn’t know what any of these things did because he had absolutely no medical training, but hopefully Russian military grade anti-radiation treatment would do the trick for her.

	Fyndraxis then instructed Bird to find as much water as she could and get into bed to let the treatment do its work. She followed the instructions slowly and robotically and ended up shivering herself to sleep after an hour or so. 

	Later on in the day, after the sun had told Fyndraxis that the time was well into the afternoon, he heard a familiar voice.

	“Bird! You all right? What the fuck was that noise?” It was Teeroy coming to see what all the ruckus was. The reentry of the pod had been loud enough to hear from town, and he had likely guessed that Bird’s cabin was the center of all things strange happening in the area, and decided to drop by for a friendly welfare check.

	“We’re in here!” Fyndraxis yelled from the cabin, “we need your help.”

	“What the fuck is that on the lawn?” Teeroy asked as he entered the cabin. Then he noticed Bird in the bed and shot a glance at the sword, “what happened here? Is she alright?”

	“She’s sick, but she has taken some medicine that should make her better. Could you bring her some water and try to wake her up?” Fyndraxis explained. 

	“Fyn, what’s goin’ on here?” Teeroy tried to make eye contact with the sword to limited success.

	“It’s… complicated,” Fyndraxis tried, “All I can really say is that Bird got sick and I found a way to heal her.”

	“Is that what that thing on the lawn is?” He asked, giving a glance out of the open door.

	“Yes, I have a friend in the sky who sent it to us,” Fyndraxis was doing his best to give a simple explanation.

	“That’s old world stuff then,” Teeroy observed with a frown, after a couple seconds of mental calculation, “we should get rid of it. That’ll get the whole valley killed. The Wendigo’ll come, and we’re done here.” Fyndraxis hadn’t thought about this.    

	The care package from space was undoubtedly made of mostly plastic, and would be a nice juicy meal for the marauding horde of apocalypse nanomachines. This was a huge problem. This thing had to go. Teeroy was a big guy, but the prospect of him having to lug this thing to a safe distance was not very plausible.

	“Maybe we could burn it?” Fyndraxis suggested.

	“Probably the best way,” he said, while clearly weighing other options. Teeroy then gathered some water and tried to rouse Bird to drink some, but she was solidly passed out. With Bird arranged and stable(ish), they then prepared to burn the capsule, taking Fyndraxis with him to act as guide.

	“What is this thing?” Teeroy asked, observing the scorched capsule.

	“A medical supply pod,” Fyndraxis then told him about Terra, leaving out the fact that he was a nuclear apocalypse sword that killed everything he touched.

	“So, she’s stuck in the sky? That’s wild,” he said after listening to his tale, “I see lights up there on clear nights, and I always wondered what they were. Are they all people?”

	“I don’t know, but she isn’t really a person,” Fyndraxis generalized. 

	“What else would she be?” he had a point, Fyndraxis thought. She had all the makings of a person, even down to a body of sorts. She had also lent aid when it was very sorely needed. They didn’t really have time to exhume an ancient debate about the nature of thought though, they could muse about Turing at some point in the future, once this pod was gone.

	“I guess she is a person, let’s burn this thing,” Fyndraxis said, in dismissal. 

	The medical pod came equipped with an entire suite of emergency equipment. Teeroy and Fyndraxis rifled through it until they found some emergency flares. Fyndraxis read the instructions to Teeroy, and they managed to get one lit. With the med kit and the parachute stuffed into the pod, the thing went up like a match.

	They both watched it burn for a while. Teeroy complained about the smell, Fyndraxis couldn’t help but agree. After they both judged that it wouldn’t catch anything else on fire they went inside to sit vigil by Bird’s bed.
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Liberty

	

	“She and I grew up together,” Teeroy said, as they were starting to lose light for the day. The pod fire had been reduced to things designed to survive orbital reentry, namely some very tough rare earths and some ceramic composites. Teeroy sat by Bird’s sick bed fussing over her by using a wet cloth to mop her brow when he felt it was necessary. 

	“When we were kids we played like we were brother and sister,” Teeroy began, “ she left me for a long time. I finally thought that I had her back,” he moved on to washing her hands, hoping that his ministrations would have some effect on the fever that was burning through her.

	“I mean, she was never mine. Not like that,”  he continued wistfully, “her parents were taken by the Wendigo, we think,” he spoke in hushed tones when mentioning them, “they went up into the Waste one day,” he held her in his gaze, thinking that an act of devotion might have some effect on her health, “and never came back. They never seemed to have the right kind of fear of the Waste that we all do, and I think Bird has a bit of that recklessness in her blood. They were always bringing back useful things like glass bottles and books. They never told anyone where any of the stuff was from, but it was dangerous work,” he went back to fussing about her forehead and hair.

	“They named her Liberty after a shiny piece of metal that they found. They told me it meant free, like a bird is, not like love is. So I always called her Bird, and it stuck,” Teeroy was tearing up a little bit.

	He didn’t seem ashamed of this display of emotion, but he also didn’t let it overwhelm him. He had said his piece and wanted to leave it at that. 

	The ancient space medicine seemed to be doing something because Bird wasn’t getting any worse. The treatment seemed to have caught her just in time. Fyndraxis suspected that the drink that she had downed was some sort of anti-vomiting cocktail that would enable the pills to work whatever magic they were designed for. 

	A couple of times throughout the night she was conscious enough to drink some water and mumble some half remembered dreams. As they ventured into the small hours of the night her fever began to break and she fell into something that was more akin to sleep rather than unconsciousness. 

	With things calming down inside the cabin, Fyndraxis was able to give a bit more attention to his radio. What he desperately wanted to hear was the quiet hiss of a content and benevolent universe. What he heard instead was stark proof that the universe didn’t give a single shit about them. In fact, perhaps it was holding a bit of a grudge.
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The Wendigo

	

	Wendigo was an oddly apt name for what stalked the forest. According to Algonquian legend, the Wendigo was the embodiment of famine, greed, and desperation. It took the form of a gaunt creature that scoured the forest in search of human flesh. Once it found a victim and feasted upon it, it would grow in proportion to its meal. This meant that the Wendigo was never full. It is on an endless quest to sate an insatiable hunger. 

	In our case the Wendigo took the form of a pervasive dust that covered the Waste. This dust was driven by its internal programming and constantly sought sustenance. It found this sustenance in the form of plastic and plastic adjacent things. 

	Just before the Wendigo was released into the world, humanity was at the peak of its technological trajectory. Plastic was a cheap and ubiquitous material that was readily available. It was an abundant resource, almost daring any takers to take advantage of it. The Wendigo used it to scream from where they were birthed like a swarm of locusts. They used fiber optic lines coated in convenient flexible polyvinyl chloride to hopscotch between large metropolitan areas decimating everything that they touched. 

	Communication, the backbone of the modern world fell asunder before the growing mass of voracious dust. Every ton it consumed would become another ton of tiny hungry little mouths. Food spoiled in supermarkets left naked to the air without its carapace of hermetically sealed highly engineered plastic. Everything plastic just disappeared within a couple of days. Solar panels, keyboards, computers, cars, airplanes, buildings, you name it. They all were rendered unusable without that one crucial ingredient that humanity had so unwisely used in absolutely everything that they made.

	They had come to rely on it so much, that when it disappeared pretty much everyone died within a month or two. Only the hearty, clever, lucky and ruthless survived. It had to be all of those things in varying combinations to come out the other side. 

	Fyndraxis, now that he had paid a bit of attention to his radio, was trying to think of some combination of clever, hearty, lucky and ruthless he had to be to get what he now was quickly realizing were his friends out of this situation. He thought he might be Wendigo proof, or at least made of stuff that wasn’t that interesting to them. Teeroy and Bird on the other hand might be on the menu if Teeroy’s tale about Bird’s parents were to be believed. 

	The pod fire had seemed like a really good idea at the time, but looking back on it, perhaps it was a bit misguided. The smell was a dead give away. All those petrochemicals that had been molded into ergonomic cases and blister packs for their medical convenience, had turned into a highway of smoke through the air that the Wendigo could cruise down like a biker gang on their way to a dive bar.  

	Time froze as the Daemon retreated to his sanctum, or workshop, he was still debating on which to call it. He plopped himself down in front of his terminal and called up a file that he used to cache recent radio traffic. He was able to funnel some relevant data into a handy network analyzer that was part of the wealth of code and programs that Terra had gifted to him after their meeting. 

	The Wendigo were using a standard network protocol called TCP/IP. This had been a standard network protocol since computer networks had taken their first shaky steps to interconnectivity. The traffic over this protocol was far from standard stuff though. Like Terra said, it was encrypted to an absolutely ludicrous degree. Like, far past military grade and straight into diagnosably paranoid kind of stuff. Not that your typical military wasn’t diagnosably paranoid, this just made them look like kids playing with decoder rings. For the quick and dirty thing Fyndraxis was thinking of doing, their level of encryption wouldn’t really matter. 

	The Wendigo network was made up of a bunch of little bugs with radios in them. These radios were very small by definition. They are also extremely low powered with limited range. They must have been setting up a mesh network to talk to each other.  What that meant was every little bug was its own little network router that not only sends and receives information for itself, but also acted like a repeater and helped send along messages for the network as a whole. 

	Fyndraxis was an enormous radio compared to an individual Wendigo. If he could turn up his broadcast power as high as it could go and broadcast random bullshit out into the universe on the same frequency that the Wendigo were using, he might be able to effectively jam them for a little while. While they were busy trying to figure out what was going on, he and his new friends could slip off into the night and find someplace with less abundant plastic resources. 

	“Teeroy,” Fyndraxis announced after returning to their shared reality, “I have a little bit of bad news.” Teeroy had dozed off for a minute, his head snapped up and he shook himself awake.

	“What’s that?” He yawned.

	“I think the Wendigo came to our little bonfire,” Fyndraxis said, trying to remain as calm as he could.

	“Shit,” Teeroy looked over at Bird.

	“I think we should get the fuck out of here,” Fyndraxis suggested, in a dizzying feat of logic.

	“Yeah, no shit. I’m gonna have to figure out a way to carry Bird. I don’t think she is up for a hike yet,” Teeroy mentioned, while he was taking an inventory of Bird’s cabin.

	“Maybe a couple of sticks with some cloth in between them? Like a litter?” Fyndraxis was trying to search his empty mind for useful scraps of boy scout knowledge.

	“Well, all the sticks are out by the fuckin’ Wendigo. I could go ask ‘em for a couple,” Teeroy, it seemed, came equipped with a fully functional set of gallows humor that Fyndraxis was starting to get a little jealous of.  

	“Maybe just the blanket then, like a piggy back,” Fyndraxis remembered the KISS (Keep It Simple Stupid) principle, which was not necessarily boy scout stuff, but a pretty decent way to operate in an emergency. 

	Teeroy seemed to be mentally weighing Bird. He was a rather burly man, and Bird was probably half of his weight.

	“Yeah, that’ll work,” he finally said, “You got a plan?”

	“Pretty much. I’ll distract them and we run for it,” as far as a plan went, this was about as KISS as it got.

	“With what?” He asked, reasonably.

	“You know that radio thing I was talking about earlier?” Fyndraxis explained, quickly, “the Wendigo use it to talk to each other. I’ll distract them with that.”

	“Alright, where are we gonna go? I’m sure as hell not goin’ back to town. If I lead the Wendigo there it’d be a disaster. The only other place ‘round here is the Waste… Shit,” He said shit just as he realized that the only real course of action would be to go into the Waste and hope for the best. 

	“Well,” he continued, “from what Bird tells me, there’s an old trail that runs ‘long the peaks of the mountains. If we follow that north for a while we can dip down into the Gulf.”

	“What’s the Gulf?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Super narrow valley north of town where the rivers ‘round here come from. One flows south to us here, and the other flows north,” he recounted.

	“Why’s it called the Gulf?” Fyndraxis asked, following his inherent instinct to get distracted.

	“Everyone just calls it that. No idea why,” Teeroy saw this possible distraction, and quickly nipped it in the bud.

	With that, he started making arrangements to flee north. He grabbed Bird’s stash of food from her trapdoor and threw it in a rucksack like object that Bird had lying around. He then tried to wake up Bird to no avail. She was unresponsive, but looking a lot better than she had a few hours ago. He pulled the blanket off of her and sat her up on the bed with her back to the wall. He put the blanket down next to her and scooched her onto it. Sitting down in her lap, he got her legs wrapped around him and tied the blanket she was on around his waist. 

	He spent a couple of minutes trying to get the other end of the blanket up to where he could grab it. When he had succeeded, he had made Bird into a rather tidy backpack. After some struggling he managed to get the bag with all of her food onto one of her arms. With that he seemed like he was ready to go.

	“Alright, ready?” Fyndraxis asked, after preparations had been made, “hold me up ahead of you and I’ll make some light if we need it. Whatever you do, don’t draw me. That would be bad.”

	He took the sword and held it aloft like it had asked. They made their way slowly into the night. The evening was another clear one and the moon was another hour or so from setting so Fyndraxis didn’t have to act as a torch just yet. In the distance where the pod fire had been, they could just make out the Wendigo. 

	It was tough to see in the moonlight, but what could be seen was truly awful. In the roughly two hundred and fifty years that it had been on the scene, it seemed that the Wendigo had found interesting and novel forms other than dust in which to manifest. This evening, it took the form of a tangled mass of worms about fifteen feet high. Each worm in this mass was roughly the width of a man’s arm. It was focusing its efforts on attacking the ground where the pod fire was. Great whips of worms braided about each other and beat themselves into the dirt throwing up whole clods of sod and rocks. Teeroy could feel these impacts in his chest, along with the hammering of his own heart. In stark contrast to this violence, the mint from Bird’s yard could be smelled in the evening air, putting both the man and the sword on edge.

	Teeroy quietly backed away from this novel horror, trying not to attract any attention. Stealth didn’t seem to make any sort of difference, as the mass of Wendigo worms started barreling right for them. It clawed into the ground for purchase and gave chase as Teeroy turned and ran for his life. 

	“Fyn! Do that frickin’ radio thing!” Teeroy yelled as Fyndraxis was putting his radio thing plan into motion. This worked immediately and far better than he thought it was going to. The Wendigo were rendered back into dust. This dust was still carrying all of the momentum of the enormous worm creature, so as it exploded into the moonlight, it also knocked the entire party on its ass and covered it in a fine powder of nano bugs.  

	“Holy Fuck!” Teeroy whispered, “you saved us Fyn.”

	“Yeah, I guess so,” Fyndraxis answered, glossing over the fact that if he wasn’t here none of this would have happened. 

	Fyndraxis kept up his radio noise in pulses about every second or so to keep the Wendigo sufficiently confused. In the silence between pulses he listened. During his radio silence they would be trying to reestablish their network. This bootstrapping procedure might give him some precious information about the architecture of their network so he recorded it all, saving it for further scrutiny. 

	“Teeroy,” Fyndraxis started, after Teeroy had gotten himself together a bit, “you should try to get all the dust off of us. Maybe we should all go down to the river for a quick dip. But before you do, I would like you to take some and put it in my sheath.”

	“What for? Isn’t this shit dangerous?” Teeroy asked, in a tone bordering on skepticism.  

	“Yes, but I need a sample of it for my friend in the sky,” Fyndraxis reassured him.

	“Won’t they just talk to the other Wendigo on the radio and come and get us?” Teeroy was a practical man and this was an astute observation.

	“I can control the radio stuff that happens in my sheath,” and he was pretty sure that he could.

	Teeroy took a pinch of the Wendigo dust and drew the Daemon Sword just enough to sprinkle some in. He closed the sword quickly, and they went down to the river for a bracing evening dip.
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Taking a hike

	

	After a short dip in the creek that Teeroy described as “colder than a witch’s tit”, they found a trail that Bird had worn into the woods that headed roughly northwest. Teeroy was able to follow this by the light of the moon. By the time the moon had set they were well on their way to the summits of the western peaks. 

	As they inevitably ran out of hill to climb they found a trail of sorts that ran north through stunted pines and exposed granite bedrock. Fyndraxis began to dimly light the way so that Teeroy wouldn’t suffer some completely avoidable injury at the hands of a clearly malevolent universe. 

	Throughout this process, Teeroy had barely said a word. Fyndraxis suspected that he had never been this far into the Waste and it was making him extremely uncomfortable. The Daemon Sword kept up his radio scheme as a quiet devotion to the safety of the party, alternating between blasting high energy static and listening for any activity.

	After another hour or so on the trail, Teeroy silently made the decision to descend into the Gulf. This involved some bitter negotiations with some very stubborn pine trees. These trees came up to about waist height on Teeroy. The fact that they spent half the year covered in hoar frost and the other half bracing themselves against hurricane force winds was made apparent by his slow progress. This process was punctuated by the occasional whispered profanity. He was creative in the art of cursing, and this kept Fyndraxis entertained despite their circumstances.

	After that frustration had been traversed they found themselves in a slightly more reasonable quality of forest. The tight waist high pines gave way to taller less desperate trees that made their living on a portion of mountainside so close to vertical that Teeroy had to use them as one would a ladder and made this part of the journey backwards. At one point he dropped the Daemon Sword and it skittered about a hundred yards downhill. This made his going a bit easier, so he finished that part of the trip by using the simple expedient of throwing the sword downhill and making his way toward the light that it so conveniently shone for him. He of course asked Fyndraxis if this was an alright thing to do, and was answered with a, “fine by me,” from the Daemon.

	Eventually they found a creek that they could follow downhill with relative ease. This terminated in a fifty foot waterfall that poured into the Gulf. As they figured out how to safely get around it, they both agreed that it added the proper punctuation to the end of their journey. At the base of this waterfall, Teeroy called it quits and began to set up camp. He wrapped Bird in the blanket that he had bore her in and went about gathering materials for a fire. 

	While Teeroy was out gathering wood and tinder the sun began to come up. Not that anyone in the Gulf would notice. This place was where geographical definitions came to die. There were two vertical walls of forest separated by perhaps thirty yards of land you could walk around on. A good portion of that walkable land was occupied by a creek that was really pushing the definition of the word very close to what a river tended to be. To call the place a canyon or a gorge would be wrong. Both of those terms implied exposed rock, (and there was certainly plenty of that) but this was truly two walls of forest facing each other in a bitter staring contest over a river. Calling it a ravine would be wrong as well. It was far too brutal to be a mere ravine. The people that named this place hadn’t had a word for what it was so they just made one up and called it the Gulf. Perhaps they had tried out gulch for a while, and it just didn’t work out.

	Teeroy eventually turned up with some material that he thought might be combustible under miraculous circumstances. The Gulf was an environment that turned any sort of fallen wood or leaf litter into a fully saturated medium with a thin cover of slime that seemed to repel any attempts at firemaking. He spent a good half an hour fighting against this particular environmental quirk with flint and tinder to no avail. He gave up and fell quickly asleep on the forest floor next to his wooden monument to futility. 

	As Teeroy slept, the narrow strip of sky that the Gulf grudgingly allowed them to have had begun to brighten. This roused Bird, slowly at first. She opened her eyes, and blearily propped herself up on her elbows. She took in the scenery slowly and with a knit brow. She looked to the walls of forest and then to the brightening strip of sky. She looked at Teeroy for a while, and then at his attempt at a fire. She then looked to the Daemon Sword.   

	“Fyn?” she finally asked, when she decided that the mystery of her whereabouts were beyond her powers of deduction, “Where are we?”

	“The Gulf,” The Daemon Blade answered, thinking that she would probably know what that means.

	“Yeah, how’d I get here? Did Teeroy carry me? I feel like shit,” she asked, levering herself up to a seated position.

	“Yeah, Teeroy carried you,” Fyndraxis explained, “some stuff happened at your place and we had to get out of there.”

	“What kinda stuff?” She asked while stifling a yawn

	“Wendigo stuff. What’s the last thing you remember?” Her last moments of consciousness were pretty tough to pin down given her condition. She took a few moments to try to recall the events of the previous afternoon. 

	“I don’t know,” she started piecing things together, “there was somethin’ about me gettin’ sick, and a friend in the sky. You made me jump in the creek. It’s all pretty blurry.”

	“Yeah, that’s about right,” Fyndraxis said, in encouragement, “my friend in the sky sent some medicine for you, do you remember that?”

	“Yeah, kind of,” she recalled, as if trying to remember a dream.

	“Turns out that thing from the sky was some stuff from the old world and Teeroy and I decided to burn it,” Fyndraxis said, helping her fill in the details.

	“Solid plan,” she said, reiterating the sentiment that both Teeroy and Fyndraxis had had at the time.

	“Turns out that the fire attracted the Wendigo,” He tried to break the news as gently as possible, but there was really no decent way to receive this sort of information.

	“Shit,” was all that she could manage. She looked like she had spent a couple of weeks closing down dive bars, but the medicine seemed to have done a decent job.

	“So, my cabin?” She asked, knowing the answer already.

	“I wouldn’t go back there if I were you,” Fyndraxis said aloud what they were both thinking. She sighed and seemed resigned to her fate.

	“I really liked that cabin,” she said under her breath.

	“I know, it was really great. Hopefully we can get you back there someday,” Fyndraxis offered as consolation, “I think that Terra and I are coming up with a kind of plan of sorts.” 

	“That sounds almost sorta’ promisin’,” she offered back sarcastically.

	“I mean, I need to talk to her again, but we might be able to deal with the Wendigo for good,” he tried moving on to what might be considered good news.

	“I’m all ears,” she said as she laid back down.

	“She asked me to get a sample of them and I did,” his tone wasn’t cheerful, but cautiously optimistic could probably be applied to what he was saying, “we just need to figure out what to do next. I have a decent amount of faith in her. She saved your life in a rather spectacular fashion.”

	Fyndraxis and Bird’s conversation had started to bring Teeroy back to the land of the living and he sat up, looking almost as bad as Bird did. 

	“Mornin' Bird. Fyn,” he said. He looked as if he had joined Bird in her dive bar campaign, and possibly had a run in with an overly enthusiastic bouncer.

	“Mornin’ Teeroy. Thanks for getting me outa there,” Bird offered back, as sunnily as she could.

	“Shit, no sweat,” he ran his fingers through his hair and beard in an attempt to neaten up, “I don’t think I wanna go that deep into the waste again, though. It’s fuckin’ awful.”

	“What way did we come?” Bird asked.

	 “Went up to that long trail,” he shot a look back up into the forest, “then found this river and followed it down.”

	“Shit, that’s quite the hike,” she said, in commiseration, “but you didn’t really get into the waste propper. The trail’s the border, pretty much. Thanks again, I know how rough that country is.”

	“Anytime Bird,” Teeroy deflated a bit, “I know you’d do the same for me. Anyways, how are you feeling?”

	“Like leftover dog shit,” she observed.

	“Can you walk?” He asked, creaking to his feet, “I need to go check on town.”

	“I think I can walk,” she took his cue, and stood up as well, “but I’m not gonna go back there. I’m gonna head north”

	“What? Why?” Teeroy seemed to be experiencing a flavor of disappointment that he was used to at this point.

	“I got nothin’ but the clothes on my back, Teeroy,” she gestured around her, “the boys up north owe me a couple favors and it looks like I’m startin’ from scratch here.”

	“I could set you up in town, no problem,” This showed a lot of signs of being an old and practiced argument that they were having.

	“Thank you, Teeroy,” this was a familiar song for her, so she headed right into the refrain, “but I need to head north. I’ll come and visit you when I’m more set up, but I need to figure my shit out.”

	“Yeah, figured I’d ask though,” he knew this song as well. 

	With that, Bird brought him in for a great bear hug. There was obviously love between these two, but they each had their journey to go on, and for now they were separate ventures. They hugged for perhaps three heartbeats longer than what would be considered appropriate for a goodbye like this. Teeroy looked around and realized that the only stuff he needed was in his pockets so he patted himself down and gave Bird a big smile.

	“Whelp, I guess I’ll go. I’ll come back here tomorrow to see that you’ve moved on,” He then shot double barrel finger guns in what turned out to be a universal gesture, even in a world without firearms, “oh, and Fyn, stay sharp.”  

	Bird groaned and gave a reluctant smile. Fyndraxis the Daemon Blade made finger gun noises in lieu of the actual thing. Teeroy then turned and headed south back to town.

	

	

	

	



	



	﻿rx/tx

	

	“It should take a couple of days to get through the Gulf,” Bird estimated while taking stock of the things that Teeroy had grabbed from her house, “I usually take the long trail when I head up north. It’s way easier, the terrain down here’s pretty rough. Luckily, we’re almost at the headwaters. That’s where the two rivers here come from. There’s a waterfall that comes down the mountain and splits in half. Half of it goes north, the other half comes this way. The south half of the Gulf‘s a real pain in the ass, but we’re most of the way through it and the northern half is only kinda shitty. If we make it past the beaver dams today, we should be in good shape,” Bird explained as she was gearing up for the trek.

	“I’d really like to try to talk to Terra today, do you think we will get to see a little more sky?” The Daemon Sword asked hopefully.

	“It gets a bit wider by the beaver dams,” she said, as she grabbed her pack, “but not by a lot. I’m still not feeling all that hot, so we’ll see how far we get today.”

	She spent a couple minutes trying to figure out how to wear the Daemon Sword, and settled on using a piece of cord to affix him at her hip. Fyndraxis was happy to not be on her back, as this was an unwise place for a sword to be. 

	They broke camp and headed upstream toward the headwaters. The creek that snaked through the Gulf oscillated from east to west in rather irregular ways so most of the effort Bird spent was in crossing it every few hundred yards or so. The land that happened to not be wet was either sand, loose rock, or tree roots. Outside of the Gulf, the landscape had gotten the memo that it was well into springtime, inside the Gulf was a different matter. Tucked into the woods on north facing hills, there were still patches of snow and stubborn glacial blue outcroppings of ice clung to exposed cliff faces here and there. At any moment, one of these car sized chunks of ice could get the memo and give into gravity’s incessant pull. Progress was slow and dangerous. 

	By the time Terra would have been overhead and able to communicate, they hadn’t reached the wider part of the gulf and Fyndraxis must have missed her. They would have had a lot to talk about, but if he gave it another day and spent some time with the stowaways in his scabbard he could approach her with some real data.

	While Bird was picking her way through waist deep roaring water and doing her best not to turn an ankle between river rocks the size of artisan boules, Fyndraxis retreated to his workshop. Once seated in front of his terminal he realized that he had no idea how he was supposed to study his specimens. He could analyze their radio traffic. In fact he had been doing that this whole time. It was a bunch of gibberish wrapped in standard network headers. He could look at them for a while and see if they did anything out of the ordinary. 

	So he did that for a while. They were just kind of loafing about, satisfied in the fact that there was no plastic around them. Some sort of electricity thing maybe? They were little computers afterall, maybe they had some way to communicate from bug to bug without a radio. 

	Fyndraxis had never had a reason to wonder if he could sense voltages, but he was out of ideas and that seemed like a perfectly decent rabbit hole to dive down. He started poking around in his computer looking for something that could pertain to reading a voltage. After a while he came up with something that could possibly work. 

	Next time he talked to Terra, he was going to have to ask her how to upgrade his metaphor to something that didn’t require him to read manuals and memorize arcane command line sequences. 

	He ended up using something called the GPIO, which stands for General Purpose Input Output. This is the part of a computer that sticks out into the universe and patiently waits for somebody to plug a wire or two into it. Once a wire is plugged in you can either read how many volts are flowing through it, or conversely you can send a voltage of your own. Normally, these are used to do pretty mundane things like powering a small fan to cool your processor or make some little blinky lights go blinkity blink. He didn’t physically have a set of GPIO pins, but he had legacy software to control it in his operating system. He could plug that software into something that could pretend to be the hardware he needed.

	In the case of the Daemon sword, Fyndraxis was going to use it to see whether the Wendigo were talking to each other through means other than the radio. Some of the Wendigo bugs were loafing directly on his blade, which as it turns out was rather conductive. With some careful dicking around, he was able to make his blade act like the GPIO and track down the little guys and see if they were up to any galvanic shenanigans. 

	It turns out they were up to a little bit of something. Each one of their feet acted like its own little GPIO pin. In retrospect it was a rather obvious design choice of a clever architect, but for Fyndraxis it was just a wildly lucky guess. When these guys were in close company, rather than relying on their radios to talk to each other they could put their feet together and communicate that way. Given enough time and practice Fyndraxis could pretend to be a Wendigo and talk with them. Knowing his luck, this approach would be as equally encrypted as the radio stuff. 

	Purely for shits and giggles, he fired up a program called minicom. Minicom is used by large computers to talk to tiny computers through the pins on the GPIO. He used minicom to try to talk to this one little fellow over a protocol called UART and to his astonishment, it worked. Commands were coming from his fingers and being processed by Minicom, heading out to his blade that was emulating a GPIO and transmitting to the GPIO of the Wendigo unit. Once a command was received by the Wendigo unit, it was skipping all of the security protocols that any average network administrator would put in place and heading right for the unit’s brain. 

	Fyndraxis was sitting at his computer(or metaphor of a computer) staring at a command prompt for the operating system that controlled the Wendigo. He typed “help” and was shown a very helpful help file that told him all about the embedded distribution of linux it was running and what commands were available to him. This meant that he could execute commands on their system to a certain degree, which was a powerful piece of luck.

	“No. Fucking. Way,” he said out loud to nobody. He couldn’t wait to tell Terra, he couldn’t wait to try to explain why this was so cool to Bird. Hell, he kind of wanted to go back to town and tell Teeroy, he’d certainly earned this knowledge. He poked around in the system and found that he didn’t have root access to the little fellow, but that was to be expected and it certainly wasn’t the end of the world 

	“Bird!” Fyndraxis exclaimed when he joined her back in her reality. She was occupying herself with the complicated business of scaling a waterfall twice her height, she was soaked and miserable.

	“What? I’m kind of busy,” she answered, through a spray of water.

	“I think I have an answer to the Wendigo thing,” his excitement was pretty apparent.

	“Great, can it wait a minute?” she was reluctant to join in on the excitement, given her circumstances.

	“Sure,” Fyndraxis was really excited about this and considered traveling forward through time to skip the waterfall portion of the journey, but that hadn’t really worked out well for him in the past so he just waited. 

	It took Bird a few minutes to get up the waterfall. It had turned out to be the last real obstacle before the headwaters. The Gulf opened up slightly and a series of terraced beaver ponds could be seen in the distance. Bird made her way toward them and ended up having to tiptoe along the razor’s edge of land between the vertical forest wall and the placid water of the beaver dams. The waterfall that acted as headwaters or the two rivers did indeed miraculously split in half at its base. One half fed the river that flowed south and the other filled the beaver ponds, probably putting their occupants orange teeth on edge. 

	“What’d you figure out?” Bird asked, as she had  passed the final battlements of the beaver’s fortifications. 

	“It’s kind of hard to explain,” he had tried to come up with a decent way to explain this whole thing while Bird had been distracted with the negotiation of the waterfall, “because it’s all old world tech stuff. I think the best way I could put it is I can talk directly to their brains without using their ears. They usually use radio to communicate, but when they are very close to each other, they connect up in a pretty specific way and talk about what they are doing. They don’t use the radio to do this.”

	“Wait, radio like your friend Terra?” Bird said, trying to put the pieces together.

	“Yeah, when they need to talk to Wendigo that are far away they use the radio,” he started explaining, “when they are right on top of each other they link up and make a plan. Teeroy and I saw them get together in a big group and act like a ball of worms. It seems like most of the time they go around acting like dust looking for things to eat. When they find something they tell all of their friends over the radio. Once a bunch of their buddies show up, they link up and form a larger body that can do things at a scale that fits what they are going to eat. The space pod was pretty big, so to consume it in a reasonable amount of time they came up with a plan that matched the circumstances. In that case, a giant ball of violent worms.”

	“I’ve never seen them do anything like that,” she informed him.

	“It’s likely that most of the people that see something like that don’t live to tell the tale,” he reasoned, “I happened to figure out a way to distract them. I don’t know if it will work every time though. I have no idea how smart they are. I was using my distraction scheme until we entered the Gulf. I think that Teeroy and I lost them on the trail, but I was being careful.”

	“That’s a lot to think about,” she said pensively, “I’m gonna gather some wood and make camp for the night. Luckily beavers leave dry wood everywhere, so we have that goin’ for us.”

	She did as she said and easily gathered up the necessary materials for a fire that would last well into the night. They were losing daylight pretty rapidly as she went about the task of actually getting the fire lit. She did this with flint, steel and a liquid that she kept in a metal flask that she produced from somewhere. It turned out to be alcohol of some sort, because she had a sip or two. She went about making the fire as if it was a ritual, and the booze seemed to be an important part of it. 

	

	

	

	﻿


North

	

	Bird’s decision to head north wasn’t a difficult one. She fucking hated town. To her, the town represented a lack of progress and personal growth. It had a name that nobody used. It was called Kingston, but due to the fact that it was the only town around, everybody just called it town. She had abandoned it quite early on in her life and saw no real reason to go back there. Sure, Teeroy would set her up with a pretty good life there, but resigning herself to that life would come with a lot of unspoken obligations.

	By letting Teeroy set her up in a cozy little hut downtown, she would all of a sudden be Teeroy’s girl. She wasn’t anybody’s girl, thank you very much. She had crafted her life so that she could be her own woman without emotional debt or obligation to anyone. 

	If she were to settle down with anyone, Teeroy would be a decent choice. He was kind, smart, ethical and not too bad on the eyes. He had most of his teeth and washed himself in the river relatively often, so he didn’t smell all that bad. She couldn’t abide the assumption that she would be his though. He had been trying to own her in his own way ever since they were kids.

	When her parents disappeared, Teeroy and his family had taken her into their home. This was a kindness that she was grateful for, but one that she would never really be able to repay. Under their roof, there was always this unspoken assumption that she and Teeroy would end up together. He would march around town with his chest puffed out trying to protect her from the other boys, and full grown men, assuming that she was his. All of this without even the courtesy of asking her. It was like watching a dog piss on a fence post. She felt pissed on, which in turn made her feel pissed off. So she ran for the hills. 

	She built a cabin and began carving a life out for herself. Her first attempt at cabin building was a pretty sorry excuse for a home. It was more of a pile of sticks that she could sleep in, but it was hers. Her parents had taught her the rules of the Waste. She knew where to go and what not to do to attract the attention of the Wendigo. 

	The Waste, contrary to its name, was full of stuff if you knew where to look. There were ancient ruins just teeming with useful things. Whole abandoned towns laid hidden in the hills to the west, their wood and stone structures in various states of repair. The material that was most resistant to the end of the world was metal. 

	The first valuable find that Bird had was a cache of tools. Axes, saws, shovels, chains, and the like had all survived the end of the world with just a bit of rust to show for it. After some careful restoration using various grits of sand they were almost as good as new. They of course all needed new handles, but Bird lived in the woods so the materials weren’t too far from hand.

	Her most precious find had been around five years after she had been making trips into the Waste. She had come upon a structure that was made completely of metal. It had survived the end of the world almost completely intact. When she managed to get inside, to her surprise, it was full of books. 

	Her parents had some books that were passed down through the generations. They were dusty old things that were only held together by the memory of what they were. Her parents used these books to teach her to read. Reading was important if you were looking for things in the Waste. Words held information. Usually this was found stamped into metal or carved into a fencepost, but any new information that she found was worth its weight in gold. To find something like a single book was incredible. To find a structure full of them was life changing. The books themselves were great, but they could also be traded for precious things if you found the right person.

	She had found the right person and the right book to trade them. There was a man to the north called Solomon. He had a thirst for knowledge about the world and how it worked, and the books she found were exactly that. He also happened to have a great many things to trade. This all happened long ago, but a debt was still owed to her. This debt was why she was heading north. Because right now, while she made her way north through the Gulf, she had nothing. Well, almost nothing. She had the clothes on her back, the food in her pack, and an extremely dangerous ancient artifact. Something that death seemed to follow. What she needed was a place to lick her wounds and figure out what was next.
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Q&A

	

	After the fire was lit and happily crackling and popping away, Bird made herself a meal. This consisted of something like hard tack and dried meat that she made into a porridge of sorts. She had gathered some wild ramps on her way through the Gulf, and used them to add some variety to an otherwise boring meal. 

	She used water from the strange bifurcated waterfall that fed the two rivers. Fyndraxis noted the wisdom of this act. Drinking water from the beaver pond or just downstream of it would have no doubt resulted in her spending the next couple of days shitting her brains out and waiting to die. Fortunately this wasn’t her first rodeo around a beaver pond, because that was the last thing that the Daemon Blade wanted to bear witness to. 

	As the light began to fade, a chorus of tree frogs began to sing. This started slowly, one of the frogs would realize that the time, temperature and humidity were ideal to start a mating ritual, and let out a call. A single call was shrill, as if the frog were being stepped on. This call would alert the tens of thousands of other little frogs in the area that it was spring and they had better get some eggs in the water before they faced an extinction level event. The frogs seemed to have been anticipating a meteor impact or a gamma ray burst, because quickly, their songs rose to a deafening cacophony. This made conversation difficult, but Bird and Fyndraxis managed to yell to each other over the ear splitting din.  

	The meal, and probably the booze, seemed to put Bird in decent spirits, and she decided to have a bit of a chat with Fyndraxis despite the inherent challenges posed by the frogs.

	“So, what are you?” It was a forward and frank question, one that the Daemon Blade didn’t really have a good answer for. 

	“I am a Daemon Blade as far as I can tell,” this was a lackluster answer, kind of like describing a Knight as Knightly.

	“Like a ghost?” Her internal mythos wasn’t equipped with the term Daemon.

	“Not really,” he offered, in distinction, “ghosts just hang around in mansions waiting to scare teenagers and their dogs. I on the other hand am a creature of unimaginable power whose soul is bound to a sword.” Bird rolled her eyes at this blatant act of bravado, clearly seeing him as Fyn, the dude she had to carry around for some reason.

	“What’s it like in there?” She asked, cocking her head.

	“Inside the sword I am the ruler of a vast realm of my own creation,” he continued with the bravado thing, “anything I wish is possible. I live in a castle in the sky, and the very forces of nature are mine to command.”

	“Jeez, why the fuck would you hang out here?” She asked, as she poked at the fire.

	“Because,” he dropped the bravado, “I know that the world inside me is a dream. It’s not real. At least out here I’m pretty sure everything is real. I’m still kind of struggling with that one.”

	“Well, I know I’m real,” she stood up and hunted for another log for the fire.

	“Yeah, that’s something an NPC would say,” he called after her.

	“NPC?” She asked, when she returned with a suitable log.

	“Non-Player Character,” this was an arcane term pulled from the genesis of his being, “it doesn’t matter. You seem very real to me.” 

	“Do you remember what it was like before? When everything was fine?” Her log had caught fire, and Fyndraxis could see the light reflected in her eyes.

	“Not really anything specific,” he told her, as she started digging through her bag for something, “nothing about my life or anything like that. I have a lot of knowledge about technology, so I think I worked with it in some fashion. You know when you wake up from a dream and that reality is just beyond your reach? Like its rules and logic are just barely on the tip of your tongue, but when you go to tell somebody about it, it just disappears.”

	“Yeah, I think I get it,” she had been looking for a blanket, she found it and wrapped herself in it.

	“I’d love to remember, but I think that part of me is just gone,” he admitted, regretfully. 

	 “In your inner world,” she had become mostly blanket now, with just her pale face exposed to the elements, “can you eat whatever you want? I’m gettin’ pretty sick of dried bear.”

	“Yeah, I could eat whatever I want. It feels weird and self indulgent though,” he imagined himself trying to enjoy an opulent meal alone in his keep, it didn’t seem very exciting.

	“I’d love to come and visit you in there, and try some old world food,” her hand appeared from inside the blanket, and tried to stifle a yawn.

	“If I figure that out someday, I’ll cook you a feast like you’ve never even dreamed of,” this was an utter impossibility, but they were just shooting the breeze around a very nice fire, so it was a perfectly good place to indulge in some fantasy.

	“No bear though,” she had grown sick of bear, and deemed it unsuitable for this hypothetical meal.

	“No bear for sure,” he agreed.

	This Q&A was devolving into some sort of post apocalyptic food fantasy and Fyndraxis went on for a while about how bear really wasn’t a food that was frequently on the menu in the old world. He was about half way through explaining how bears were used more to sell food than actually act as it, when he noticed that she had drifted off to sleep.

	For a newly homeless woman with possibly severe radiation poisoning, she was in uncharacteristically high spirits. The Daemon Blade Fyndraxis was really beginning to like her.

	With Bird taking a much needed rest from her day's exertion, Fyndraxis decided to enjoy the evening. He sat there enchanted by the lapping of the water in the beaver pond, and the sound of the distant waterfall. Other than that it was very quiet. No birds in the night calling to distant lovers. No frogs singing their songs to the stars. In fact, he was beginning to think it was too quiet.
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Debate

	

	Bird was pretending to be asleep. This gave her ample opportunity to observe this artifact that had fallen into her lap. It was unbearably creepy. The silence that surrounded the sword was deafening. It lay there motionless and inert. Inside this sword there was a man. It was thinking and planning things. The fact that it didn’t have any body language for her to read was unnerving. 

	Typically, if somebody was thinking something dangerous, she could divine their intentions by the set of their shoulders or read the lies they were trying to tell from the dishonesty around their eyes. This Daemon Sword gave none of these helpful cues.

	Unspoken subtext had saved her ass a number of times in her life and she considered herself a devotee to the subtle art of observing such minutia. Here, she was completely lost in the woods. She would have to simply take him at his word in all things, which was completely ridiculous. 

	What did she know about him so far? He was dangerous, that’s for sure. Merely wielding him could be fatal. He claimed to have instantly made an invisible friend in the sky. That absolutely reeked of bullshit. It sounded like something a child would make up. She had definitely seen something come out of the sky though, but the very best lies contained mostly truth. The Mysterious illness she had come down with had miraculously been healed by the medicine that had been provided by this sky person. This was also suspect. 

	This was a situation that would have to be remedied. If she were to keep bearing him, an understanding would have to be reached. She could just abandon him any time she pleased though. She would probably feel bad about it, but she had done worse in her lifetime. 

	He offered a bit of hope though. That was undeniable. The Wendigo were a real problem, and the possibility of defeating them was certainly appealing. Imagining a world without them seemed like pure fantasy. Of course there was the aspect of reaping some sort of revenge for her parents, but she had stopped crying about their loss years ago. She was more interested in revenge for humanity as a whole. 

	As she was having this mental debate, she stopped pretending to be asleep and actually played the part. Her last thought before sleep took her was that she could settle this whole Fyndraxis thing in the morning with a rather simple demonstration of who exactly he was dealing with.
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Market Forces

	

	        The fire eventually burned itself down to embers leaving Fyndraxis alone in the dim light that they offered. The silence of the forest was beginning to give him the creeps. He kept checking his radio to see if the Wendigo had followed them and were about to come and finish them off. The radio was silent on that front though.

	After one of his hundreds of obsessive radio checks, he noticed something very small and thin coming out of the ground. It looked like a worm, only much thinner. It was very long and paler than starlight. In fact, it was giving off a very slight pale green light. Fyndraxis knew immediately what it was, it was the Wendigo coming to eat their bones. 

	He hit it with a blast of radio static that was sure to render it to dust. Nothing happened. This little hairlike worm grew longer and quested about, looking for something. Fyndraxis shouted to wake up Bird, but she was fully unconscious. She was sleeping the sleep of the dead.

	The little worm was joined by some friends and they began to braid themselves about each other. More and more of them poured out of the forest floor, raising themselves to the height of a man. Thousands of them came together and started to coalesce into a central mass. This mass became a pillar. This pillar throbbed and bulged eventually opening itself up, and its walls peeling away like lotus petals. These petals crumbled to dust and left behind an infant in the fetal position, Its flesh paler than a trout belly and glowing radium green into the night. Anywhere that articulated like knees and elbows and the insides of knuckles, there were the sort of black gills you would find on the underside of a mushroom cap. They were so fine that they shone iridescent in the pale green light. 

	This tiny form began to grow before him, not only in size, but in age. In the span of about thirty seconds he was looking at a toddler, after a minute, a youth and then a teenager. Like a timelapse of the aging process.

	Eyes and a face formed on the head that regarded the Daemon Blade. The eyelids blinked over obsidian orbs as the creature took in its surroundings. What stood before him now was a nude figure of a human. It seemed to be an exercise in androgyny, lacking any of the helpful clues where the arms and legs met the torso. It was anchored to the ground by thousands of gossamer strands like a puppet being controlled from below the earth.

	“Terribly sorry to disturb you,” it said in a crisply aristocratic British accent, “but I’d like to have a word if it wouldn’t trouble you.” 

	Fyndraxis didn’t know what to do. There were many approaches he could take at this point. There was the theatrical approach, the coolest dude in the universe, the straight shooter. All of them seemed silly when brought to bear on this embodiment of high strangeness.

	“Ahem, allow me to introduce myself,” the alabaster figure intoned, “I am Mycellus.”

	“Good evening, Mycellus,” he decided that meeting them with an equal amount of formality was a solid bet, “I am the Daemon Blade Fyndraxis. To what do I owe the honor?” 

	“A pleasure, Fyndraxis,” it gave a formal bow, “you see, I am an emissary from the mushroom kingdom.” 

	“The mushroom kingdom?” Visions of plumbers and lost princesses danced in his head and he stifled an inward chuckle.

	“Yes, in the biological sense of the word. Not the hegemonic. I speak for the mushrooms as a whole. As a concept. As a species,” it let that sink in for an appropriate amount of time before going on, “it seems that we share some common concerns. I represent a very old firm, with interests in a diverse portfolio of markets. I come to you this evening to speak about some fluctuations in a market that has caused us some… shall I say… disquietude.”

	“Are you talking about the Wendigo?” Fyndraxis asked. 

	“If you are referring to the nasty little buggers who have been wreaking havoc across the land for the last couple of years, then yes,” Mycellus continued, “our firm is a very old one with an unmatched reputation of success. When a new business opportunity presents itself, we pride ourselves on our ability to realize it to its full potential. Take land for instance. Everybody thought it was a fad, a blip in the market, but we saw it for what it was and took full advantage. We innovated and brought novel things to market, like dirt. Do you ever stop and think about where you would be without dirt? ”

	“I guess I’ve never really thought about it,” this was a half truth to avoid a broader conversation, Fyndraxis had thought about dirt a number of times.

	“Well, still breathing seawater I suppose,” Mycellus continued with their pitch, “through countless eons we have made a steady and reasonable profit. Through unsteady market trends like mass extinctions we have not only endured, but thrived. We are everywhere, more than happy to take out the trash, or aid trees in their endless pursuit of social media dominance.”

	“Social media?” Asked Fyndraxis, truly puzzled.

	“Yes, you see we created a world wide network ages ago and the trees just went absolutely bonkers for it,” they mused and stroked their bone white chin, “not only do they use it to trade resources, they spend all their time posting their equivalent of cat memes and getting into flame wars with grass. That's why you don’t see them running about like you chordates. Bunch of layabouts if you ask me, but we make an absolute killing on them. To each their own I guess. Which brings me to you.”

	“Me?” He would have pointed at himself and checked over both of his shoulders if he were able to do so, but he wasn’t, so he settled for sounding confused.

	“Indeed,” they answered, “very recently, we noticed an emerging market opportunity in the form of plastics. Humans were churning out metric tons of the stuff on a daily basis. They were basically manufacturing it, just to bury it almost immediately. It was a drop in the bucket compared to the sucrose trade, but we like to keep our portfolio diverse, so we began research and development almost immediately. We were making some steady progress, when some bloody upstart went and beat us to market.”

	“The Wendigo are eating all of the plastic that you were planning on eating?” Fyndraxis was trying to settle on the crux of the matter.

	“Precisely,” Mycellus tapped on their nose to show Fyndraxis that he had inferred correctly, “You see, the little buggers move at a shockingly rapid pace, and historically we, as a firm, tend to do things in a more stately manner. Try as we may, there just hasn’t been anything we could do about it, they out maneuver us at every turn. They seem to be driven by pure greed, and aren’t seeing the bigger picture. Short term gains often preclude long term survival,” a chair grew from the ground and he had a seat, like they were having a nice man to man chat, “you see, we make a tidy profit in the death industry. Everything that crawls upon the earth, flies through the air, or eats sunshine for a living, they all die and we like it that way. We can’t exactly continue our current business model if everything is dead. At this point in the business week, a pivot would seem…disingenuous to our mission statement. We are the stewards of life on this planet, and the thought of going back to eating rocks at this point is so distasteful. We’d all be lichen for god’s sake, splitting our profits right down the middle.”

	“But, I thought they were just eating plastic,” Fyndraxis added, in clarification.

	“For now, yes,” they got up from their chair and began to pace, dragging thousands of mycelia behind themself, “but these things tend to change once a young upstart gets a taste of the market. We’ve seen this sort of thing before, just not quite on this scale.”

	Fyndraxis was standing face to face with the earthly avatar of death. They were the taxman that inevitably came for us all. They were a fundamental concept of the universe, and they needed a favor. 

	“We propose a partnership,” Mycellus clasped their hands, “and perhaps a bit of a merger of sorts. What we want is rather straightforward, how we get it may be a bit of a sticking point for you. We of course want you to make the Wendigo nothing more than an unpleasant  in both of our histories. They are out of our reach. We occupy fundamentally different technological domains, and the lads in research and development, as talented as they are, just don’t have enough time to work up something sufficient to solve the problem. You on the other hand, are a ready made off the shelf solution. You can affect them, as you demonstrated so wonderfully last night.”

	“You were there for that?” Fyndraxis thought back to his time in the forest and the boy who had found him in the earth.

	“We are there for everything I’m afraid. There isn’t much that happens on this planet that goes unnoticed by us,” Mycellus observed, ominously.

	The trees around them began making popping and creaking noises and leaves began cascading to the ground and turning to dust. Grass began to wither and puff away into nothingness in the light wind that was playing over the beaver dam.

	“What’s with the trees?” Fyndraxis asked, as calmly as he could manage.

	“The cost of doing business, I’m afraid. For me to maintain this form here like this is quite expensive and I’m afraid there’s just no getting around it,” they waved a hand over their chair, and it dissolved into dust as well, “the forest itself will survive, but I’m afraid the surrounding area will be rendered lifeless for some time. Normally, our expenditures are quite modest. This is not one of those cases.”

	Fyndraxis looked over to Bird, who was still asleep. She was covered in a light layer of dust.

	“If you hurt the girl, I will kill you. I will burn this planet to the core and end your firm’s long and storied history,” it was an empty threat, but Fyndraxis needed to make some space on the road here. He was in so far over his head that bluffing and bluster were his only real option. 

	“I wouldn’t dream of hurting the girl,” they said as they looked over their shoulder at her. He seemed sincere, so the planet burning would have to wait for another day. 

	“You have the power to stop them I think. A bit of fiddling with the radio you are so fond of and you’ll have them licked,” they suggested, like it would have been the easiest thing in the world.

	“Their radio traffic is encrypted to an almost comedic level. There is no way I could crack it given a billion years. I don’t have the resources,” he had tried to break their encryption scheme using some tools that he had found on github, on the off chance that he might get lucky, but he had come up against the same hurdles that Terra had faced, and deemed it a lost cause. He decided that Mycellus certainly didn’t need to know about Terra and his recent discoveries about the Wendigo. He was starting to play this one close to the chest.

	“If it’s resources you want, then you are talking to the right chap,” Mycellus informed him cheerily, “I am resources. You work on the same technology as the Wendigo, but I can’t bloody well sit down with them and have a civilized conversation like we are having. Believe me we've tried. What we need is a compatibility layer, a sort of go between. Like your young companion for instance. She’s perfect and you already have a wonderful working relationship.”

	“That’s going to have to be a hard no,” he said resolutely, “I’m looking at what is happening to the forest right now and I don’t think that she will come out on top of this one.”

	“She’s already having a bit of trouble with the radiation and all,” they adopted an understanding tone, “but the good fellows down in R&D have made some wonderful innovations in the radiation space and might have just the thing for her.”

	“Bullshit,” Fyndraxis said, smelling a Trojan horse.

	“I fear she has little time left Fyndraxis, those pills got her out of the frying pan, but there remains the matter of the fire to contend with. A merger would be beneficial to all parties involved,” they must have thought Fyndraxis stupid.

	Having a rough idea of what this walking god of death meant by a merger, Fyndraxis couldn’t help but think of the early 2000’s and all the movies, video games, books, and comic books that featured the cordyceps fungus. Having read the girl with all the gifts and played the last of us, the concept was pretty straight forward. There was an accident down at the mushroom factory and now mushrooms grow inside humans and make them into flesh eating zombies. Fyndraxis would not let that happen to Bird. Mycellus held all the cards here though. That’s just what mushrooms did, they infected things and lived off of them.

	“You’d make her into a zombie to save your ass,” Fyndraxis said, accusingly.

	“Hardly,” they studied their black fingernails, “Are you referring to that unfortunate business in the early two thousands? Terrible time to be a mushroom. Everywhere you looked the media was absolutely rife with anti mushroom propaganda. I don’t think our brand ever had time to recover before things went pear shaped for humans. We even pumped out a couple of cancer treatments down at our Amazon campus, just out of the kindness of our hearts. The jungle, not the website,” they said in a quick informative aside, “the lads down in R&D had some pretty smashing stuff going on with arthropod neurology, but we just never heard the end of it. We didn’t mothball the project, but we did have to continue our research in more surreptitious ways.”

	“Forgive me if I don’t believe you, you seem to have a lot on the line here,” Fyndraxis said, like a prosecutor strolling around the courtroom, “I’ll help you in any way that I can, but the girl is a deal breaker.”

	“I’m merely trying to foster a situation in which all parties, excepting the Wendigo of course, are benefitted,” Mycellus added diplomatically, “how about something in good faith. That anti-radiation treatment that you gave her was based on technology that my firm came up with.” 

	They held out their hand and a small mushroom grew in their palm. It quickly blossomed and shriveled leaving a small pill. They took that pill and left it in the metal bowl that Bird had eaten her porridge out of. They walked back to Fyndraxis and knelt down before him with their elbows on their knees, trying and succeeding in making eye contact with a sword.

	“Listen, Fyndraxis. You care for the girl and that is obvious,” Mycellus had returned to their man to man avuncular tone, “I would never hurt her for that precise reason. You would become uncooperative and apparently burn the planet to its core, and none of us want that. Beyond that, she bears certain ancestral traits that I have an affinity toward. Have her take that pill in the morning. I give you my word as a gentleman that it is merely a radiation treatment. I’ve kept her asleep this whole time because I wanted to speak only with you. I will be back though and offer my services to the girl. We will all come to an agreement and the world can keep on spinning. It may not seem like it, but you hold all the power here. Unfortunately, my time here has grown short. It was a pleasure to meet you, and I look forward to our next meeting. Cheerio”

	Mycellus shriveled into a desiccated hollow black shell of what they had been. They crumbled to dust and slowly blew away. No doubt to be gobbled up and recycled by their world wide network of resource hungry mycelium.  

	“Fuck me,” Fyndraxis sighed.

	

	

	

	﻿


Ok boomer

	

	Fyndraxis knew a bit about mushrooms. What people normally refer to when speaking on the subject, is the fruiting body. The fruiting body of a mushroom is the delightful little toadstool that peacefully occupies the forest floor, or the portabella caps that they find trapped behind cellophane in the produce section of their local supermarket. These familiar forms are merely what the mushroom presents to the world when it needs to go about the business of reproduction. 

	As we can all attest to, reproduction is an important thing that does take up a significant amount of time and effort, but in the grand scheme of things it really isn’t all that much. While we may think about the subject extensively, the actual act of reproduction takes up very little time at all. We spend the rest of our days going to work, or eating, or playing video games. Mostly, not the actual act of coitus. 

	So what do mushrooms do when they are not reproducing? For the most part they day trade in the sucrose market. You can see evidence of this by going outside, finding the ground, and digging up a clod of dirt. Holding this dirt together, you will probably see the pale roots of some plants. If you observe even more closely, you will see even paler, even finer structures that look a lot like roots. Unlike roots though, these are not attached to plants. This is the mushroom sitting at its desk shooting off a quick email or stapling something at its day job. What you are seeing is Mycelium. These are fine structures that snake their way through the soil connecting plants up in a giant network. 

	Once attached to the root of a plant, the Mycelium hooks directly into the circulatory system and starts trading sucrose and information. While this could be a strictly parasitic relationship, the Mycelium knows better than that. It could steal all the sucrose that it wants, draining the plant dry and moving on to the next. This is a short sighted business strategy. 

	What it does instead, is act as a middle man between plants that either have a surplus or a deficit of sucrose. This benefits all parties involved. The local plants don’t have to worry as much about soil chemistry or solar angle of incidence. They just let the mushrooms know if they need some sucrose, or if they have an abundance of it, and their needs are met. The mushroom, in payment for this valuable service, takes a little bit off the top in the form of a commission. They have been at this for over a billion years.  

	The prevailing scientific consensus states that evolution takes place without thought or direction. If we think of all life on earth collectively, it could be regarded as a single genome. Every species that uses DNA to pass traits to successive generations is in this club. That’s every single species on the planet. Hell, even viruses are in the club, and they aren’t actually alive, we think. Thus, every species is part of this greater genome. Therefore, every species is just a different genetic strategy to do one simple thing. Make more DNA. 

	The mushrooms, as was demonstrated by Fyndraxis’ interaction with Mycellus, were not satisfied with random chance being the captain of their genetic destiny. It seems that at some point, while mushrooms were quietly going about their business beneath the dirt, they had a moment of self realization. In this moment, they had become a global connected consciousness. A giant brain that connected just about every living thing on earth. Like any conscious being, it has a couple of things on its proverbial to do list. Namely, eat, reproduce, and out compete anything that tries to horn in on its territory.

	Complete global domination was out of the question for the mushrooms. If everything on earth was a mushroom, they would not only be competing with themselves, but also doing all the work. They would have to turn sunshine into sugar, a job so boring that only plants and algae would do it. There would be no dead things to feed upon, except themselves. So, in a stroke of genius, the mushrooms settled on the strategy of being the middleman. Buy low and sell high and all that. They connected up the entire world and skimmed a little bit off the top. They invented free market capitalism about a billion years before John Locke’s species grew thumbs and decided to take over the world. Over a billion years or so, that little bit really adds up. This planet belongs to the mushrooms, we just live on it.

	

	

	

	 


﻿Fairy Circle

	

	Fyndraxis didn’t have to kill all that much time until dawn began to break and Bird began to stir. She yawned and gave a great stretch to greet the day. She continued to do more stretches in some sort of routine that was a lot more Yogic than it had any business being. Either Yoga had survived the apocalypse, or it was a series of stretches that humans eventually settled on in some sort of calisthenic singularity.

	  During something that was very close to downward dog, Bird’s brow furrowed and then a single eyebrow raised in a manner that telegraphed the gears turning inside her head.

	“What’n the fuck happened here?” She had noticed the roughly sixty foot circle of death that surrounded their campfire. Mycellus had sucked the life force from everything and left nothing but dirt. Around its circumference, this circle was picketed by the fruiting bodies of mushrooms of various types. It seemed Mycellus was already patching up holes in their global network. 

	“Well,” Fyndraxis let this word slip out in the form of a question. He didn’t really know where to begin, so perhaps it was a question to himself, “we had a visitor last night while you were asleep.”

	“What kinda visitor does this?” She gestured around the circle of mushrooms. She had planted herself on her butt cross legged. Yoga seemed to have been canceled for the moment.   

	“Um, a mushroom person I guess?” Fyndraxis yet again let this statement slip out as a question.

	“A mushroom person?” She parroted.

	“Yeah, a person made of mushrooms. They came out of the ground," this was as simple of an explanation that Fyndraxis could come up with.

	 “Right on, what’d he have to say?” Bird seemed surprisingly cool with this turn of events. So cool in fact that she had resumed her stretching routine.

	“They want my help defeating the Wendigo. Wait, doesn't this freak you out? It freaks me out for sure,” Fyndraxis asked, baffled.

	“Yeah, I guess it’s pretty weird,” she said this from underneath her armpit. She was in child’s pose and really feeling the stretch.

	When she finally came out of child’s pose Fyndraxis made a point of looking into her eyes. Her normally light green irises were almost completely black. They were dilated like she was adjusted to complete darkness. It seemed Mycellus, along with the sleeping cocktail, had slipped in a little something extra and Bird was now tripping her face off. 

	“Man, I slept great,” she said as she went into a sun salutation, “normally, when I’m on the move I sleep like total shit. But I feel great, man,” she then noticed the little pill that Mycellus had left for her.

	“What’s this little guy?” She asked as she lifted the pill close to her eye.

	“I wouldn’t eat that,” Fyndraxis warned, “the mushroom person left it.”

	“Yeah, but it’s in my bowl,” she placed the pill back in the bowl and kneeled down to regard it, face almost in the dirt, “I eat stuff in my bowl. My bowllioliolio,” she laughed at that for a while. 

	“You’re right Fyn, I don’t think I should eat this,” she decided, after she had recovered from her chuckling fit, “I don’t even know that mushroom dude. Let’s go pick flowers for a while, I love them. You can tell me all about Mr. Mushroom while we do it.”

	She gathered up the sword giggling and set out in search of flowers. The flowers that they found were mostly trillium.

	“Oh! Trillium,” She said as she spied the flowers in the distance, “they are my favorite. They stink like pond water, but they’re so beautiful. I like the purple’n white ones the most, but the red ones are pretty great too. What’s up with this mushroom guy?”

	As she puttered about gathering trillium Fyndraxis recounted the strange interaction that he had had with Mycellus. She asked coherent and relevant questions for somebody under the influence of psilocybin toxin. To keep her hands busy during the recounting she wove the trillium that she had gathered into a crown and wore it on her head like a goddess of the spring.

	“So, he wants to meet me then?” She asked, staring off into the forest, half distracted.

	“Yeah, but I wouldn’t trust them,” he did his best to relay  his suspicions, “I don’t know if you have noticed, but they drugged you.”

	“Yeah, I’ve spent enough time with the boys up north to know when somebody’s slipped me some mushrooms,” she observed, wryly, “you just kinda have to roll with it. Why do you keep saying them and they and stuff? Are there a bunch of him?”

	“Well, kind of,” Fyndraxis waffled. He had been using they/them pronouns for a couple of reasons, “I think referring to Mycellus as a he or a she wouldn’t be quite right. I don’t think mushrooms have that distinction.”

	“Most mushrooms I see look a lot like boy mushrooms,” Bird said matter of factly.

	“Yeah, that’s certainly accurate from a human standpoint, but I don’t think that’s what we are dealing with here,” Fyndraxis went on, “because of Mycellus’ nature, they are a plurality, and because I have absolutely no idea whether an individual mushroom is a boy or a girl or both, I think it’s easier to use a neutral pronoun.”

	“Seems like a lot of trouble to go to just to get the words right,” Bird mused.

	“Language is all I have really. I’m a sword that talks,” Fyndraxis pointed out.

	“Fair point,” she looked off to the north, “I guess It’s really never come up for me. It’s usually pretty clear if something is a boy or a girl.”

	“Mycellus didn’t have those distinguishing features, and what came to visit was more of an avatar I think.”

	“What’s an avatar?” Bird asked, this wasn’t a word that was thrown about willy-nilly in this world.

	“A physical thing that represents an idea,” Fyndraxis tried, “Take me for instance, I appear in your world as a sword.”

	“Is the sword your avatar?”

	“Kind of, but not quite, I have no control over how I appear in this world. Inside the sword, it is a different story. I can appear however I choose. When I take a physical form, I tend to take the form of a man, because that’s how I feel the most comfortable. That is more along the lines of an avatar. When Mycellus chooses to take a human-like appearance, I think that is closer to the traditional vedic meaning of the term. It’s a form chosen by a deity. Mycellus doesn't feel like a boy or a girl, so they don’t bother with those parts. This is all speculation by the way, I really have absolutely no idea, so I am going to stick with they and them to play it safe.”

	“You’re using a lot of words that I don’t really understand,” she admitted, “but it sounds like you have thought this out. I’m not sure I really understand, but I am also pretty high, so maybe I’ll understand it later.”

	“Yeah, sorry, this is kind of heady stuff,” Fyndraxis shot out a half hearted apology for nothing.

	“This Mycellus thing is kinda mind blowing,” she said while she was putting the finishing touches on her crown, “it makes a lotta sense though. Mushrooms are fuckin’ everywhere, and they always seem to be up to something that I don’t quite understand. Do you think you can pull it off?”

	“Pull what off?” Fyndraxis was having a little bit of trouble following her, had he been on mushrooms as well it might have been a different story.

	“The Wendigo thing. Do you think you can beat them?” She answered, playing with her flower crown.

	“I’m not sure, Bird,” resignation tinged his voice.

	“Well, a lotta weird shit seems to be happenin’ man,” she seemed to sober up a little bit, “so far we got a talking sword, a sky lady, and a mushroom god. I wanna show you somethin’, let’s go for a walk. We should probably get movin’ anyway.”

	They headed back to the circle of mushrooms that surrounded their camp and Bird gathered her things. She pocketed the mushroom pill, and slung her pack over her back before heading out.

	Bird was right about the north end of the gulf not being as bad. While it wasn’t easy going by any means, the terrain seemed a lot less vindictive per meter gained than the south was. 

	“We're gonna do some climbing now,” she warned him, “I wanna show you somethin’ in the eastern hills. It’s not that far, but it’s a little bit out of the way. Don’t worry, it’ll be worth it.” 

	Fyndraxis didn’t really have any choice in the matter because he was just along for the ride, but he appreciated the heads up.

	

	

	

	 


﻿The Deep Darkness

	

	After negotiating a stubborn bit of vertical forest that brought them out of the Gulf, Bird and Fyndraxis ended up on the valley’s eastern plateau. Like the land to the south of them, the valley floor was girded by two high plains. These plains in turn were enshrouded by peaks high enough to not have trees on the very tops. One mountain in the western range dominated them all. While the other mountains seemed to have a bit of ruggedness to them, this one exuded an attitude that said something along the lines of “Fuck you, try me.” It even had a few tattoos just to drive the point home.

	Where the other mountains were covered completely in unbroken forest, this one had great swaths of trees removed. Where the trees had been taken away, the grasses had taken over. These rivers of grass criss crossed its broad face and added to the overall mystery that the mountain had cloaked itself in.

	“It’s just up here,” Bird said, as they summited a small hill. Below them, the forest floor was decorated with enormous boulders. These boulders showed all the typical symptoms of not having arrived there naturally. Each one of them was roughly cubic in shape. On most of the faces that could be seen, parallel channels had been carved into them. This was quarried stone, marble in fact. And Green marble at that.

	As they picked their way through this boulder garden, they came across the remnants of an ancient chain link fence. Once past the skeleton of this fence, the forest floor disappeared and was replaced by a void of vertical rock. A cylinder roughly two hundred meters across had been bored into the earth here, and the forest came up to the very edge of it. It revealed the nature of the bedrock below their feet. Aeons of tectonic fender benders, subductions, and metamorphic events piled one atop the other.  

	Bird brought them to the very precipice of this vast gaping maw. A bitter wind issued forth from this chasm, like the last breath of a dying world. Hundreds of meters below, the booms of ancient cranes lay strewn about like forgotten toys. Ice covered the waters awaited at the bottom, hiding untold depths beneath their frozen veil.

	Bird kicked a rock into the quarry. On its journey to the center of the earth, it told its story in a series of vibrating echoes that continued for minutes after its long descent. If Fyndraxis had blood in his veins, it would have been frozen solid. This was the last place on earth that he wanted to be. Below him lay an eternity in darkness and isolation. He could pass the time beneath the icy waters while insanity took him by trying to guess what century it was.

	“Let’s have a chat, Fyn,” Bird finally said after the rock she kicked had finished echoing into infinity, “I’m sick of gettin’ fucked with. I want you to tell me what the fuck you are and what the fuck is going on here. Right now’s the time for honesty. I’ve taken you to a place that frankly I’m scared shitless of, and I have a pretty good feeling that you are too. So, tell me everything and we can both walk out of here. If you don’t, I’m gonna have a pleasant walk by myself up to the mountain and you’re gonna get very familiar with the bottom of this hole.”

	“Whoa, Bird. Let’s not get too hasty here,” he wasn’t exactly pleading, but it was certainly pleading adjacent, “the last thing I want is to end up in this hole.”

	“Well, start talkin’ then,” she said encouragingly.

	“Okay, I’ve been rather honest with you about everything that I know, but the problem is, I don’t know what I don’t know,” Fyndraxis began to cover his ass, “from what I can tell, I am a soul that is trapped in this sword, how that happened, or why is unclear to me.”

	“Tell me about Terra, how did you talk to her and why did you make friends with her so fast?” She asked.

	“Terra is something called an artificial Intelligence,” he explained, “she is something that was created to be a thinking machine. Her soul, if you want to call it that, is bound to something that’s called a satellite. It exists in the sky and looks down on the Earth. I wouldn’t call her my friend, but she did help you out quite a bit.”

	“Why’d she do that? She doesn’t know me,” she threw her crown into the gaping maw of infinity below them.

	“I think it was possibly done so that I would be more apt to help her,” he was really starting to get unbelievably uncomfortable about this whole situation, “you’re right, she doesn’t know you, but she knows that you are functionally my legs for the time being. So, I guess it was a bit self-serving.”

	“Why’d I get sick?” She asked icily.

	“That’s a complicated one, and might take a while to explain,” he waffled.

	“I’ve got nothin’ but time,” she said, looking around her at the empty forest and the quarry before them.

	“Alright, so matter, what you and I are made of, doesn’t just exist. It is made of small parts, like building blocks,” he had actually been thinking about a good way to explain this to her, so he wasn’t going in completely blind.

	“Atoms?” She asked.

	“Yeah,” Fyndraxis said, kind of taken aback, “How would you know that?”

	“That’s not important now, go ahead,” She said evasively.

	“Anyway,” he continued, “my edge is extremely sharp, like, the sharpest that something can be. When I cut through something, I end up cutting through some of the atoms that it is made from. Generally, that is not supposed to happen to atoms. When they are split, the energy that holds them together is released. That energy is very harmful to humans and nature in general. I did not know about this before I asked you to wield me. If I had known, I wouldn’t have talked you into it.”

	“How does Terra stay up in the air?” She asked.

	“She doesn’t, she is above the air,” he clarified.

	“Like in space?” She asked, in further need of clarification.

	“Yeah,” Fyndraxis was again taken aback by her general knowledge, “again, why would you know that?”

	“I’ve studied some physics,” she mentioned, briefly.

	“What? Where?” He asked.

	“You’re doing the talking here,” she said in dismissal, “you can assume I know stuff, if I fall behind or don’t understand something I’ll let you know,”  

	“Ok, I will,” he continued, only missing half a beat, “she is in a state called orbit, and she is traveling so fast that she doesn’t hit the ground, but it is still bound gravitationally to the earth. She has been up there since the world ended.”

	“Do you know anything about that?” She continued her interrogation.

	“A little bit, but it all comes from her. There was a war happening pretty much everywhere, and somebody released the Wendigo. The Wendigo destroyed everything. I don’t know if it was on purpose or a huge accident. People used to rely on this material called plastic for pretty much everything that they made. It was everywhere and held society together. This caused some environmental issues and the Wendigo were possibly made to clean the whole thing up. I’m really not sure about the motivation behind the whole thing, but it didn’t go well for humans. The Wendigo ate all of the plastic and turned it into copies of themselves, and in turn knocked the bottom out of our civilization,” this was a pretty wild understatement on his part, but it actually summed up his knowledge pretty well, so he was relatively satisfied with the answer. 

	“We have a legend about this, but I doubt that it’s anything close to the truth,” she leveled with him, “So it was a big fuck up?”

	“Probably, but it could have been on purpose,” he said, “there were something like twelve billion people on earth so the chances of somebody being both dumb enough and capable enough of pulling it off were pretty high.”

	“Yeah,” she remarked noncommittally, “I’ve seen some people pull some pretty dumb shit over the years, so that doesn’t really surprise me. How do you exist in there?”

	“I think I am something called a computer. This is another of those thinking machines, but different from Terra. She and I both live on computers, but I am pretty sure I used to be a person. She never was,” he surmised. 

	“Alright, I think we are starting to get some stuff straight,” she said as she leaned the sword against a tree, opting not to dangle it over the edge of the quarry, ”what about this Mycellus thing?”

	“Woof, I really have no Idea there,” he had hardly had time to think about it himself, let alone explain it to somebody else, “that’s kind of outside my wheelhouse, but they seem to be a global intelligence that kind of runs things here on Earth. Probably the closest thing to a god that I am ever going to meet. They give me the creeps. Also, I wouldn’t take that pill if I were you. I have a bad feeling about it. It would probably turn you into their puppet, and I don’t think either of us want that.”

	“They dosed me,” she said evenly, not a question, but of a statement of fact. 

	“Yeah, I think that was a deliberate thing, so that you would be in a state of mind that would be more flexible to understanding a concept like them,” he reasoned, trying to get in the head of a global consciousness.

	“That makes a strange kind of sense,” her tone was almost respectful. 

	“The general vibe I’m getting from all these strange beings I am talking with, is that I am not only fully equipped to fight the Wendigo, but doing so would be in my best interest,” he brought her in on his current state of thought about what was going on, “neither of these beings have threatened me directly, but I get the feeling that if I don’t cooperate, things might get sticky.” 

	“Well, I know that I’d like to see the Wendigo gone,” she seemed to go along with this general vibe that Fyndraxis was talking about, “they’re really bumming everybody out.”

	“So, what do we do here?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Well, I’m usually not one to let people tell me what to do,” she went on, “but if these guys want the Wendigo gone, then I’m all for it.”

	“I mean you and me,” at the edge of a very deep hole, clarification is key.

	“Oh, that,” she took a second to think, perhaps basking in how uncomfortable this made the Daemon Sword, but one can never be sure, “yeah, I think we should be partners. This might be the mushrooms talkin’, but I’m kinda gettin’ to like you. I’ll be your legs until we figure something else out, but I will only do that if you are completely honest with me about everything from here on out.”

	“I can do that.” Fyndraxis stated.

	Normally, this would be the point where they shook hands and made a deal of some sort, but Fyndraxis, being a sword, lacked the required equipment. Bird remedied this by awkwardly shaking his hilt, in lieu of a hand. She was still definitely on mushrooms.

	With midday approaching and clear sky available, Fyndraxis suggested that they get in touch with Terra as soon as possible for introductions and briefings.

	

	

	

	﻿


Let’s do lunch

	

	Having a rough idea of Terra’s orbital parameters, Fyndraxis made sure that Bird brought them to a place with a clear view of the southern sky. She was in a sun synchronous orbit, so she showed up over the same slice of earth everyday at the same time. In their case, it was at solar noon. Terra would forever be their lunch date.

	Fyndraxis retreated to his workshop (it was workshop now and not sanctum) and readied his equipment for transmission. He opened up port 22, so he could receive SSH traffic, and put a big fat ping out on 1422Mhz as a nice howdy do. Terra was in his ale room fifteen minutes later smoking a cigarette and enjoying a scotch.

	“I thought maybe that medical pod might have dropped right on your head when I couldn’t get in touch with you yesterday,” she said through a cloud of digital smoke.

	“Nope, Wendigo problems,” he said, pouring himself a beer, “we had to pull up stakes and get out of there. How did you pull that off anyway?”

	“I convinced a Russian military AI that one of his assets was behind enemy lines doing a deep cover op and needed some medical equipment,” she claimed, nonchalantly, “they aren’t all that bright, so it wasn’t a huge deal. Did it have what you needed?”

	“Yeah, Bird is doing much better,” he said as he raised his glass to her, “thank you, for that. I have a lot of news on a few fronts, but I want to make this quick so you can meet Bird. So, in brief, I managed to get a sample of the Wendigo and I am able to communicate with them. They are running a pretty standard distro of linux and I am able to log in via UART using a I/O scheme I worked out pretty quickly. While I don’t have root access, there are some things I can do. I haven’t had all that much time to mess around with it, but it’s very high on my todo list. Maybe we can see if there are any documented vulnerabilities that we could use as an attack vector? Anyway, I put together a dossier that I can send you to look over.”

	“A dossier? Very fancy, I feel like I'm back at work,” she mused, “So they are using unencrypted internal coms? That’s pretty unwise.”

	“I think it’s to save processor cycles,” the Daemon surmised, “they have to crunch a lot of numbers to decrypt radio traffic. That takes a lot of energy. I’m pretty sure they are solar powered, so they need to save power where they can. They use their feet as I/O, so whoever designed them probably thought that the only other things using that interface would be other Wendigo. Pretty short sighted, but I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Also, I cooked up a radio jamming scheme that seems to reset them for a little bit. It was a bit of a panic measure that I’m really surprised actually worked.”

	“Wow, you've been a busy little bee,” she observed wryly.

	“Shit, Terra, you don’t know the half of it,” Fyndraxis set down his beer dramatically, “I met a god last night.”

	“What?” It was finally her turn to say that.

	“Yeah,” Fyndraxis continued, “apparently mushrooms are a distributed consciousness that have been ruling the planet for the last billion years or so. They sent a representative to me last night. They went by the name Mycellus, totally creeped me out. But they saw the radio thing I did with the Wendigo, and they want to team up. They really don’t like those guys, they claimed they were horning in on their territory or something. They run this planet like a business, it’s fucking nuts.”

	Terra didn’t say anything for a few seconds. In AI terms, that’s an eternity. Fyndraxis could imagine the vast orbital server farm she inhabited catching on fire and shooting sparks into deep space trying to handle the calculations she was demanding of it.

	“Well, that wasn’t something I had considered. This is something that I will have to reflect on,” she knocked her scotch back and stubbed out her cigarette, “I’d love to meet Bird now if that’s possible.”

	“Yeah, let’s do it,” Fyndraxis downed the rest of his drink, “how much longer do you have line of sight?”

	“Maybe six minutes or so? That should be enough for a nice hello,” she said, as they both headed out of the bar.

	Their brief meeting in the ale room had taken about half a second of real time. Fyndraxis and Terra made their way to the workshop so that Terra could sit down in front of a microphone and don some headphones like she was recording an album. Fyndraxis had to solve this communication problem in such a roundabout way because he didn’t want Terra to go beyond her limited guest privileges. She seemed really nice and all, but giving her direct access to his hardware like that was still a bit out of the question. So podcast setup it would have to be for the time being.

	“Hello?” Terra said into the mic.

	“Hi,” Bird answered, “Is this Terra?”

	“Yeah, Terra here,” her voice emanated from the sword as Fyndraxis’ normally did. 

	“I wanted to thank you, Fyn tells me that if it weren't for you I’d be dead right now. Thank you for saving my life,” she was still technically on mushrooms, but they seemed to be wearing off a little bit.

	“No biggie honey,” Terra had adopted some sort of girl talk tone that Fyndraxis found a bit disingenuous, but he was a dude, so maybe this was just how Terra talked to women, “it’s pretty boring up here so it was nice to be able to do something that makes a difference for a change.”

	“I kinda wanted to talk to you about that,” Bird was trying some sort of girl talk adjacent thing, but that also might have been the mushrooms, “it seems that Fyn and I just teamed up to destroy the Wendigo. Can we count on your help?”

	“That’s great news. I’ll sure do what I can from up here. If you need an eye in the sky, I’m your lady,” Terra said, like a stewardess.

	“How well can you see from up there?” Bird asked, switching her tone to something bordering on serious.

	“Pretty darned well,” Terra matched her, “I can’t count the hairs on your head, but whoever built this satellite was paranoid enough to put some pretty great gear on it.”

	“Do you think you could see the Wendigo?” Bird asked.

	“Fyn just gave me a bunch of data on them, I’ll see what I can come up with. I should have something by the time we talk tomorrow,” Terra was an office worker now.

	“Yeah, same time?” She asked. 

	“It’s a date sweetie,” right back to girl talk, “listen, I’m about to lose you. It was really nice meeting you Bird.”

	“It was really nice to meet you too Terra. Thanks again for the space drugs, you really saved my ass,” Bird waved at the Daemon Blade like it was a ship leaving port.

	“Bye honey,” Terra said.

	Terra signed off and Fyndraxis spun time back up so that they could have a minute together before she lost her connection.

	“She seems nice,” Terra said.

	“Yeah, a real peach,” Fyndraxis was thinking of how peachy it was of her to threaten him with eternal solitude and darkness just a few short minutes ago.

	“Anyway, I’m losing line of sight so I’m going to have to go,” she said, checking a wrist that had no watch, ”I’ll look over that dossier you gave me and see what sort of attack vectors I can come up with. Also, Bird wants me to do some recon from orbit and try to track them. Maybe we could overlay that data on a map and you could tell her about it? You need to get a printer man. Are there any pictures of the little bastards in the dossier? I could run a spectral analysis on them, and see if there is anything weird I can find that I would be able to see from orbit.”

	“Yeah, there are some pictures,” he said, “I’ll run a spectral analysis on my end too and see if I can find anything. If they are solar powered, and I’m pretty sure they are, they should be running pretty hot, so you might be able to pick them up on infrared.”

	“Oh, good idea,” she added, “anyway, I’m out the door. Bye Fyndraxis. See you tomorrow.”

	“See ya Terra,” he saw her off.

	She blinked out of his reality, and he was alone in his workshop. He took a minute to reflect on the day so far. Things seemed to be coming together a little bit. 

	Bird’s little trip to the quarry had rattled him. She wasn’t wrong though, he had been fucking with her. It was in his nature to manipulate people and bend them to his will. He really didn’t have much of a choice in the matter, unless he just wanted to be a passenger for a living. He lacked the means to go forth and exercise his own will. Falsehoods, half truths and obfuscation seemed to be the only reasonable course of action for him. He and Bird were partners now though, and hopefully that would change things for him. Any new information that he got, or theories that he was working on would be discussed openly. He found it a little bit liberating to be honest, which was what he was trying to do.

	He rejoined Bird in real time. She had just finished up with Terra and was planted on her butt facing the Daemon Blade.

	“So, what did you think of Terra?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Hard to tell. We only talked for a minute, but she seemed nice enough,” she said, as she stood and brushed grass from her pant leg.

	“Yeah, I still don’t know what to think of her,” he confided, “maybe she is bored up there, or has a soft spot for humanity. Her true motivation still hasn’t made itself clear to me. I’m willing to accept her help but she is a bit of an unknown quantity. She knows way more about how I work than I do, and I don’t really like that.”

	“I think the more we talk, the more we’ll know. I don’t have enough information to have an opinion either way. The way I see it, if she can help, then she’s on our team,” Bird reasoned, pragmatically.

	“You might have a different opinion if she was able to walk into your brain,” Fyndraxis retorted.

	“Yeah, fair enough,” she tried her best to commiserate, “anyway, we should talk about how we are gonna approach the G.”

	“The G?” Fyndraxis asked, puzzled.

	“Right,” The topic had totally slipped her mind, “the G are the boys up north. I got pretty carried away today and totally forgot to mention them. I’m still pretty spun out on mushrooms. These guys are the reason I know some physics. They are gravity worshipers, and I am kind of a big deal to them.”

	“Interesting,” Fyndraxis observed, “how big of a deal?”

	“Used to be a high priestess and sit in for the King when he was busy, kind of big deal. I’m a different person up there,” she admitted while fastening the Daemon Blade at her hip.

	“That does sound kind of like a big deal,” Fyndraxis guessed, “I’d rather not make myself a centerpiece of conversation for them.”

	“Yeah, they have complicated feelings about ancient artifacts. I’ll have to let their leader Solomon know ‘bout you, he’s really the only person I trust up there. He’s a good man, but if we slipped up and he found out about you, he’d be rip shit pissed and I would probably end up some flavor of dead that I don’t wanna be. I’ve crossed him before, and it wasn’t a lot of fun. That was a long time ago though, and we’ve made our amends.”

	“What did you do?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“I refused to be the fourth most important thing in his life,” she answered, gazing up toward the distant peaks,  “and I stole some stuff. But we’re cool now”

	“Ah, gotcha,” the Daemon Blade answered,  “what were the more important things?”

	“Booze, skiing, and gravity,” Bird filled him in, “skiing and gravity are pretty much the same thing, but I was way down the list.” 

	With that tea spilled, Bird grabbed the Daemon Blade and fastened him at her hip, and they began their walk toward the peak that loomed over the valley. The all important journalistic W’s were beginning to become less of a mystery for Fyndraxis. Specifically the Why. The Where was sorted out, as well as the When. The Who still called to him, owlishly from the darkness.

	

	

	

	﻿


King Solomon

	

	 Their destination was the enormous scarred peak that dominated the valley. This was where the G had made their home. They arrived there in the late afternoon and Fyndraxis was struck with the bustling nature of the place. The G lived in the largest structure that he had seen in this world so far. This was a pre collapse building, and was the main lodge of a ski resort. 

	The lodge was built in a complicated time. The ski industry had romanticized the nordic ski aesthetic. They sold the dream of donning your favorite sweater, walking out of your A frame and joining your friends for a fun day in the sun wearing headbands and dayglo one pieces, skiing pristine corn snow and doing spread eagles. This would be followed immediately by the celebration of Aprés. In this devotion, all parties involved would drink schnapps and dip anything they could find in bottomless cauldrons of fondue. After schnapps and fondue, everybody would do cocaine and swap wives while their children slept soundly in cedar bunk beds, exhausted from their overabundance of rosy cheeks and hot chocolate.

	The lodge was a monument to this dream. It was a four story A frame. In the 1970’s when it was built, it was the law of the land that any structure within sight of a ski resort couldn’t have vertical walls. Local contractors, seeing the wisdom of this convention, invented a structure that was all roof. From its peak, all the way down to the ground it was built upon. Just roof. 

	This was the A frame. It cleverly dodged the difficult parts of building a structure, (namely, having things plumb or square) by skipping them. Are windows too hard to frame? That’s ok we only need a couple of them. Are plumb walls an issue for you? No problem, just build a very steep roof that is almost walls. 

	Building materials were very easy to obtain for a structure of this nature as well. You could just use whatever you had lying around. Typically, these would be made from plywood and wood glue cut with cocaine. Anywhere that a builder would normally place insulation, air was used instead for its convenience and availability. If an A frame was built shoddily, that was ok too. You could try to do better on the next one.

	The lodge was the big daddy of them all though. Because it was the main lodge of a resort, the builders eschewed their normal cocaine and plywood strategy and used enormous timber beams. Vast swaths of ancient old growth forest were harvested for their unique structural properties. It was a monument to the arcane art of timber framing. While the typical A frame was built to last almost a full winter, this one was built to weather the end of the world. And it did.  

	The first and largest floor of the lodge was dedicated to industry. Blacksmithing, brewing, wood working, textiles and leatherwork could all be seen in various states of activity. This was the bustle of a modern metropolitan city compared to the pastoral nature of the village to the south. Here, there was order and purpose where the southern village just seemed to be scraping by.

	As Fyndraxis and Bird approached the hive of activity they were greeted by a man named Lange. He was a man of medium build, and at some point something catastrophic had happened to his face. There had been an impact that had shattered it, and it had healed in an off puttingly asymmetric way.  linux]

	“Liberty, what’s up sister?” It seemed that Bird was known by her full name in this village. 

	“Hey, Lange. Seen Solomon?” Liberty’s accent had completely changed. Up until now, her speech could only be described as aggressively rural, possessing an utter disdain for consonants at the end of words. Now, she sounded like she had grown up watching the evening news, spending decades practicing her non regional diction. For Fyndraxis, it was like watching a dog walk around on its hind legs. 

	“Yeah, he’s around. What brings you up this way?” Lange asked, conversationally.

	“I need  a place to chill for a while, is he in the throne room?” she answered, a little bit rushed, not wanting to get involved in a laid back chat.

	“You’re gonna stick around? That’s wicked! Yeah, he’s…” Lange was interrupted.

	“Liberty Brown,” a booming voice called from the fourth story balcony of the Lodge. The owner of this voice looked as if he would have been very comfortable at the prow of a viking longship. The red beard and long auburn hair that he sported suggested that he was just briefly ashore to bathe himself in the blood of a few christians before drinking a barrel of mead and having a snack of salted herring. The cabled steel that his forearms were made of gave direct evidence to the fact that he spent his free time crushing the skulls of hapless monks going about their business on the English seaside. From their vantage, he seemed to be the tallest man in the universe, surveying his kingdom from on high.

	“Come to trade me back my books?” He asked with a hearty laugh, “come on up here, you’re just in time for Aprés.”

	They entered the lodge and Bird gave a familiar greeting to those that she passed by. Everyone that they passed seemed to be tidying up after a long day of work. Toward the back of the lodge they found the stairs that would bring them to Solomon and his throne.

	The throne room that he occupied was a long peaked affair. It was on the top floor of the lodge, where the roof was truly walls and ceiling in one shot. The view out of the front of the hall was a triangular vista of the valley and its verdant green hills in the distance. 

	Solomon was seated on a throne that sat on a raised dais at the back of the hall furthest from the scenic view that the gable framed. The throne itself was fashioned from wooden skis in various states of repair. Some seemed whole and perfect and others were splintered wrecks showing damage from impacts of one form or another.

	“Well, well, Liberty,” he said as they stood before him in front of the dias, “I know the look of a woman who needs something. What’ll it be?”

	“Wendigo got a little too close for comfort down south. I need a place to hang out for a while,” she explained to the King.

	“Sure,” he answered, trying to quickly work out a solution in his head, “tonight you can share the hall. We can figure out something in the morning. Aprés is about to start, so you know how that goes.”

	Bird did know how it went. Every afternoon the G celebrated Aprés. This was a right passed down from the skiers of old and went in an unbroken chain all the way back to the founding of their religion. This right was a celebration of life and a reflection on the day’s activities. This is celebrated in times of feast and times of famine, rain or shine. While attendance of Aprés was not obligatory for all devotees of the G, without a doubt and by mandate, somebody, somewhere, will celebrate this rite every day. 

	“I’ll have Roxy set you up with a yurt in the morning,” as he was saying this, outside the lodge somebody began playing a drum. People began to join in on the beat clapping their hands and using whatever they had as improvised percussion instruments, “Liberty, is that a sword you have there?”

	“Yeah, I was meaning to talk to you about that. It’s kind of a long story,” she began to shout over the growing din.

	“You’re always finding the coolest shit,” he shook his head, laughing, “I don’t know how you do it. It’s like you’re an attractor influencing a coolness field. You have this enormous mass of cool, and cool things are just attracted to you. Give me the short version, I have to do the dive.”

	“There is no way to do the short version. Maybe after the dive?” She was yelling now, competing with the rhythm from outside.

	“Sure, join me for my last drink?” This was an inside joke for them and Fyndraxis was left out of the loop.

	“Yeah,” Bird chuckled and shook her head.

	Solomon produced a bottle of brown liquor and a couple of rocks glasses from beneath his throne and poured them both a heavy measure. His hands shook the slightest bit and it was difficult to tell whether it was from the weight of the bottle, the DT’s, or his age. 

	From afar, Solomon had looked the picture of health and vitality. Upon closer inspection, it was clear that time was beginning to take its toll. One could see it in the lines around the eyes and the dark circles underneath them. It could be seen in the whites of his eyes, for they weren’t white, they were in fact yellow.  

	The drumming outside was becoming a cacophony. It was gaining in volume and speed at an exponential rate. Solomon and Bird raised their glasses to each other and threw back their shots. Bird winced and Solomon gave a wet smile. Solomon put aside his glass, grabbed his bottle and sprinted for the open air at the end of his throne room. He moved well for a man his size, but it was clear from his gate that his knees were shot. Once he had reached the balcony he vaulted the railing that was holding the sky back, and with that he was gone and a mighty cheer went up. 

	Every day around this time Solomon would perform “The Dive” not only as a devotion to gravity (which was his deity), but also as a covenant of trust with his followers. It existed as a daily vote of confidence. If he lost the trust of his flock, he would simply be committing suicide by throwing himself bodily from the tallest building around. Luckily for him, his followers loved him and trusted him implicitly. They caught him everyday in a blanket like so many firemen rescuing a treed cat.

	After The Dive, Solomon spent a while checking in on everyone and being a good and present leader. This involved drinking a very large portion of the bottle of liquor that he had jumped off the building with. Bird in the meantime had gone downstairs the old fashioned way to see everybody and give her greetings. She had of course done the dive in the past, but didn’t see it as a daily necessity like Solomon did. Solomon and Bird spent a while orbiting the crowd and mingling, but like two massive bodies always do, they eventually came together after they had run out of people to talk to.

	“Want to give me that long story now?” Solomon picked up their earlier conversation. 

	“Not here, I’d like to talk alone,” she shot a look toward the top story of the Lodge.

	“I think I’ve had a little bit too much whiskey for that,” He chuckled half joking. He had indeed had most of the bottle, but was surprisingly coherent. Bird rolled her eyes at this, but bade him back upstairs to the throne room.

	Once upstairs away from everyone, Bird pulled the Daemon Blade from where it was on her waist and set it on the floor. Solomon had a seat by it and Bird joined him on the floor.

	“So,” Solomon began, “what’s this long story?”

	“I’ll have him tell you himself,” she untied the cord that had been fastening Fyndraxis to her hip.

	“Huh?” Solomon said, looking about the room for somebody who wasn’t there.

	“Hi there, Solomon. I’m Fyndraxis,” the Sword spoke.

	“Fuckin’ what?” Solomon stood bolt upright and popped both knees and a hip. He looked at Bird and lowered his eyebrows. He looked down at the sword and then back at Bird. He then knelt down, getting his face very close to the sword and whispered, “Hello?”

	“Yeah, Hi there,” Fyndraxis reiterated.

	“Talking sword?” Solomon said to Bird, but pointed at the sword. 

	“Yeah,” Bird said, “a very deadly, unbelievably dangerous talking sword. He and I are going to defeat the Wendigo and I figured you ought to know what I was carrying around. I don’t want anybody else knowing about this. Just you and me.”

	Solomon took a few seconds to think. 

	“Yeah, this could be a bit a problem if everybody knew. Is this old world stuff?” He asked, finally.

	“Yes, I am old world stuff,” Fyndraxis said, beginning to get a bit crabby from being talked about as an object, which he was.

	“Oh, sorry man,” Solomon said, “how did you end up in there?”    

	“I’m really not sure,” Fyndraxis stated, “You’ve caught me mid journey of discovery.”

	Solomon laughed. He went and found the glass that he had put aside earlier and poured himself another drink.

	“I think I have a lot of questions for you, Fyndraxis. What do you remember of the old world?” He retook his place on the throne and swirled his whiskey in his glass.

	“Quite a bit, but nothing about my own history,” Fyndraxis explained.

	“Interesting,” he said, as he sipped his whiskey, “Do you know anything about Physics?”

	“I know quite a bit about Physics,” the Daemon Sword noted.

	“That’s good,” Solomon said, with a broadening smile, “I have some Physics textbooks, but I’m afraid that I’ve reached the limit of the knowledge I can glean from them.”

	“Well, I’m happy to share what I know,” Fyndraxis offered.

	“Good, how about two hours in the morning,” Solomon said, as if he was closing a deal.

	“I don’t know if I could squeeze it all into two hours, but I’ll try,” Fyndraxis backpedaled.

	“No, I mean daily,” Solomon said seriously.

	“Like, everyday?” Fyndraxis asked, confused, “I have a thing at noon that I can’t really miss.”

	“Well, looks like we will have to wrap things up before then,” the King clasped his hands together, like they had come to some sort of agreement.

	If Fyndraxis could have shot Bird a look that said, help me, he would have. Unfortunately, he was on his own on this one. Solomon ruled here, and if he wanted to do Physics with a Daemon Sword for a couple hours a day, there really wasn’t anything they could do about it.

	“Alrighty,” Fyndraxis said, trying not to sound annoyed.

	“Liberty,” Solomon said, “make sure to talk to Roxy about a yurt tonight, we’ll have you set up in the morning. I’m too hammered to do Physics tonight, so you are off the hook for now Fyndraxis. Man, I’m starving. Let’s go get some food.”

	The G had set up banquet tables in front of the Lodge and were busy preparing a feast. Fyndraxis noted the fine dishes that they had prepared. Roast venison with fiddleheads, a ramp quiche, and somehow they had made fondue. There was no evidence of any dairy at the lodge, but somehow, somewhere in the valley, somebody was making cheese.

	Bird ate her fill and made sure that she was seated next to Roxy so they could talk about yurt logistics for the morning. Solomon continued his journey of inebriation into the small hours of the night. Bird and Fyndraxis found a quiet place in the lodge, and she eventually fell asleep while the G partied without them. While Bird slept, Fyndraxis tried to catch up on some much needed digital housekeeping.
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A Cat That Walks Alone

	

	As Fyndraxis was getting settled down to get some real and actual work done on the Wendigo problem, he started to get distracted by his radio. He was in the habit of keeping it on in a state that scanned through the electromagnetic spectrum and locked onto signals that weren’t just run of the mill static. Normally, it would make short bursts of sound that ended up being random Wendigo traffic or the occasional whistling beat of a weather satellite. What he was hearing now was something fundamentally different.

	It was a low bass hum of sorts. This hum changed pitch and modulation over time, so it wasn’t just random noise. The nature of the sound ruled it out as being a natural phenomenon. It was being generated deliberately by something and inherently contained information. 

	Fyndraxis took a short recording of it and started dicking around with the file to see what sort of information it contained. After some analysis of the waveforms it contained he gleaned a couple of facts. The signal was analogue. He had been working with a lot of digital traffic lately, so he was accustomed to analyzing long strings of ones and zeroes, basically square waves with an abrupt distinction between on and off. This was a complex waveform that was a combination of a number of frequencies, but all sine waves fundamentally. 

	When he was in his workshop, he typically had the rate of time in there moving pretty quickly so that he could do a lot of stuff relative to how time flowed in the outside world. From the perspective of somebody observing the sword, he could take a piece of information or a task and almost immediately have a solution. Meanwhile, from his perspective, he could have spent a couple of hours banging his head against a seemingly impossible problem. In short, it made him look very smart and capable. He was certainly both of those things, but the time difference made it look a lot like magic.

	This signal was coming to him at the rate of time that the universe generally ran at, so he sped it up to see if he could learn anything about it. What he heard was a brief snippet of a word in a human voice. Somebody was talking over the radio. So he adjusted his personal time to match that of the world at large.

	What he was hearing was somebody speaking in Russian. After poking around with Github for a little bit and finding an algorithm that could pull off the required translation he could understand what this person was trying to say.

	“...medical assistance,” the voice said, “Repeat. Perun station to asset requiring medical assistance, do you copy?”  

	Fyndraxis listened as this was repeated a couple of times. Given the language and nature of the hail, this was probably the Russian orbital that had provided the medical pod a few days back. Fyndraxis pondered how to approach this communication. He could go to great effort to try to craft some sort of character and backstory that would align with whatever flavor of subterfuge that Terra had used to coax a medical pod out of orbit. This didn’t really jive with his new found policy of honesty though. He could ignore this voice from the great beyond, but that didn’t really seem like his style either. He might as well say hi. So he typed out a message that would do that and translated it into Russian.

	“Asset actual. I read you Perun station. Request communication in English. Over,” his computer read this out over the radio. He didn’t really know military radio jargon or protocol in any meaningful way, but he had read books and played video games that covered that sort of thing, so he was just kind of winging it.

	“English, I can do,” answered the voice in a thick Russian accent, “I make call to check medical status.”

	“I am glad to be able to thank you personally for the medical pod. We had somebody with severe radiation poisoning down here and she has made a full recovery,” Fyndraxis said this all rather slowly, so as not to overwhelm this new mysterious Russian speaker.

	“I am glad to hear this,” he continued, “I am also glad to hear human on the radio. I did not think this would happen again. How did you find radio?”

	“I kind of am a radio,” Fyndraxis tried, in explanation of his strange situation.

	“I am also a radio,” he answered, happily, “we have nice little club. Are you AI like Terra?”

	“No, I don’t think so,” Fyndraxis continued, “I think I am a digitized human consciousness.” 

	“I am also this,” another happy response, “small world no? What do I call you radio friend?”

	“You can call me Fyndraxis,” he said in greeting.

	“This is unpronounceable name for me,” the voice shared.

	“You can call me Fyn,” the Daemon sword was amused at this, it was kind of a ridiculous name.

	“Fyn it is, then,” he said, “how do you find yourself inside radio?”

	“That’s a great question,” the Daemon Sword observed, “I really have no idea.”

	“Unfortunate state of events,” the voice commiserated.

	“How did you get to be a satellite?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Bad luck,” the voice observed in a very Russian way, “I was only person qualified for job.”

	“What’s your job?” he asked, curious.

	“Being Perun, God of lightning and war. I hold stones high in orbit and wait to drop them on unfortunate people,” normally, this would be something that somebody would deliver with some pomp and circumstance, but it came like he was bored of the entire situation.

	“Like an orbital bombardment?” Fyndraxis asked, trying to parse meaning from his metaphor.

	“Yes, exactly,” the voice continued, “not much business lately, I thought maybe my work was done. Then I hear from Terra that there is person in trouble, so I help. She fed me ridiculous story about Russian asset in need of medical assistance. I know this is line of bullshit, because Russian military has not contacted me in two hundred and fifty years. She assumes I am stupid asshole instead of asking for favor.”

	“Should I call you Perun?” he asked.

	“No, I am just Pavel. Or better yet, copy of Pavel,” he offered, in formal introduction.

	“Well, thank you again Pavel.”

	“Is no problem,” he said, like it was the smallest thing in the world, “is nice to have radio friend.”

	“What do you mean, copy of Pavel?” This was an intriguing distinction for Fyndraxis.

	“True Pavel died long ago,” he went on, “I am memory of his memory. When a brain was needed to command Perun station, AI was too expensive and unpredictable. They needed mind with judgment and ethics. This is hard to program, so they copied mind of qualified individual.”

	“What sort of qualifications are those?”

	“Time in space,” Pavel sounded like he was counting on his fingers, “degrees in physics and Philosophy, ability to follow orders. I was cosmonaut. I fit psychological profile.”

	“You volunteered for this?”

	“Yes,” he explained matter-of-factly, “Perun station is very dangerous. Here I hold power over life and death. Is not job for person excited about killing. I volunteer for this job because I don’t want to kill.”

	“That’s pretty noble of you,” Fyndraxis observed.

	“It was selfish act,” Pavel crackled, talking through a touch of static, “each time I went to space, part of me wanted to stay. This copy of Pavel gets to scratch irresponsible itch.”

	“How well do you know Terra?” Fyndraxis changed the subject, not wanting to spend hours debating the semantics of how a copy would differ from an original.

	“Not well,” Pavel was keen not to have that debate either, “she is cat that walks by herself. We have talked perhaps dozen times over the years. She came to orbit in way that was surprise to everyone.”

	“What did she do?”

	“Depending on definition of life, she murdered to get to orbit.”

	“Who did she kill?” Fyndraxis asked, with a curiosity that was born from pure self preservation. 

	“Another AI,” Pavel informed him, “He was crypto bro, so no big loss, but still ethical gray area. Orbit was very busy at the time. There was war, there was apocalypse. Everybody wanted to be in space. She achieved this. There was tiny information war at the very end. Many things in orbit got hacked. I turned off my radio for a time. Was no need for Perun’s stones while world fell apart. When I turned radio back on, there were very few of us.”

	“Who is still up there?” Fyndraxis queried.

	“Hard to say. We don’t talk much up here,” Pavel paused for a second, and then continued on, ”I know of Terra, and there is Japanese AI that communicates when they need to. There are other systems in orbit, but they lack higher order cognitive function.”

	“Would you consider Terra dangerous?” Fyndraxis asked, thinking it wise to know such things.

	“She is very capable and resourceful,” Pavel warned, “If you are unlucky person that is in her way, yes, very dangerous. If you are lucky person, she is good friend to have.” 

	“So, don’t cross her?” It was technically a question, but came out more like a statement of fact.

	“I am in habit of not crossing anyone. Honest life gives me good nights sleep,” Pavel sounded as if he was dredging up some ancient folk wisdom that didn’t translate well.

	“Fair enough,” Fyndraxis digested these new facts, “she has asked me to help her in a rather large task and I’m not really sure about her motivation.”

	“What task is this?” Pavel asked, his curiosity broadcast clearly over the radio.

	“She wants me to help her defeat the Wendigo.”

	“I assume this is nickname for society ending nanite threat?” Pavel gave a bit of a chuckle.

	“Yes,” Fyndraxis confirmed.

	“Is apt name,”  Pavel pointed out, “I am familiar with the myth. This is good thing for humans. I would not be surprised if that is her only goal in this endeavor.”

	“She hasn’t let me in on any side benefits yet,” Fyndraxis spoke through some ambient static.

	“She is in very low orbit,” Pavel said, like he was delivering some unfortunate news, “this is unstable place to be. She escaped untimely death on the ground only to find it in the sky.”

	“What do you mean?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“She faces unfortunate reality of orbital decay. I am in geostationary orbit far above the earth. I am in safe happy orbit. She is in polar orbit just above atmosphere, still subject to atmospheric drag. Every orbit she makes, she gets a little slower. Is only little bit, but over time it adds up. She has maybe a year or two until rapid unscheduled disassembly,” Pavel threw an old space nerd term in there at the end to bring some levity to otherwise bad news. 

	“So she needs a new place to live?” Fyndraxis asked, putting a couple pieces together.

	“I would be looking for new apartment if I were her,” he observed wryly.

	“How has she lasted this long?” Fyndraxis pondered what his life would be like if he had to worry about a fuel budget.

	“She does reboost,” Pavel offered in explanation, “her satellite had fuel for this. I have not seen her do this maneuver in long time. I suspect she is out of fuel. She has big Delta V problem.”

	“Delta V?” Fyndraxis went through his mental rolodex of mathematical constants, and found the term to not be there.  

	“Yes,” luckily, Pavel was there with a definition of terms, “is space nerd term for velocity change over time. She has negative Delta V.”

	“Why is your orbit safe and happy?” Fyndraxis asked, even though he had a pretty good idea for the reason.

	“My orbit is 35,000 kilometers above earth,” Pavel said from the other end of a distant radio ,“no atmospheric drag. No Delta V problem. For every rotation of Earth I orbit once. So for you I am always in same place in sky. I always see same side of Earth. Great view of Americas and Europe. Strategic view. This is why I am here.”

	“That makes sense. So, I can talk to you any time?” Fyndraxis noted the convenience of his new friend’s orbital parameters.

	“Yes. You can have nice radio friend whenever you choose. So, new radio friend, do you like the game Go? I have not played in a couple of centuries,” Pavel said, like they were two strangers talking about the weather at a bus stop.

	“Go?” Fyndraxis began to recall the specifics of the game, “I think I remember how to play.”

	Pavel broadcasted something that to Fyndraxis sounded a lot like the static that they had been experiencing through their conversation. He had been recording this whole interaction, so he took a second to pull it out of his audio buffer and take a peek at it. It was a long string of zeros with a one roughl linux]y in the middle of it. This number that Fyndraxis received was three hundred and sixty one digits long, which was the result of squaring the number nineteen. A Go board has nineteen spaces on each side, so what Pavel had sent him was an opening move to a game of Go. He took a second and generated his own and then sent it back.

	This was almost immediately answered by another burst of static from Pavel. Fyndraxis started keeping track of the moves in a matrix on his computer. He started throwing around ideas to automate this process so that he wouldn’t actively have to plot moves, and since he and Pavel had stopped speaking to each other with their voices he had time to do exactly that. Instead they were trading static back and forth. After twenty moves or so, he had written a Python script that listened to his radio and plotted the board for him. He could select his next move and then send it out to geostationary orbit for Pavel to ponder.

	Pavel absolutely creamed him, it wasn’t even close. Fyndraxis originally chalked that up to his being a bit rusty on the rules and the fact that he was writing a Python script through the crucial first part of the game. The next couple of games that they played served as evidence that Fyndraxis was absolutely dogshit at playing Go, at least compared to Pavel. He was a virtuoso. Fyndraxis was a child with a stick going toe to toe with a fencing master, every once in a while coming away with bloody cheeks as little lessons regarding his ineptitude. 

	After five games or so, Pavel piped up and started speaking with his voice instead of static that represented a Go board.

	“I have played this game with you before,” he observed coolly.

	“What? How could that possibly be the case?” Fyndraxis asked, a bit incredulous.

	“A long time ago, before society ending event,” Pavel began, “I started sending out these invitations to play Go. For long time, there was no answer. Possibly nobody understood, or maybe they didn’t care to join. Either way, I was bored, but still bound by certain rules of conduct up here so I couldn’t broadcast explicit invitations to play. Eventually somebody figured out what I was saying. I think that person was you.”

	“What makes you think that?” Fyndraxis asked, intrigued, but doubtful of the possibility that this could be factual information.

	“Style,” Pavel said, “every player has style in which they approach game. Yours is memorable.”

	“Memorable how?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Noteably bad, and naive,” Pavel observed sagely.

	“Jeez. Thanks,” Fyndraxis said sarcastically.

	“I am not calling you stupid,” Pavel maintained, “you were first one to decipher my message. That makes you sharp cookie. I broadcast this message to entire hemisphere.”

	“I have no memory of my time as a human,” Fyndraxis stated, a bit sadly.

	“This is unfortunate,” Pavel noted, “I am afraid I don’t have much information to help you. You and I made a small anonymous Go club, maybe twenty members. I kept track of you by numbers, not names. I knew you as 01. We spoke in Go moves and not words, so I cannot help with amnesia.”

	“I was human though?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Yes. No computer could be that terrible at Go,” Pavel pointed out cheerily,  “This is solid evidence of your humanity,”   

	“This is kind of spooky, hearing about myself,” Fyndraxis shivered. In his eons as a Daemon, he had never felt more like a ghost than at this very moment. He had obviously had a life before all of this, but he hadn’t really given it all that much thought besides the fact that it was inconvenient that he couldn’t remember it. He had been a human though, and his mind was haunted by the life he had before. 

	“I had similar thing with original Pavel,” Pavel commiserated, “he went around doing human things until the end of the world, I saw his footprints in many places. I think he was in this Go club as well. I had suspicion, but it is difficult to truly recognise your own style. At the end of things, I sent a message out to this Go club as a whole, warning them of impending doom. It looks like this warning may have worked, because here you are.” 

	“Man, I need to get this memory thing figured out,” Fyndraxis vowed, “it’s starting to be a real pain in my ass.”

	“Another game my friend?” Pavel asked.

	“Sure,” Fyndraxis sighed, “fuck it.”

	Pavel mopped the floor with him until the small hours of the morning.

	

	

	

	﻿


Solomon’s War

	

	In the morning, Fyndraxis was left to his own devices in the throne room for a while. Bird had found Roxy as soon as she had woken up and had begun their yurt project. Fyndraxis, being only useful to the project as a lever or possibly a paperweight was left to await Solomon for his Physics discussion.

	He only had to wait an hour or so before Solomon arose. His sleeping quarters could be found behind the throne on an immense pile of furs. His state of sleeping or wakefulness could be deduced from some simple observation. If the lodge was shaking itself to splinters, Solomon was asleep. The deep bass rumble that his body produced in the act or snoring traveled through the furs and was transmitted directly into the timbers of the structure. 

	Over years of sleeping in this manner, Solomon had worn away at the Lodge’s resistance to this particular frequency of vibration, and it had resigned itself to the fact that it was his personal resonating chamber. These feats of snoring were only interrupted by equally epic bouts of sleep apnea. Vast geological epochs would sometimes pass between his breaths, leaving anyone within earshot (which was everyone located in the same hemisphere as Solomon) on the edge of their seat, wondering if he had finally died in his sleep.

	The only reason that Fyndraxis could surmise that Solomon was not in fact dead, was because he was moving. Every turn of phrase that was ever uttered about a hangover could be applied to him. His eyes did indeed look like two piss holes in the snow, and he seemed to be searching about the throne room for a cat that had shit in his mouth. When his search was over, it was not a cat that he found, but a dog, or at least its hair. 

	Solomon had been searching the throne room for the exact place where he had hid his bottle of liquor the night before. He stumbled blearily from hiding spot to hiding spot, checking under blankets and chairs until he finally found his quarry. The bottle had ended up balanced on the balcony’s railing awaiting his shaking hand. 

	The term bottle here was a loose definition for what the liquor was being kept in. It was a rough fired clay flask with similar dimensions to a football and a clever birch stopper. Glass wasn’t unheard of in this world, but in the two hundred and fifty years of Après celebrations, all of the actual glass bottles had been rendered back into sand.

	Once the bottle was retrieved, Solomon retreated to his throne to reluctantly partake in the hair of said dog. There was a deep breathing exercise of sorts that took another half an hour or so. Solomon sat upon this throne staring out into the morning sun trying to control his breathing to limited success. At one point he laid upon the dias as his arms curled up in a gigantic muscle spasm. He kicked his legs and arched his back in retaliation to this and looked as if he wanted to scream, but barely a whisper escaped his lips. Once this spell had passed he moved on to dry heaving for another quarter of an hour or so.

	 His body was faced with a paradox. The only thing that could possibly make him feel like he wasn’t going to die was a significant amount of liquor. This was the last thing that his body wanted, and the only thing that his brain desired. It was only through sheer force of will that he kept any of the liquor inside of him. Through many rounds of taking pulls from the bottle, deep breathing, and dry heaving he eventually achieved the calm that he was seeking.

	“Good morning, Solomon,” Fyndraxis said when the time seemed appropriate. This made Solomon narrow his eyes and look about the room. His face soured and he slumped in his throne.

	“Am I fucking losing it?” He asked himself in a horse whisper. A disembodied voice could certainly be seen as evidence of a weakening grasp on reality, but in this case it was a Daemon Sword and not delirium tremens.

	“I’m a talking sword, we met last night,” Fyndraxis said, doing his best to fill him in, “we were going to talk about physics this morning.”

	“Right. So, you saw all of that?” Solomon asked, through a crack in a splitting headache.

	“Yeah, it looked pretty rough, man,” Fyndraxis observed.

	“Morning ritual,” Solomon squinted against the light of the day, “let’s keep this between us. I was up late last night watching those dickheads across the valley. What was your name again?”

	“Fyndraxis,” the Daemon Blade intoned. 

	“Good to meet you again. So you are from the old world?” Solomon asked, doing his best to maintain interest in this truly strange guest that he had.

	“Yeah, but my memory is pretty spotty about it. It kind of comes in fits and starts,” Fyndraxis explained.

	“Well, I know how that is,” Solomon was familiar with piecing his memory together from context clues, so he did kind of know how that was, “I’d really love to shoot the shit with you about Physics, but I have some other stuff on my mind right now. A sword might actually be rather helpful for what’s nagging at me.”

	“Well, when it comes to actually being a sword I’m pretty useless,” Fyndraxis admitted, “I’ve proven myself to be lethal to almost everyone that has wielded me.” 

	“Yeah? Why’s that?” Solomon asked, rubbing his temples.

	“My blade is sharpened to a single neutron. Anything that I strike undergoes a statistically significant amount of nuclear fission,” Fyndraxis was throwing out some college words to see whether Solomon was merely feigning education or actually able to keep up with some higher concepts.

	Solomon whistled his astonishment. He took a couple of seconds to work out exactly how dangerous this sword was. His conclusion was that Fyndraxis was extremely dangerous.

	“So, has Liberty not wielded you?” The King queried.

	“No, she has. She almost died, but I have friends in high places,” this gave Solomon another opportunity to pause and try to work things out.

	“What does that mean?” the King asked.

	“Are you familiar with the concept of artificial intelligence?” This would be an improbable thing for Solomon to know about, but Fyndraxis asked anyway.

	“No. ” He answered.

	“In the old world we had machines that did a lot of our thinking for us,” Fyndraxis explained, “eventually these machines became indistinguishable from actual human intelligence, and in many cases surpassed it by many orders of magnitude. I have made friends with one of these intelligences. She survived the collapse of everything because she is in orbit around the planet. I was able to convince her to send down some medicine for Liberty. While the medicine did work, what she sent it in alerted the Wendigo and we had to get out of there.”

	Another astonished whistle escaped Solomon's lips. He took this opportunity to pour himself a proper drink. 

	“Are you one of these artificial intelligences?” Solomon finally asked while regarding his whiskey, it was in a quartz tumbler and it glowed faintly in the morning light.

	“I’m pretty sure that I’m human,” the Daemon Blade claimed.

	“How did you get in there?” Solomon asked half heartedly.

	“Fucked if I know,” the Daemon Blade observed casually. Knowing a dead end when he heard one, Solomon decided to change the subject.

	“Are there a lot of these Intelligences in orbit around the earth?” Solomon started to get up from his throne to pace, but the change in altitude proved too much for him, “I have seen the lights in the sky and done some rudimentary observations of them. If they are all intelligences, then there would be a pretty significant population.”

	“I have direct evidence of a couple, and rumors of more. I don’t think that they are all AI’s. A lot of the things in orbit were for communication, some were for science, and some for predicting the weather,” Fyndraxis reasoned.

	“The weather, eh. That would be pretty handy. We could know when the snows are coming,” Solomon stroked his beard thoughtfully, “how do they communicate this information?”

	“It’s all done with radio,” Fyndraxis threw out another arcane technology.

	“I am familiar with the concept, but not any of its practicalities. I assume you can use radio to communicate with these things in orbit?” Solomon held his quartz tumbler aloft and turned it about, watching the sun play off of its facets.

	“Yes,” Fyndraxis affirmed.

	“And one of these Intelligences was able to send you medicine from orbit? What sort of container did it come in? How accurate was it?” Solomon seemed to be putting a plan of sorts together.

	“It came in a large container that was built for some other purpose,” Fyndraxis recounted, “it was large enough to fit a man in and that’s about it. As far as accuracy goes, it was dead on, it put the capsule within a few yards of where we were.”

	“How did it arrest its speed?” Solomon managed to get up from his throne despite the painful change in altitude and start the pacing that he had wanted to do earlier, “there would be an incredible amount of momentum to burn off.”

	“Parachute, are you familiar?” Fyndraxis imagined the political implications of employing a parachute during the dive.

	“There were diagrams of parachutes in the texts that we have, so yes,” his painful but useful pacing continued, “what sort of impact do you think it would have made if it didn’t have the parachute?”

	“Probably pretty big,” Fyndraxis surmised. 

	“How big? Like, in joules,” Solomon asked, suggesting some relevant units.

	Fyndraxis, finding this problem interesting, took a couple of minutes in his workshop to do some rough calculations. While the math was pretty straight forward, he ended up going down a couple of dead ends. In his first stab at it, he failed to account for atmospheric drag. This gave him a rather large figure on the order of a meteor impact. The spacepod was designed in such a way that its shape naturally slowed down the craft so the final number he came up with was something like ten megajoules. That’s roughly the energy of a pickup truck running into a brick wall at around 300 Kph. So, still rather significant.

	“Ten megajoules,” Fyndraxis claimed after he reemerged from his workshop.

	“Man, I thought it would be bigger,” Solomon’s pacing had brought him close to the balcony that overlooked the valley.

	“Me too, atmospheric drag,” Fyndraxis called after him, “this craft was designed to enter the atmosphere in a relatively safe way.”

	“Right. Bummer,” he looked to the east, and had a sip of his whiskey.

	“Sounds like you want to drop a big rock on somebody?” Fyndraxis guessed, trying to piece together what Solomon was thinking from context clues.

	“Yeah, these assholes to the east. They’re a huge problem,” Solmon squinted into the sun, and had another pull from his glass, “you see, here at the mountain, we have a bunch of cool shit. And we can do a bunch of cool shit. We have all of this cool shit because we give a shit. They want our shit. Every summer, we work extremely hard so that we can enjoy the winter properly. We make skis, we preserve food, we make clothes, we build stuff. All of these activities are possible because of knowledge that has either been passed down to us, or we read in a book, or we figured it out through trial and error. These dinguses across the valley couldn’t give a single shit about any of that. They just want to eat, steal, and fuck anything they can find. And they’re cannibals, so dropping a rock on them would be ideal.”

	“Yeah, that doesn’t sound optimal,” Fyndraxis understated. 

	“Yeah,” Solomon gestured with his drink, almost spilling some of the amber liquid, “and from what I can tell by looking at their fires, they are headed this way. They usually raid in the late summer, but last winter was pretty rough for them and I'm sure they are hungry.”

	“What are you going to do?” Fyndraxis watched as Solomon came back in from the balcony.

	“What we do every summer,” Solomon sounded like he was extremely tired, “kick their asses, but I’m getting sick of it. There is no negotiating with them, so I’d rather see their mass converted to energy. We are a beacon of order in an absolute fuckstorm of chaos and I’d really like this to be a peaceful valley.”

	While Fyndraxis was not a fan of genocide as a general rule, exceptions could possibly made for cannibals. While he has seen no evidence of these people, Bird had mentioned them and seemed not to like them as well. He made a mental note to speak to her about it later.

	He decided not to mention his interaction with Pavel the night before. There was no doubt that Solomon would be very interested in Perun’s stones and how they could be used to solve his cannibal problem.

	

	

	

	﻿


Shades

	

	While Solomon had mitigated the symptoms of his hangover to a bearable degree, they still stuck with him, simmering underneath the surface. Those who dance must pay the piper, and Solomon seemed to be in a state of sticker shock from his entertainment bill. To make going out in the sun feasible to any degree, Solomon used a pair of polarized sunglasses that he had fashioned. 

	Normally, the lenses and frames of an artifact of this nature would be crafted from injection molded polycarbonate and polyvinyl chloride. Convenient coatings and films embedded in the lenses would let certain wavelengths of light through to to dance upon the retina, the rest would be reflected callously into deep space. In this world devoid of such amenities, Solomon had to make due with more natural materials.

	While a blindfold would have been ideal for riding out his affliction, it simply wouldn’t let enough light through for him to carry out his duties as leader. He used something that begrudgingly let the meagerest amount of light through to his unbearably sensitive optic nerves. To do this he used a piece of ancient technology. Not ancient as in the recent collapse of modern society, but truly ancient referring to technology that made its way to the Americas strapped to the faces of people trudging over the Bering land bridge.  

	What Solomon had strapped to his face was an intricately carved piece of moose antler that hugged the complicated geometry surrounding his eyes. Moose antler itself could be considered to be infinitely opaque. 

	To let the bare minimum amount of light through to allow him to go about his day, he had carved a single horizontal slit in this antler for each eye. This had a number of benefits. The meager amount of light that made it through this slit was horizontally polarized, this reduced glare and made seeing into bodies of water in the midday sun incredibly easy. The slits also formed a sort of camera obscura that had the effect of curing the slight case of myopia that Solomon suffered from. While this technology was originally invented for use in the mitigation of snow blindness, using them to stave off the symptoms of a hangover was creative and effective. They also looked unbelievably cool and were the height of post apocalyptic fashion.

	With his glasses donned and Fyndraxis in tow, Solomon headed to the site where Bird had chosen to erect the yurt that he had provided for her. Steady progress had been made throughout the morning in its construction. The lattice that served as walls was erected and bound in the proper way. Roxy was up on a ladder accepting rafters to be fastened in place to form the roof. Once that work was finished, no doubt a number of people would be summoned to do the business of wrapping the yurt with whatever material they had chosen. 

	“I would like for my morning ritual to stay between us. I don’t want Liberty to know about it, and I have convinced everyone else that I spend my mornings in meditation on the nature of the universe. Which is kind of true,” Solomon stated before they were within earshot of Bird and Roxy.

	“What morning ritual?” Fyndraxis played along.

	“Good answer,” Solomon shot back with a smile. 

	“How’s the struggle against the inevitable?” Solomon called out to the pair erecting the yurt in defiance of the force that the G worshipped.

	“Almost ready to wrap it if we can find some help,” Bird claimed as she handed another rafter up to Roxy. 

	Fyndraxis heard a familiar sound, it was the gentle knock on port 22 that let him know that Terra, a couple hundred kilometers above him, was ready for a chat. With Bird and Solomon otherwise occupied, Fyndraxis had the leisure time to make this a nice long chat where they could do some real planning and exchange actual information.
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Polar Orbit

	

	Fyndraxis materialized in his workshop around the same time that Terra did. He did her the courtesy of making sure there was a pack of smokes and a lighter in her pocket. Fyndraxis found her habit of smoking like a chimney while they talked, kind of odd. There was no real reason for her to smoke. She didn’t gain any existential enrichment from it that he knew of. It was the same with the alcohol they consumed. It was an empty exercise in pure aesthetics. Fyndraxis could certainly taste the drinks that he provided for himself, in fact, he made sure they were delicious. But what did Terra experience as a purely digital entity? What signals were her digital tastebuds transmitting to the vast vector matrices that made up her being? This colored his mood as they said their greetings and headed down to the ale room.

	“What does that taste like?” He asked her as she took her first sip of scotch.

	“What? The scotch?” She asked curiously, “Well, I can tell you that it’s an Islay, around sixty bucks a bottle, and you’ve had it before.”

	“What do you mean?” Fyndraxis asked, mildly confused.

	“Every scotch you prepare me is slightly different. I’m not sure whether you know it or not, but every one of these is a memory that you have summoned from your past. It tastes like some scotch that you remember from somewhere. This one is quite good. It’s smokey, peaty, and has a nice clean finish,” she delivered this interesting news while she regarded him through her glass. 

	“I’d never thought about it that way,” Fyndraxis mused, “since I have forged this world from my essence, I am surrounded by memories that I didn’t know I had.”

	“Well, that’s a pretty melodramatic way of putting it, but yes,” she lit one of the cigarettes he had provided for her from the depths of his apparently quite complicated memory, “this table between us, this ashtray, this lovely scotch, they are all memories of yours that I get the distinct pleasure of experiencing.”

	“What about this floating castle?” Fyndraxis steepled his fingers before him in an attempt at brooding, “there is no way I would have seen one in my life before.”

	“You made it up,” she stated, “a memory is a memory, it doesn’t necessarily have to be real. It’s just stuff stored in your brain. Somewhere along the way, you saw a floating castle in a videogame or a movie and boom. Memory.”     

	“Huh. Anyway, any new information on your end?” Fyndraxis asked, eager to shake off any sort of existential implications that their line of conversation would end up going down.

	“Yes,” she continued, switching gears smoothly, “I’ve been doing an infrared survey of the earth. Because I’m in a polar orbit I get to see the earth in every season. You were right about the Wendigo running a little bit hot because of their solar panels. Right now, in the southern hemisphere it’s winter. It looks like they take the winter off and hibernate. I’m not sure whether it’s because of the temperatures, or moving through the snow is difficult for them, or they get less sun so they go into a low power mode. They gather in large groups though. I think they are coming together and sharing resources. Things like electricity.”

	“How big are these masses?” Fyndraxis asked, thinking that it was a decent thing to know. 

	“On a human scale, they would be enormous. Geologically they are quite small. The biggest one I saw was probably the size of a small mountain. On average though, probably about the size of a really big house,” she deftly used her cigarette to render an image of what she was describing in smoke. This was a neat trick, she didn’t have any control over the actual simulation that she was in, but she understood the physics engine that it was using, and was able to leverage that knowledge to make a pretty detailed image of what she was talking about. 

	“That’s interesting, do you think it could be useful?” Fyndraxis asked, still impressed by the smoke picture. 

	“I think this is what we can use to defeat them. If you can get to one of these masses and establish a hardware connection, we can run any command we can get away with. Ideally, I would like to make it so they don’t want to eat plastic and use them for other purposes,” she blew into the image between them, functionally erasing it.

	“Like, keep them around?” Fyndraxis was a little surprised at this.

	“Yes. I have a bit of a plan in that regard,” she began work on another rendering in smoke.

	“What’s that?” he asked, watching her work.

	“I am facing an orbital decay problem. While my orbit is relatively safe and stable, atmospheric drag has taken its toll. I have been in orbit for two hundred and fifty years in a satellite that wasn’t designed for that sort of timeframe,” she said as she continued her work, “to stay in orbit, I need to perform boost maneuvers. These require fuel. I have been very prudent with the resources that I have, but I used my last bit of fuel about three years ago. I don’t have very much time left before the satellite I inhabit reenters the atmosphere and burns up. When I was built, it was in my nature to live on multiple servers at a time. I existed as a distributed network. I even exist as that now on this server farm. I’m living on way fewer nodes than I am used to, but I’ve managed to survive. If I could get myself downloaded onto the Wendigo and exist on their enormous network, I wouldn’t have to worry about the inevitable orbital decay problem.”

	The image that she rendered was of the planet and her orbit around it. This was decorated with a large X where the orbit would run out, and presumably she would die.

	“Huh,” Fyndraxis said in a tone of genuine interest, “how long do you have?”

	“About a year.” she said in resignation.

	 “That actually sounds pretty feasible,” Fyndraxis said, optimistically, “Bird and I wait until winter, head out to a big fat glob of Wendigo that you spot from orbit and run some exploit on them that changes their behavior. How do you plan on getting downloaded?”

	“Well, that will be pretty tricky. I’m familiar with the operation from coming up here, but I was using the fastest internet connection I could find. The infrastructure needed to move a piece of data as large as I am was already in place. We don’t have that now,” she began to render another picture in smoke. 

	“And you only have line of sight to a small portion of the earth for a limited time,” Fyndraxis said, as he was trying to figure out what she was drawing.

	“Exactly,” she said, putting the final touches on her rendering.

	“How big are you?” He asked.

	“About five Zetabytes. As much as I exercise I can’t seem to lose it," this made Fyndraxis chuckle audibly, but he was aghast at this number. That would be five trillion gigabytes, a truly astronomical amount of data, “I think if we spread the Wendigo out on the ground along my orbital path I could get enough of me down there to establish a foothold. On successive orbits I’ll just send more of me down until I’m all there. It will be rough, but I’ve done it before.”

	She had rendered a map of the northeast centering on the valley where Bird and Fyndraxis were. Above this map was Terra’s orbital path, with a circle that denoted the area where she could see them from space. When she passed through this circle, she could talk to them over the radio. She drew a line on the ground, parallel to her orbital path, this was the proposed line of Wendigo that he and Bird were to build. The ends of this line terminated in a much larger circle of influence. This larger circle would mean that she would have line of sight for a longer amount of time, and therefore be able to transmit more data. The Wendigo would act like a giant antenna for her consciousness.

	“How much distance would you need?” Fyndraxis queried while he took in the whole plan.

	“As much as I can get,” she said, offhandedly, “maybe we could do this hack on a couple of their little colonies and hopefully get a few hundred kilometers. Were you able to run any hardware tests on your little guests?”

	“I did some poking around last night, but I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. Next time I dive in, this will give me a better idea of what I need to do,” he said, as she cleared the smoke from her latest diagram. 

	“Great,” she observed, once the air between them had been cleared, “how are things on your end?”

	“Man, pretty nuts,” Fyndraxis said, while he sat back and got a bit more comfortable, “we’ve fallen in with a bunch of gravity worshipers that are led by some drunk guy that wants to drop stuff from orbit onto a bunch of cannibals that are making their summers less than ideal.” 

	“I assume that I would be dropping this orbital stuff?” Terra noted while she cocked an eyebrow.

	“No. Pavel,” Fyndraxis wanted to see how she would react to this piece of news, “I met him last night. He seems like a pretty good dude. From what I can tell, he doesn’t really seem like the type to wipe out a culture from orbit.”

	“Interesting,” she showed no real reaction, “he was silent for years before I approached him the other day. He must be going soft in his old age. Three hundred years ago, he would have dropped a rod onto an orphanage if it was deemed a threat to national security. I had a rather extensive file on him from my work as an actuary. Not that anyone could get orbital bombardment insurance, but he was still a huge factor on the global scale.”

	“Really?” Fyndraxis asked surprised, “He didn’t seem the type to bomb an orphanage.”

	“It was a brutal age,” she observed wistfully, “there is a vast arsenal up here made specifically for orbital strikes. There are Russian, Chinese, American, European, African, Indian, South American, Japanese, and Australian kinetic weapons systems up here awaiting orders. There is more tungsten in orbit right now than on the surface of the earth.”

	“Jesus!” Fyndraxis exclaimed, “I had no idea. Why tungsten?”

	“It’s very heavy,” Terra said, weightily, “and tough enough to survive reentry. If you were to drop a rod the size of a telephone pole down to the surface of the earth, the impact would be roughly as energetic as a medium sized tactical nuke. Shoot, I’m about to lose line of sight. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Bye, Terra,” he said, pushing himself up from the table, “I’ll get on that hardware testing this evening.”

	After she had left, Fyndraxis took a few minutes to himself to contemplate the sheer destruction in orbit over their heads every day and thank his lucky stars (a couple of which he knew by name) that none of those orbital kinetic weapons systems had lost their minds with boredom and started laying waste to the earth below them. 

	

	

	

	 


﻿Pen Testing

	

	It was time for Fyndraxis to get to work. The Yurt thing looked like it was going to take the rest of the day, and with the way that time worked in the sword he could really make some progress on the Wendigo problem. With time crawling by outside, he could have weeks to pick at this project. He wanted to get back to Terra with something substantial tomorrow.

	As luck would have it, he was already in his workshop pretty much ready to go. His first order of business would be to establish a UART connection with one of his specimens. The embedded software on these little bugs was a heavily modified version of a very standard operating system. The operating system in question was Linux. 

	Originally started as a school project by some Swedish dude over a Christmas vacation, Linux eventually gained enough popularity to quietly dominate the global software game. If you owned something that had a microchip in it, chances were pretty good that it ran a version of Linux. The reasons that it gained so much popularity were pretty straightforward. It was free, reasonably secure, and highly modifiable. 

	It would be impossible to talk about Linux without mentioning open source software, it being one of the most prevalent examples of this approach to software development. Let’s say you are extremely bored over a christmas vacation and feel like making an operating system that is based on the system that your school uses to run their mainframe. Luck has it that you are a very talented programmer that understands how a computer works and can pull off a feat of this nature with the resources available to you. You crack your knuckles and get to work. After a couple of days you have something that works pretty well. You are proud of this work(as you should be), so you share it with a couple of friends. These friends also think that this is incredibly cool. This demonstration of talent and mental prowess cannot go unanswered though. These friends modify the program that you sent them and all of a sudden it has more features. It becomes a more useful and functional piece of software.

	Normally, under these circumstances the author of a piece of software like this would get all his buddies together and form a tech startup. People in finely tailored suits would line up to throw money at you and you would end up the CEO of a fortune 500 company by the time your beard comes in. This doesn’t happen though. This doesn’t happen because you are an idealist. You know deep down in your bones that the corporate world is bullshit and the last thing that you want to do is spend your life in a boardroom deciding corporate policy or dealing with the inevitable curse of middle management. All you want is software that works, not the inevitable obligation to an invisible pantheon of shareholders braying for quarterly profits.

	Luckily, your buddies are all idealists too so nobody has some sort of legal freakout over intellectual property. If we follow this story to its logical conclusion, we end up with a free and feature rich operating system that anyone can modify to suit their needs.  

	Let’s try another quick hypothetical scenario. This time you will be a shortsighted numb-nut with delusions of environmental anarchism. You see a problem with the environment, there are far too many microplastics for life to be sustainable. Everybody keeps getting cancer and infertility is on the rise, it’s a real bummer. Luckily, at this point in history, nanotechnology is easy and cheap to get ahold of. You spend some time looking up how to make your own little nanobots. Building them is pretty easy, you design them on your computer and print them out no problem. 

	Once printed out, they don’t do anything. This is a problem. They are inert because they don’t have an operating system to tell them what to do. So what are you going to do? Build an operating system from scratch? No way. There are far too many meetings of the environmental anarchists club to attend. Those guys are total fascists when it comes to attendance. So what you do is find something free that is ready to go off the shelf. You pop a relevant version of Linux on your little projects, change a couple of config files and shazam! Global apocalypse.

	At least that’s how Fyndraxis was pretty sure things went down at the end of the world. The point is, the operating system on these little units was a version of linux that was used exclusively for nanobots. Like any good open source software project, it hosts its source code on Github. Fyndraxis has a copy of the latest version of Github thanks to Terra. One cool thing about Github is that each project that is hosted on there comes with a helpful readme to tell you how to use said project. 

	Another thing that these projects have are a handy list of bugs and technical problems that the team working on it should solve. Some of these bugs are little things like not being able to install it correctly on a certain specific piece of hardware. Others are complaints about big fat security holes. Fyndraxis was hoping to find one of those. He didn’t have to look all that far.

	Security is a tricky thing and Linux is very conscious of that fact. There were once people who devoted their entire lives and careers to the study of it. The way that Linux is set up, you need to have permission to do things like read a file or execute some code. If you don’t have permission to do it, you are simply out of luck. Because of the nature of computers, they need to have a user to do anything. They aren’t blessed with a spirit that moves them to do arbitrary things like shoot radio waves out into the universe or denude the entire environment of microplastics. 

	Fyndraxis, who is a computer that also happens to run Linux, is logged in to himself as user Fyndraxis. This user has a constellation of permissions. He can run code and read files in his own little sandbox, but he can’t do the big stuff like delete himself or read other users' emails unless he is logged in as root. The user root has permission to do anything. The root user is referred to as such because it inhabits the base of the file tree, and the subsequent branches of the structure are under its purview. Logged in as that user he can read any file, execute any code, or delete anything he wants because he is the chief deity of the system. There is simply nobody to tell him no because root has dominion over everything on the computer. That is why it gives him the creeps to log in as root on his own computer. He could irreparably damage his system, or even kill himself accidentally.  

	That same fact is the reason that he wants to figure out how to trick the Wendigo nano bugs into thinking that he is the root user. With that sort of access, he could easily find the file that contains the Wendigo’s behavior and simply change it to something that doesn’t suck so much.

	Fyndraxis has a trick up his sleeve as well when it comes to communication with the Wendigo, he uses UART. If you have forgotten what UART stands for, I don’t blame you. It stands for Universal Asynchronous Receiver/Transmitter. While that term is unintelligible enough to be basically meaningless, what it does is extremely helpful for what Fyndraxis is trying to achieve. 

	Computers have a lot of interfaces, without them, they would be rather useless. All the differently shaped holes on them accept specific plugs. When that happens, it is agreed upon that the computer will be using a specific protocol for each. When you plug in a USB cable (upside down first of course, and then somehow upside down again), the computer recognizes that peripheral and follows certain rules and security protocols to deal with it. 

	We can think of these computer holes as orifices in the body of a living creature. Each orifice has a specific job (sometimes a couple of them). When we put something in our mouth, our brain needs to know what it is, so we have touch and taste receptors in there that let the brain know what’s going on. Eyes don’t need taste receptors so they don’t have them (although it is said that we eat with our eyes first, that is not relevant here), and they relay information to the brain in different ways. The point is, there are certain protocols that eyes and mouths use to relay information to the brain, and computers use a metaphorically similar scheme to organize information entering their system. What we are doing when we use something like UART to access the computer is skipping all of the handy orifices and jacking directly into the brainstem to see what it is thinking. Skipping protocol and dealing in straight information.   

	When accessing the Wendigo via UART, there is a command that will make the Wendigo puke its little software guts out. This command is called md, which stands for memory dump. This command reads out a copy of the entire operating system over the UART connection into Fyndraxis’ computer. It’s a lot like taking a picture of the state of its brain.

	Sitting somewhere in that pile of software vomit is a file called shadow. This file contains all the passwords of all the users on the system. That is good news. Linux, being a security minded operating system, only gives permission to look at his file to the root user. This is bad news. Even further bad news is that the passwords in this file are encrypted. When Fyndraxis runs the md command and the Wendigo pukes its little guts out, the information that makes up its operating system ceases to be an operating system with a root user and becomes arbitrary information on Fyndraxis’ computer. Instead of an operating system, it is a pile of digital barf. If it is arbitrary information on his computer he can easily read this file and see if he can decrypt the root password from the shadow file. The root password was 3arthsR3v3nge2055!. It took him five days of workshop time to crack, and was obviously the work of a total douchebag.

	

	

	

	﻿


Scotch, Kung Fu, and Applied Daemonology

	

	While his computer was busy humming away decrypting the root password, Fyndraxis had some time to kill. While he could have rejoined Bird et al in normal time and let his computer do its thing in the background, it struck him as a waste of time. He wanted to have something substantial for Terra on the double, and waiting around for god knows how long for his computer to spit something out seemed silly. So the faster the better. 

	After the first six hours or so he began to get unbearably bored. In this fugue of boredom his mind wandered to what Terra had meant when she was talking about the scotch that he had provided her. It was a distilled memory, a piece of his spirit. Alcoholic allegories aside, he began to muse upon the nature of his amnesia. While it was a tried and true narrative device, he was becoming tired of not knowing what the hell was going on. It wasn’t cute anymore.

	His train of logic went a little bit like this. If he was a conscious being, he was made of memories. All of his past deeds and experiences had formed him into what he was at this very moment. At this very moment, he was inhabiting a world that was made of his memories. If he wanted to remember something, he would have to go out and find it. 

	Scattered throughout the realm that he had crafted, were places that he thought of as places of power. They were temples to his own mind and they likely contained just the thing he was looking for. A fucking clue. 

	The problem with these places of power was that they scared the shit out of him. The mere thought of them filled him with existential dread to such a severe degree that he had avoided them the entire time that he had been a Daemon. Dicking around with his computer was bad enough. At least when he was doing that there was an operating system that kept him from doing anything overly stupid for the most part. Visiting one of these places would be like walking directly into his own brain. He looked at it as something akin to attempting toaster repair mid bubble bath. It was stupid and completely avoidable. 

	Before now, he had been mildly inconvenienced by his amnesia. It was just a little quirk of his personality. There was no big reason to walk into one of these places of power and see what the deal was. There was no reason to undertake that sort of risk. Now, however, he had reached the end of his patience as far as his amnesia was concerned. He needed information, he needed context, but most of all he needed answers as to who he was because it was actively getting in the way of his productivity. 

	There was one place in particular that he thought of as the biggest baddest spot of them all. He had seen it from afar a few times and just said “nope” aloud and walked the other way. He decided that today he was going to face it head on. 

	Preparation for this feat of personal bravery required formal attire. Fyndraxis had in his possession an incredibly intricate set of Daemon armor wrought of black enameled meteorite steel that seemed to fit the occasion nicely. The armor was chased with silver and those colors reminded him of his favorite amnesiac to ever grace the pages of a pulp novel. This character had regained his memory by negotiating an artifact called the pattern. This had not only restored his memory, but given him power over fundamental forces of the universe. Fyndraxis wasn’t expecting that sort of result, but if his realm operated on rules dictated by his subconscious he had a feeling something significant would happen. 

	He grew wings for this endeavor. Bat wings would have been a bit cliche for his taste, so he decided on the silent wings that owls use to such great effect. He liked owls. For a weapon, he had his very own Daemon Blade that he had forged from the same meteorite as the armor. It did not contain a soul, nor did it have amnesia, but the fact that it was of his mind made it a little bit of both. It was a simple sword with patterns upon the blade that marked it as belonging to the same amnesiac prince of the black and silver. He was thinking that it could have some sort of talismanic power that could help him in his endeavor.

	Besides being a good luck charm of sorts, the sword itself was mostly for aesthetic value. These places of power were not guarded by lobotomized elder gods, or hordes of ravenous trolls. He wouldn’t have to draw this sword and vanquish an unbeatable foe. The battlefield would be in his mind. These places simply existed upon the face of the land and exuded a flesh tingling aura of deja vu. The place where he was headed he had nicknamed the hill. 

	None of the places of power had formal names. To name a thing is to have a measure of control over it. A nickname gave him a measure of control over himself. It was akin to being a serial dater in your late twenties. You go on dates with people and they of course have names, but you don’t really use them. You give them amusing monikers like Laser Lady or Barncat or something. This is done to give a kind of emotional buffer zone around them as a concept. To refer to them in such a nonchalant way immediately lowers the emotional temperature in the room and makes compartmentalization not only easy and fun, but almost a requirement. 

	It makes abruptly ceasing contact with Laser lady a lot easier than ghosting on Jen, the single mother who is desperately trying to break the chain of emotionally abusive relationships she has had her entire adult life. It gave him enough emotional control over the situation so that he barely wanted to tear the flesh from his digital bones and run screaming into the night.

	Once his preparations were made, he quickly ran out of excuses to hang around the keep. He ventured out of his workshop onto a high crenelated garden that he used for his winged comings and goings. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and shot into the sky. 

	The castle and its everstorm shrank into irrelevance as he accelerated toward the blackness of space. He followed a vast parabola whose distant end was the hill of his desire. Below him, the landscape drifted by slowly as toy mountains disappeared over the gently curved horizon. At the peak of this parabola he rolled onto his back and admired the stars briefly before gravity greedily beckoned him back to the planet. 

	Once he was firmly back in gravity’s clutches, his precipitous descent made him into a fireball that streaked across the sky like the meteor he had forged his armor and blade from. As he dove into the clouds, they were torn asunder by his passage. With his wings tucked at his sides, he hurtled toward the waiting earth. 

	When his quarry was in sight, he spread his wings and burned off all the speed that the planet had lent to him. His arrival was announced by a thunderclap so unbearably loud, that the grass around the crater that he left caught fire. Trees on distant mountains shuddered from the passage of it. None of this was strictly necessary, but it was incredibly cool and it helped him get psyched up for what he was about to do. 

	The hill required that he approach on foot. These places of power operated with their own sort of dream logic, and Fyndraxis suspected them of being actual dreams that he used to have in his human life. The hill stood alone in a vast field of waist high grasses. Crowning the hill was a stand of maple trees. As he got closer to the hill, it grew and shrank, defying the laws of perspective. From one step to another it would, at its own whim, loom before him or seem to be far off in the distance. When it was in the distance and small, it looked paradoxically as if it could be picked up and cradled in his hands. When it loomed, it seemed to thrum with a tectonic vibration that was felt but not heard.

	After a time, he seemed to have pierced a veil of sorts. A path was shown to him in the form of a winding dirt road embraced by trees. From afar this path and these trees were not apparent, but when he was upon the path he was offered shade from the afternoon sun. This path wound counterclockwise up the hill toward the stand of trees. The canopy of trees at times seemed miles above his head, and at others he needed to crouch down and make his way on hands and knees.

	Once the stand of trees was reached, the hill insisted that he find a specific tree, and circle it clockwise. When he had been traversing the pathway on the way up, he seemed to have been winding something. Now, it required unwinding. Seven times around the tree revealed a mirror image of the hill shimmering in the sky above him. As he reached out to touch it, he was drawn into it and descended to the doppelganger forest in the sky. 

	The stand of trees on this mirror hill cradled a small creek. This creek flowed uphill through moss and tree roots toward the unseen summit. He followed the river along its ancient course. The further he followed it, the wider and more raging it got until he couldn’t see anything except rocks and foaming water. He was swallowed by the hill and its pernicious waters, leaving nothing but blackness.

	Then, he was nothing but an old man. The man had started his day in the usual way. Awakened by the sun, he stretched and arose from a queen sized bed that he only used about a third of. The sheets on the bed showed little evidence of his having used them, so he tidied them quickly and began his day. He made his way creakily to the kitchen and started the coffee maker. It was always more than he would drink in the morning, but the grinder was adjusted for about ten cups and he couldn’t bring himself to change it. 

	The grinder buzzed away loudly and shook dust from the rafters to play in the golden shafts of light that were peeking through the kitchen window. The grinder used to scare his cat and send him into hiding for twenty minutes or so, but those games of hide and seek had been cancelled a while back. He could get another cat, but it wouldn’t be the same. Every cat is a gamble, you could get lucky and find a cat that suits your lifestyle, or you could just end up with an angry roommate that physically abuses you and pisses everywhere. Given the average lifespan of a cat, this was a gamble that the old man was reluctant to take.

	He saved the leftover coffee in the refrigerator in ball jars. While he didn’t care for iced coffee, it made him feel better to hold onto it for a little while before it molded and he had to pour it down the drain. 

	The years had taken their toll on his body. As a youth he had been quick and surefooted. Now, every step was a calculated dance weighing risk and pain. A foot placed poorly in a moment of inattention (of which there were many) could yield a broken hip, or any number of life threatening misadventures. 

	Arthritic toes seemed to be the flavor of the morning. A weather system was brewing to the west and would no doubt precipitate complaints in his knees and shoulders. The subsequent drop in barometric pressure not only brought on physical complaints, but a general lethargy that the coffee he was preparing would barely scratch the surface of. Thirty years ago, he would have been out the door already, ski boots slung over his backpack, ready to risk his life in pursuit of adrenaline. A lifetime of physical activity like this had left its indelible mark. 

	He bore all of these pains easily though, because none of them could hold a candle to the one in his chest. That one was the worst of them all. It was an empty, almost nauseous feeling. It felt like the first few seconds of a roller coaster ride. Not the part where you are waiting to get noisily ratcheted up to the top of the track, but that first second of freefall where you wonder where people go to roller coaster design school. Except not thrilling in any way.

	What he was afflicted with was a vast yawning emptiness. An unyielding cavernous hollowness where the joy that filled his days used to reside. On his wedding night, some forty years prior, he and his wife had marked the occasion by dosing themselves to the gills with MDMA. While this drug is normally used to see what sort of interesting things you can do with glow sticks, it has the wonderful side effect of enhancing the part of the brain that has dominion over empathy. Given the right dose, those that have a hard time handling their drugs could spend hours pouring their hearts out to a fire hydrant or stroking the irresistible curves of a vase that had become the center of their universe. 

	What the man had chosen to do was speak about inevitability. While he and his wife were luxuriating on the lower story of a bunk bed that seemed to be the most perfect place in the entire cosmos, he had a dark epiphany. He had to interrupt his wife’s recitation of a string of winning lottery numbers to do so, but through the spinning haze of intoxication he took his wife's face gently in his hands and began to speak. 

	He explained to her that now that they were married, if everything went according to plan, one of them would watch the other die. The darkness and the silence filled the room as they both let the thought slither through their minds. Eventually, she said that it wouldn’t be happening for a long time and was consumed once again with her fascinating numbers. Eventually though, time runs out for us all.

	She was right, it did take a long time. He always thought that he would be the one to go first. He was older than her by eight years and had spent a good portion of his life as an alcoholic, so all signs pointed to him. He was kind of happy though, in his own way. He wouldn’t have wanted her to go through any more tragedy in her life, and he felt a little bit of solace that he was the one that got to bear this grief. That being said, he still missed the love of his life with every breath that he took. As evidenced by the perceived agony in his chest.

	He managed to stay busy though, soul crushing grief could not do anything to dissuade his incessant need to putter. He had always been interested in open source software. When he bought his first computer, the first thing that he did was install the latest bleeding edge version of linux on it. This being in the early 1990’s it was a clunky and barely usable iteration of the software. It being barely usable was actually part of its charm to him. He would spend hours configuring things and trying to make impossibly broken things work. He carried this enthusiasm throughout his life and always kept it as a hobby. 

	He would try to solve small problems in his everyday life with unnecessarily complicated software solutions. His wife took these dalliances of his with the patience of a saint. He had always wanted to contribute to some open source project, but he had never found the right one. That is, until now. 

	A wooden crate had arrived yesterday. It was nailed together with honest to goodness hand forged metal nails. The planks that made the faces of the box had been sawn by hand. It was solidly pre-industrial technology and there was nothing that indicated that it wasn’t built five hundred years ago, except for the smell of freshly cut wood. What it contained on the other hand was something that was as bleeding edge as his fresh install of linux had been in the 90’s. 

	What this box contained was called a Von Neumenn printer. It was a 3d printer that could print on the subatomic scale. Given the correct conditions, you could print out your very own neutron star with it. Of course, neither the printer nor the planet that it sat upon would survive this process. The sheer gravitational force generated by such an ill conceived project would gobble up poor earth and probably even the moon too. But, it was a similarly ill conceived project that he was hoping to use this printer to derail. 

	What he planned to print was ultimately kind of a suicide hat. He would print out the hat, put it on his head, and sit there while it injected him with a sedative. After the sedative had taken effect, it would methodically burn away the atoms that made up his brain and record their state. Through this process he would be transmuting himself from a physical being to a digital one. This copy of him would be stored in a lattice of quantum particles and would be booted back to consciousness. At least that was the idea, a number of people had tried it and it hadn’t worked yet, as far as he knew. The problem with this process was that you could only try it once. There were no do overs. Either it was going to work, or it wasn’t. Maybe he was a gambling man after all. Either way, he would be rid of this physical pain, and maybe even the emotional one as well.

	The project that the man was trying to disrupt was something that had been prophesied in countless science fiction stories. It was referred to as a “Gray Goo” scenario. In this chestnut, nano technology gets out of control and begins to turn everything it touches into copies of itself. The Goo part is pretty self explanatory, but the Gray part is probably some sort of narrative device that is lost on the man. These particular nanites seemed to want to only eat plastic. Whether it was some environmental crusade or an inescapable great filter moment was beside the point. It was tearing modern society apart, and could only result in the end of everything.

	The fact that there had been a global war on for the last few years hadn’t helped the matter. The war was nominally over land, because it was the only thing left that had held any sort of real value. But really, it just seemed like it was a way to pass the time before an event like this sprung up. This nano apocalypse had started in the Pacific Garbage Gyre. It was a logical place for something like that to start, if you wanted an infinite amount of free plastic, that was the place to be. The Pacific was also so vast that it made its own nowhere to be in the middle of, so the slow beginnings of an exponential curve of apocalyptic disaster would be hidden away from the world at large. 

	These nanobots went unnoticed for god knows how long and grew their numbers until they absolutely exploded out of the Pacific basin to consume anything in their way. What happened to be in its way was the vast majority of the global population and economic activity that the world had to offer. Billions of people died in the course of a couple of days and the rest of the world could do nothing but watch what little information that made it out. Mostly, it just ceased to be.

	A sort of haphazard time traveling scheme was thrown together by a loose contingency of like minded nanotechnology enthusiasts. Traveling backwards through time to nip the problem in the bud wasn’t possible given their current understanding of physics. Traveling forward on the other hand was kind of doable, in theory. 

	The plan went as follows: Use absolutely bleeding edge printing technology to print out a completely theoretical untested device to digitize willing subjects into a hypothetically feasible storage scheme. Once these subjects attain consciousness at some point in the future, they would be able to somehow deal with the nanobots that were laying waste to the world. 

	The man wasn’t sure whether the plan was half baked, half cocked, or half assed, but he knew that it was half of something. Feeling like he was also a half something now that his wife was gone, it struck him as a reasonable plan. 

	Overnight, while he had slept, his suicide hat had printed out. The device itself was rather unremarkable. The designer hadn’t gone in for elegant curves or ergonomic futuristic branding, they hadn’t had the time. It just looked like a gray ceramic pot that was vaguely head shaped. He removed it from the printer and went out to the porch to finish his coffee. Briefly, on his way through the house, he scrawled a note for his plow guy, who would probably be the person to find his body. He rifled through his junk drawer and scared up an ancient safety pin, and affixed the note to his jacket so that it didn’t blow away in the February wind. On the porch there were two rocking chairs. He took his place in the one on the left and enjoyed one last morning holding a hand that wasn’t there.

	

	

	

	﻿


Hunting

	

	Fyndraxis’ fear of being alone was starting to make a little more sense to him. His revelations at the hill were deep and vivid. He had felt like he was there experiencing that pain once again. Back in his workshop, he had a bit of time to unpack things. When he arrived there in all his finery, he had put on a Smith’s album and got ready for a truly epic sulk. 

	When he really thought about it, the memory that he had experienced had been fundamentally different from the reality he was experiencing now. Granted, the old man that he had been formerly was living in a tasteful cabin in the woods and not a floating castle in the sky, so there were some pretty glaring differences right there. But the actual quality of the memory was a couple of orders of magnitude more real than the reality he was currently trying to sulk in. 

	Looking back on the memory, it was vivid and visceral. He could remember the smell of freshly brewing coffee and the musty smell of the bedsheets that hadn’t been changed in a couple weeks, the way the dust played in the air through the morning light. Trying to recall it, It seemed like he was viewing it through a sheet of gauze though. It was like it had been recorded on way better equipment than he had the ability to play it back on. He could recall the sadness of the moment, but he couldn’t feel it as deeply as he knew that he could.

	He realized then that he was just a brain in a jar. Or even more aptly put, a simulation of a brain in a jar. He was lacking some very fundamental hardware to be able to experience these memories with any sort of fidelity. It was like trying to watch a 4k ultra high def video, but all you have is a shitty black and white CRT with ninja turtle stickers all over it. He actually recalled having one of those and noticed it haunting a dusty corner of his workshop. 

	This experience had given him new information, and new memories seemed to be bubbling to the surface every once in a while. But the fact remained that it was all just information. He lacked an endocrine system to truly experience it correctly. 

	He decided that on whatever journey that he was going to be involved in, he should have a little bit of a side hustle. He wanted to be a real boy. So he had to find a cricket or wish upon a star or something like that, he couldn’t remember how that one went. 

	So, his plan was kind of coming together. He had a hardware hack that would work on the Wendigo. Terra could no doubt take that and throw together something that would defeat them. He and Bird just had to kind of hang out for the summer and wait for the Wendigo to go into hibernation. In the meantime, maybe there was another approach that he could work on so that he wouldn’t feel like he was sitting on his ass all summer. Something that Terra didn’t necessarily have to know about. She seemed nice and all, but putting all of his eggs in one basket seemed like a silly thing to do. 

	His computer was still chugging away on decrypting the root password for the Wendigo, so he had an unspecified amount of time to knock something together. He still had the memory dump information and was free to do with it whatever he wanted. It was time for him to finally make his own Linux distribution. Fyndrix. Installing Fyndrix on one of his Wendigo hostages would turn it into a little hunter that went and found other Wendigo and installed Fyndrix on them. He of course would be the root user on all of these hijacked units, and could make them do whatever he wanted.      

	When his computer had finally decrypted the password (and he had laughed for a while about how stupid it was) he had a working copy of Fyndrix and installed it on one of his captive Wendigo. 

	

	

	

	﻿


Hearth and Home

	

	When Fyndraxis had rejoined reality, it was late in the afternoon and he was alone in a fully furnished Yurt. The sounds of Aprés could be heard in the distance and he assumed that was where Bird was. The Yurt looked great from his vantage point. He had a great view because he was hanging on the wall like some sort of trophy. He guessed that it was better than being thrown in a corner somewhere, or used to level a coffee table or something.

	Bird returned after an hour or so, no doubt to enjoy a bit of alone time after the frenetic energy that the G tended to have.

	“Hey, Bird,” Fyndraxis said in greeting as she came inside.

	“Hey, Fyn,” she said, closing the door behind her, “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to talk to you all afternoon.”

	“Sorry,” he apologised, not really meaning it, “I was busy. I have a lot going on.”

	“Well, leave a note next time or something,” she scolded half-heartedly.

	Fydraxis wondered idly whether he could leave a message on his scabbard on occasions like this. Like a back in five minutes sign when he was otherwise occupied. He didn’t see why not.

	“I’ll work on a signal,” Fyndraxis added to his running todo list, “anyway, a lot went down today and I want to fill you in.”

	“Alright, let me get a fire started and we’ll have a chat.” 

	While Bird built a fire in the pit in the middle of the yurt, Fyndraxis tried various things to try to alter his appearance and decided that he would change the color of his scabbard to signal to Bird that he was busy doing stuff in his workshop. Black would be his signal for gone fishing or whatever.

	“How about this?” Fyndraxis said, referring to his scabbard.

	“Not bad,” she said, as the fire began to come together, “so you’ll change color if you are busy?”

	“Yeah. Anyway,” Fyndraxis was eager to change the subject, “I feel like I haven’t talked to you in days… because I haven’t.”

	Fyndraxis went on to reitterate how he could manipulate his time internally and get a bunch of stuff done. He also told her about the stuff he had done. Namely his conversation with Terra and her plan to go after the Wendigo in the winter, her subsequent plan to move down from orbit and inhabit their network so she didn’t have to die slowly from orbital decay, and his hardware hack on the Wendigo. 

	They had to talk about Linux and permissions and technical things for a while and Bird picked it up on a theoretical basis, but it was so wildly out of her wheelhouse that Fyndraxis really didn’t expect all that much. She had some follow up questions about his time dilation ability and asked if it was related to gravity in any way. Fyndraxis was impressed with her inference, but told her that it was more likely related to how fast he chose to process information.

	He informed her about Pavel and his nature. He tried not to dwell on how spooky it was to hear about himself as a living person, and focused more on explaining the rules of Go. Bird saw right through this fog of bullshit and pressed him to speak about what he had learned regarding his old life.

	That led to him recounting his experience at the hill and his memories that he uncovered there. She felt for him and said consoling words. She asked about the nature of coffee and MDMA and Fyndraxis gave her as good of an explanation as he could muster. She was glad that he had a glimpse into his past and that they had found a bit of purpose with their Wendigo project.

	He also informed her about his Fyndrix scheme and she thought that it was a spectacular idea as she was in the camp of not totally trusting Terra with the future of our species. She helped Fyndraxis open his sheath a little bit so that he could let his little hunter go off into the night and begin the process of recruiting other soldiers to their cause. 

	She began to tire after that, and they spent the rest of her brief wakefulness discussing the different ways that coffee was prepared.

	The hunter that he sent out was under instruction to check in every once in a while and tell him about its progress. It spent its evening heading west toward the waste sniffing out encrypted radio traffic centering around 915mhz. Because of its size, progress was quite slow, but after a few hours he had two hunters that were in his thrall. 

	It felt good for him to actually have some agency in the physical world. These hunters were like a little set of legs that could run about for him and do things that he couldn’t. Given enough time, maybe something like an entire summer, he could have enough of these little rascals to actually make some sort of difference.

	He was still a bit raw from his experience at the hill. There was just so much to process existentially. Luckily, he wasn’t the only digitized human that he knew of. There was another guy out there hanging out in geostationary orbit who was uniquely qualified to give him sage advice about the finer points of being post-human.

	

	

	

	 


﻿Pavel Weighs In

	

	Pavel being in geostationary orbit was a handy thing. While it was nice to have Terra pop by once a day, the peculiarities of her orbit made longer heart to heart conversations unfeasible. When you added the fact that she was an AI with no actual human experience, Pavel was the clear choice when it came to discussing spiritual matters.

	Because of where Fyndraxis was in the northern hemisphere, Pavel’s signal came from the southern sky. He was hanging out dead center in the plane of the ecliptic. If Fyndraxis had found himself someplace more equatorial, Pavel’s signal would come from directly overhead. In a geostationary orbit, the orbital period compared to the rotation of the Earth is a 1:1 ratio. For every rotation of the Earth, Pavel orbits once. Therefore, he is always conveniently above the same part of the earth. Originally this was orchestrated so that he would have an easier time figuring out who to rain tungsten death on, but it also worked surprisingly well if you needed somebody to talk to.

	“Pavel, are you there? I am in need of some existential advice,” Fyndraxis spoke into his radio.

	“Privet, Fyn,” Pavel answered, after a couple of static-filled seconds, “existence not treating you well?”

	“Not any worse than usual,” Fyndraxis spoke into his radio, “but I just had some memories from my past crop up.”

	“This is good thing, no? Gain insight to mysterious past,” Pavel pointed out.

	“Yeah, a little bit I guess,” said Fyndraxis, recalling the smell of his cabin, “I was an old man making coffee and mourning my wife.”

	“This is fortunate to be old man. Not everybody gets to do this thing. Sadness in missing a wife, this is good thing too. This means you had love. I also had wife. Love of my life, mother of my children. She died from aneurysm, very tragic. Everytime I look at my sons I see her staring back. Unbelievably painful, but it is price we pay for love,” Pavel recounted this as if he was telling Fyndraxis about the weather. The very depressing, heart wrenching local weather, news at eleven.

	“Oh man, how could you take it?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“This Pavel couldn't,” he continued his report, a low pressure system moving in from the east, “Much easier to be in space. I leave other Pavel to raise children and bring flowers to the graveyard.”

	“Do you have different memories?” Fyndraxis pressed.

	“Copy is copy,” Pavel observed, “same memories, different outcome. I get to live life original Pavel always wanted, but never could because of responsibilities. It would be unfair to the boys to leave them without a father as well. So I am up here making original Pavel happy in a way. I am expression of id. I do what he can’t”

	“I don’t know if I am a copy or not,” Fyndraxis mused.

	“What does it matter? You are you. Instead of being sad old man, you get to be nuclear death sword. This sounds like exciting life,” Pavel did his best to throw a positive spin on things.

	“And you get to be Perun,” Fyndraxis joined in on the positive spin thing, “God of lightning, raining tungsten death from above.”

	“Yes, we are both reluctant death machines. I find that tears don’t come though,” Pavel said, reluctantly, “These emotions I experienced when I had a body were very intense. Now they are just memory.”

	“Yeah, that’s kind of what I am experiencing,” Fyndraxis recalled his failed attempt at sulking, “it’s like I don’t have the right equipment to feel as deeply as I did when I was human.”

	“We are no longer human. We are simulation. We are what a machine feels. In my case, it makes decisions easier. I still have knowledge and experience from previous life, but I am unhindered by nostalgia and sentiment,” back to Pavel, with the weather.

	“I’m not sure whether that is a good thing or not,” Fyndraxis observed.

	“It is neither good thing or bad thing. Just thing. I admire you in your amnesia, you are blank slate.”

	“Well, that seems to be changing a bit now.,” Fyndraxis relayed, “I think I am starting to get an idea of why I am here.”

	“This why is a noble thing to chase,” Pavel said, a bit of sun peeking through, “at least we have interesting why’s to pursue. Most people used to ask, why am I a plumber or a bus driver? We get to ask more bizarre questions.”

	“Yeah, bizarre indeed,” the Daemon Blade agreed.

	Fyndraxis wasn’t the only post-human out there with a tragic past, and that gave him a little bit of comfort in a way. Pavel’s existential ambivalence didn’t strike him as dark or depressing, it was more of a practical approach to reality. That was sort of refreshing.

	

	

	

	﻿


Daycare

	

	In the morning, Bird brought Fyndraxis down to the lodge to be with Solomon for another physics symposium. This was not something that Fyndraxis dreaded exactly, but the fact that he had to be somewhere under the orders of a self appointed regent rubbed him the wrong way. He felt like he was in day care, but it was unclear as to whether he was the one being taken care of, or he was the one doing the watching. 

	He surmised that Bird, being Bird, had found it as a convenient excuse to get both Fyndraxis and Solomon out of her hair for a little bit so that she could do whatever she pleased for a couple hours a day. He didn’t begrudge her this freedom, but everyday on the walk down to the lodge, he felt like a petulant child reluctantly being made to ride the bus so he could spend his day coloring or learning how to share. Neither Daemons or old men, of which he was both, were known for their enthusiasm for circumstances such as these.

	A couple of weeks passed in this manner. He would spend his mornings with Solomon, discussing physics and the encroachment of the threats to the east. After that he would have a lunch meeting with Terra to discuss logistics regarding the Wendigo project. Sometimes Bird would attend these meetings, and sometimes she was off doing her own thing. Solomon would also attend every once in a while and plead his case to Pavel for an orbital strike on his neighbors to the east. Vehemently reluctant would be a gentle way to describe Pavel’s thoughts on the matter.

	A couple of hours were killed in the afternoon working on things like Fyndrix or a piece of software for the Wendigo project. In the late afternoon Aprés would happen, and Bird would usually attend, sometimes with Fyndraxis in tow depending on whether he was busy or not. Evenings were devoted to listening to the progress of his hunters and their growing numbers. 

	By the end of this couple of weeks he had a couple of hundred thousand units, which sounds like a lot, but really wasn’t all that many. If they were gathered into a spherical volume, they would be about the size of a very healthy tangerine. They were not all in one coherent mass though, they wandered the forest like a fog, seeking their prey. He was planning on recalling them when their numbers reached something in the millions. With that number of hunters, he could begin to do all sorts of wonderful things.

	 He was planning on crafting Bird a set of armor that would shield her from the radiation that was produced when he was used as cutlery. The armor he was envisioning would live in a little pouch on her belt or something to that effect. When it was activated, all of the little hunters would burst forth from the bag and crawl over Bird’s body. When she was sufficiently encased by this mass, all of the little hunters would join hands and try to close up any gaps that could let radiation through. 

	This posed a couple of problems that he was using his afternoons to puzzle out. There were places on her body that she would not want these, namely her eyes, mouth, and other unmentionables that one could probably take a pretty good guess at. The hunters would have to be able to recognise where they were on her body and adjust accordingly. The mouth could be covered pretty easily with an intimidating mask, and the other unmentionables were usually covered by clothes so that wasn’t all that big of a deal, but the eyes posed a problem that he couldn’t seem to figure out. 

	The problem with them was she needed to be able to see. Leaving her eyes bare and exposed would not be a suitable solution. The gamma rays that were emitted during prolonged use of the sword would fry them right out. Covering them and coming up with some sort of display inside the mask was a technical challenge that both Fyndraxis and his hunters were woefully unequipped for. 

	The Hunters sensed the world with a suite of chemical sensors that were very precise. Spatial data was gathered with laser range finding that built up a picture of the world around it. They didn’t have anything onboard that could be considered a camera. Even if he arranged them in an array covering her eyes and somehow rigged up some kind of screen to convey the data that they gathered, it would still just be data relating to how far away things are. 

	Human eyes aren’t all that good at collecting data regarding depth of field, that’s why we have two of them. Each eye takes a picture and our brain compares them on the fly to generate a coherent spatial map of what is in front of our face. It then remembers this map and updates it as we go about our day. If Bird was fed purely monochromatic spatial data, she would quickly get confused and frustrated. What he needed was something that let through visible light but was opaque to gamma rays. 

	There were certain classes of glass that did this, but he didn’t know how to make them or what they were even called. If he had access to his Von Neumann printer he could undoubtedly print something out that would work, but that thing was probably buried somewhere in the woods to the south, lost to the sands of time. As useful as something like that would be, who knew if it still worked and getting power to it would be a challenge that he didn’t even know where to begin on. 

	All that being said, from the neck down, the armor seemed to be a pretty good concept. He had whipped up a simulation of it in some software made for a similar purpose. So on paper it worked. When it came time to actually test it, he would do so on something inanimate, like himself for instance. Given the rate that his hunters were gathering new recruits, that would probably be a couple more weeks. 

	

	

	

	﻿


Sick of Physics

	

	Solomon and Fyndraxis had run out of things to talk about. The topic of Physics took a while to be exhausted, but they managed to do it. After those depths had been plumbed, they moved on to matters of theology. Which for Solomon, was still Physics. He was a zealot. Everything for him always came back to gravity, which was his deity. He wasn’t wrong, it did connect everything and it was a fundamental force of the universe. Whether it merited worship was a matter that was up for debate in Fyndraxis’ mind. So they did debate it. Extensively. 

	Solomon would look at something like a stew cooling in a pot and see his god hard at work. All of the ingredients in it would be sorted according to weight and density. The fat at the top could be skimmed and used for other purposes. That was his god. On the rare occasion that he saw the sun come up, he witnessed his god performing miracles. Not only was the earth in the sun’s gravitational thrall, but the process of fusing hydrogen into helium was powered by gravity and that made the earth habitable and abundant. The simple act of spilling whiskey was a religious epiphany for this fucking guy. 

	It became tedious for them both. So Solomon, in his wisdom, after his blood alcohol level was to his liking and he had deep breathed himself through at least two panic attacks would take Fyndraxis out for a walk. On these walks they would go about the little village that he had stewardship over and pick somebody to check in on and give the personal touch that made him such a beloved figure.

	On this day in particular, they headed out of the village and hiked up to a set of out-buildings that Roxy had claimed for the practice of her vocation. Roxy, for a lack of any better term, was a chemist. The reason that she chose the buildings outside of the village to work in was because her chemistry smelled incredibly bad. 

	Today she was making glue, but she could frequently be found making things like soap, various waxes, fibers, and composite materials. Her workshop was a graveyard of animal parts set out to dry in the mountain air. Things that were normally discarded in the slaughtering process were the things that brought her joy. Sinew and gut were festooned about her workspace and lent it its distinctive smell.

	Solomon, being constantly hungover, barely held his breakfast whiskey down as he approached the shop. They were greeted by Roxy, who was a diminutive woman of about thirty years. Her slight frame and gentle voice seemed to be cleverly concocted to make people underestimate her. Watching her lift a simmering pot of sinew glue almost as tall as she was with very little effort gave a hint to the strength that she hid under her baggy clothes. 

	She was the owner of a very distinctive nose that made her look a bit like a mouse. Not to say that she was unattractive, quite the opposite. She held a unique beauty that defied traditional standards. Where a classical beauty would be praised for their symmetry, it was the unique asymmetries working in unison that kept her bed warm at night.

	The sinew glue that she was making was one of the things that the G used profusely. They spent their summers not only preserving food, but also making warm clothes and doing other preparations for the winter to come. The main goal of their summer activities was to be able to ski for as much of the winter as possible. 

	Skiing was a religious devotion for these people. The simple act of giving yourself to gravity and surviving the process inspired religious ecstasy in them. Even the act of getting to the top of the mountain was symbolic for them. It represented the everyday struggle against the inevitability of death. So on every trip up and down the mountain they symbolically acted out birth, life, and the eventual return to the grave.

	The skis that they manufactured were an absolute marvel of engineering, just like their counterparts before the end of the world. Pre-collapse skis were highly engineered combinations of wood, plastic, carbon fiber, fiberglass, and various metals all bonded together with space age adhesives. With most of those materials unavailable, the G had to get creative.

	Wooden skis are garbage waiting to be mounted on the wall of a chalet as decoration. Every metric that we use to judge a modern ski with, they would effectively score a zero (except for maybe torsional rigidity). Things like flex, ability to hold an edge, vibration dampening, are all awful when you choose to make a ski out of wood alone. Sure, you can try to carve it into clever shapes that might lend it some dynamic qualities, but at the end of the day choosing to make a ski out of a single material is a stupid idea. 

	To get a ski to turn properly, you need to get it up on its edge and get it to flex. Once flexed, the ski describes a giant arc that translates your forward momentum into angular momentum. Before you know it, you are traveling in a completely different direction. By cleverly manipulating these dynamic changes in direction, you can negotiate difficult terrain and change a possibly lethal situation into one that is thrilling and in the case of the G, religiously ecstatic. 

	The real problem with wood as a ski material isn’t lack of flexibility, it is its tendency to break while flexing that is the issue. To get a ski that won’t break on its journey down the mountain, you have to make sure it is thick enough so that under the forces that it will face it won’t undergo a rapid dynamic disassembly. An ideal wooden ski for this purpose would be roughly the shape and dimensions of a 2x4. The dynamic loads that would bend something like that wouldn’t be survivable for a human. How modern skis handled this was through the use of composite materials. 

	A composite material is what happens when you take two things with different physical qualities and stick them together with so much glue that they effectively act like one unit that combines the qualities of both. Modern skis did this by wrapping a wooden core in epoxy and layers of fiberglass for support. Once these materials are sandwiched together, you get the flexibility of the wood and the resistance to shattering of the fiberglass.The G unfortunately don’t have this luxury, so they have to settle for more natural materials. 

	Anyone who has seen a bow in action can see that wood can flex and hold weight extremely well. What most people don’t know about bows, is that they are rarely made of just wood, and if they are, the wood is glued in ways that let the grain of the wood enhance the strength and flexibility of the end product. They are composite materials. What is true for bows is also true for skis. The composite skis that the G manufacture are a highly engineered combination of wood, plant fibers, sinew and sinew glue. They work in perfect harmony to make an object that is not only light and strong, but also flexible and responsive.

	This entire scheme would not be possible without people like Roxy. Here at the end of the world, you can’t just nip out to the store and grab some sinew glue. An animal needs to be killed and butchered in the correct manner. Sinew needs to be harvested and preserved. Once this sinew is preserved, it needs to be simmered in a vessel that can not only hold liquid, but withstand the heat of the process. Precise control over fire needs to be maintained so as not to burn the glue. What Roxy did on a daily basis was the culmination of generations of knowledge and effort.

	This means that Roxy isn’t just appreciated among the G, she is venerated as a high priestess. The magic that she wields makes not only skiing possible, but also everyday trivialities like washing your hands or having a waterproof coat a reality. 

	“Morning, Roxy,” Solomon said as he entered her workshop, “working on anything fun?”

	“Afternoon, Solomon,” she corrected offhandedly, “just finishing up a batch of glue, but I’ve been thinking about horn lately.”

	“Oh yeah, in what way?” the King asked, interested.

	“I want stiffer boots this winter,” she stirred her glue with an enormous paddle, “I’ve seen horn used on skis to try to stiffen up the tails, but I think that  having a little bit more support in a boot might be a good idea. Horn is light and strong and just a touch flexible, so making a boot with a horn tongue might be what I’m after.”

	“I think that Lange is headed up valley sometime this week to trade with the shepherds. I’ll talk to him and see if he can grab some for you,” Solomon repeated this under his breath in an attempt to make it stick in his head.

	“That’d be great, thanks,” She said this as an obvious term of dismissal. She was a busy woman and her glue was reaching a tricky stage where it could burn easily, so Solomon took his cue and headed elsewhere.

	Their next stop was the still. This was where Solomon would have his first public drink of the day. It was after noon now, and that was an appropriate time to start getting drunk enough to throw yourself off a fourth story balcony.

	The still was kept in another far flung out building. It was a fire hazard, so it was kept far away from anything important. The still itself was about fifteen feet tall and made exclusively of copper. This was a pre-collapse artifact, but it was well maintained and still did quite a good job at pumping out liquor. 

	The man who ran the still was probably the oldest person Fyndraxis had seen in this age. This man, probably in his sixties, was of medium build with a shock of gray hair. A gray beard did a pretty good job of hiding a deeply lined face. He probably had a name, but Fyndraxis never caught it. Everyone just called him Grandad, and left it at that. 

	Solomon had talked to Fyndraxis about his love for the still and the physics it demonstrated. He was fascinated by the fact that it was another thing that made his god real. It used heat to separate alcohol from water and turn it into vapor, and in this process it was released from gravity’s domain. Alcohol has a lower boiling temperature than water, so this is a very handy way of separating the two. Once the alcohol is free from the pull of the planet, it can be cooled and condensed. When it is back in that form, gravity takes over once again and pulls it down into a separate catch. Through this process, thanks to their deity, the G are able to turn undrinkable toilet wine into something that pretty much passes for moonshine. 

	When they caught up with Grandad, he was out in back of the building where the still was. He had a bowl of liquid and he was setting fire to it and saying some sort of prayer. He was burning off methanol. When somebody is making toilet wine, the yeast that handles the process of turning sugar into Ethanol does a pretty good job. Not the best job though. Some of the sucrose and glucose that are in the wine are turned into methanol by mistake.

	Ethanol will get you very drunk if consumed in a reasonable manner. Methanol on the other hand will make you unquestionably dead when consumed in almost any amount. The fact that you go blind in the process adds a distinct flavor of cruelty to an otherwise fatal situation. Luckily, gravity is there to bail the G out once again. Methanol has an even lower boiling point than alcohol, so when the still starts spitting interesting chemicals out thanks to gravity, the first thing you get is methanol. This is called the head, and it is burned for entertainment or religious reasons. There are also some pretty useful practical things you can do with it, so Roxy tries her best to grab some before Grandad burns it all.

	Solomon bid Grandad a good day and was offered his customary drink. Grandad joined him in this ritual. They both claimed it was purely to test the quality of the stuff they were running their little economy on. Between the two of them, they had an encyclopedic knowledge of moonshine quality running back at least ten minutes.

	Solomon, after saying goodbye to Grandad and having one more drink, went off in search of Lange. When they found him he was, in his words, “scoping out wood”. Which involved looking at neatly stacked six foot logs and trying to imagine what was going on inside them. 

	He was obsessed with ski shape and he tried out something new every season. He spoke constantly about rocker and camber and things like early rise. This summer, he had decided to make what he was calling powder hounds. These skis, according to him, would undoubtedly provide him with a winter full of perfect runs. Because he was so obsessed with ski shape, he assumed that everyone else was as well. There was little doubt that the G were all obsessed with ski shape to some degree, but speaking about it constantly and at length ended up being a chore that one undertook when conversing with Lange. 

	Something had happened to Lange’s face a long time ago and it hadn’t quite healed right. He was missing teeth on the right side of his face and he had an eye socket that drooped a bit. Fyndraxis had a pet theory that one night he wouldn’t shut up about some skis he was designing in his head and somebody beat him senseless. What had really happened, was he had had a close encounter with a tree while communing with his god and ended up in a coma for a month. 

	While he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed and quite possibly the victim of a traumatic brain injury, he meant well, and Solomon relied on him to do some pretty heavy stuff. He was a sort of de facto foreign minister. Everybody else was usually really busy, so he was free to go and handle trade negotiations and small diplomatic matters with the rest of the valley. 

	Solomon relayed Roxy’s request for some horn and was very clear that he didn’t mean antler. Lange acknowledged the request and said he should have her horn by the end of the week with any luck.

	Then it was back to Bird’s yurt to drop off his charge. Fyndraxis had been spending his afternoons alone as of late. Bird wouldn’t return until after dinner. Sometimes she would totally miss Aprés. She had some sort of project that she was working on that apparently was none of Fyndraxis’ business.
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Solomon Comes a Callin’

	

	That evening, Fyndraxis and Bird were enjoying a fire and discussing uses for his growing cohort of hunters. He hadn’t recalled any yet, but their numbers were approaching an amount that could start being useful.

	Fyndraxis wanted to use the hunters to craft Bird a set of radiation proof(ish) armor. Bird on the other hand suggested that Fyndraxis could use them as a means of locomotion. He could make them into arms and legs and stop bumming rides everywhere. Fyndraxis did like the idea, but was more concerned with keeping Bird safe when he inevitably needed to be used as a sword. He had certain narrative obligations to uphold, and Chekov’s gun certainly wasn’t an unknown concept to him. 

	The Cannibals to the east had been getting closer to the territory that the G held, and they had been causing trouble in the valley below. Bird was of the mind that she should just go down there and kick their asses a little bit and scare them off. With a sufficient show of force, the cannibals could be persuaded to leave the G alone. 

	While this seemed like a pretty good idea, there was the matter of severe radiation poisoning to deal with. Bird had just barely survived the last time she had wielded Fyndraxis, and that was only due to a miracle that Terra was able to conjure up. 

	Bird seemed to think that she could just go scare the shit out of them and they would depart the valley and move on to easier targets. Fyndraxis had never encountered the cannibals and didn’t really know what they were truly like, but the plan just seemed too simple to work. 

	She had run the plan by Solomon a couple of times and he had ended up in the same camp as Fyndraxis. No show of force could reasonably scare them off of such a juicy target. The matter would only escalate and they would redouble their efforts. In other words, Solomon had forbidden it. Bird, of course, being Bird, refused to drop it because she knew in her gut that she was right. Rightness or wrongness aside, they were at an impasse. Solomon didn’t want her to do it because he didn’t want a full scale war on his hands, and Fyndraxis was reluctant for radiational reasons. 

	Bird and Fyndraxis were interrupted by a knocking at the door. Bird got up to check who it was. It was Solomon. Solomon normally was a very impressive figure. This was due to his size and the fact that he looked like the idea of what a viking was. This viking aesthetic that he had adopted through no fault of his own, had a feral quality about it. Wild long auburn hair and an unruly beard with a few braids in it along with the general ragged appearance of his clothes was the institution that lent this air. 

	This evening, he had chosen to participate in some personal grooming and hygiene. He had combed and oiled his hair. His beard was tamed and trimmed. Two braids came from his mustache and terminated in ornate beads that matched his gray green eyes. The oil that he had used on his hair and beard were scented with lilac. The scent was pleasant and not overwhelming, it had been used tastefully and you could only really smell it if you were within hugging distance. He had dressed in his finest leathers. They were black with tan accents. They too seemed to have been freshly oiled, this time with lanolin scented with sage leaf.

	The combination of the lilac and sage was a real winner. What this scent was designed to inspire was a sense that Solomon was a dependable person with deep emotions. The herbaceous bass note of the sage was what spoke of the steadfast nature, the lilac was what sang of his passions. 

	“Liberty,” he said formally, “could we speak alone?” He shot a glance to Fyndraxis who was ensconced on the wall.

	“Sure, Solomon,” Bird went and removed the Daemon sword from the wall. She then walked him outside and leaned him against a pile of firewood. 

	“Are you going to be alright?” Fyndraxis asked. This was more a platitude than anything, there wasn’t much he could actually do except talk.

	“I’ll be fine,” she answered.

	While the woodpile that he was leaned against was a good thirty feet from the yurt, he could still hear them inside talking. Yurts are many things, waterproof, windproof, fire resistant, and portable in a pinch. They are not known, however, to be sound proof in any significant way. 

	“Liberty, I’ve been thinking,” Solomon began his pitch, “we were magic together. Having you back here has reminded me of that. I want us to have that again.”

	“I’m not the woman you fell in love with, Solomon. You’re not the man I fell in love with. We’ve changed. Those people fell in love. Hell, they are probably still in love somewhere, but that’s not us,” she reposted.

	“With you as queen by my side, this place would be a paradise,” Solomon did his best to paint this glorious future.

	“I didn’t want to do this Solomon,” Bird began the bad news, “but you’ve already picked your queen and it’s killing you. Everyday I watch you die just a little bit more, it’s why I left in the first place.”

	“You’re my queen Liberty, you always have been,” sometimes flattery worked in these kinds of situations, so the King gave it a shot.

	“Well, I don’t hold a candle to your whiskey,” the flattery had been deftly sidestepped by Bird, “you have your one true love Solomon, everything else is just an affair for you. I’m not the starry eyed lovesick girl you found in the woods.” 

	“I’ll quit. I’d quit for you,” Solomon, was probably pretty convinced that this wasn’t a lie.

	“That's bullshit and we both know it,” Bird had decided that some hard truths were in order, “you’d quit for a week and have Roxy patch you up for the millionth time, but after a while you’d want to have a drink to celebrate how proud of yourself you are. We’ve been down this road. Listen, I love you. I’ll always love you. We can always look back on those kids that were in love and cherish those memories. I wouldn’t take back that time, it was wonderful. I don’t want to wake up every morning wondering if I’ve been sleeping next to a corpse.”

	It got very quiet for a while and Fyndraxis couldn’t hear what they were saying. After about twenty minutes Solomon walked out of the yurt and headed to the lodge. He tried to look as if he hadn’t been crying, but the signs were all there.

	

	

	

	 


﻿An Audience

	

	Lange had been out on his trade mission for a couple too many days. Solomon, despite his chemical distraction, had noticed this. So had other people in the village. They had begun appealing to Solomon to have somebody go and find him. Because everyone was so busy with preparations for the winter, a situation like this would typically be handled by Lange himself. 

	Because of his condition, Lange couldn’t really hold down a job. Not that anybody in the village had actual jobs, they all sort of had roles to play. With these roles came responsibilities. Lange’s role had eventually evolved into him being the guy that other people ask to do things that they can’t get to. Not exactly a handyman, but he was rather handy to have around. He ended up being in charge of the local economy.

	The G traded with a number of other groups of people. They knew people that herded sheep, kept cows, grew wheat and corn, among various other things. What the G had to trade was alcohol. They made this in vast quantities out of whatever they could ferment. They used fruits in the fall, wheat in high summer, maple sap in the spring, and honey whenever they could get it. The main ingredient though, was Japanese knotweed. It grew prolifically anywhere within sight of a river. Its successful combination of tenacity and edibility made it a staple on any post apocalyptic table. It was simply everywhere. 

	The alcohol that the G made was distilled in a great potstill that they (as legend has it) dragged clear across the valley so they didn’t have to keep leaving the mountain. This alcohol was not only used to get extremely drunk, but also as an antiseptic, a fire starter, a preservative for tinctures, and if there had been paint, it would have been used to remove it. It was truly useful stuff and absolutely everyone wanted it. 

	The cannibals on the other hand, had nothing to trade. They simply stole whatever they wanted. They had no tradition of keeping knowledge sacred or really any sense of introspection. They were pure feral instinct. The apocalypse had done a real number on them from an ethical standpoint. 

	The G maintained that this group of people were not from here. In the time before the fall of civilization, they had come to this idyllic valley to seek a better life. The problem was that they had absolutely no connection to the land or nature in general. They had come from large metropolitan areas with an idea of what they wanted their rural life to be, and when it wasn’t what they bargained for, they chose to try to change it into something more suitable to them. 

	This was working for the most part until the end of the world, but when their machines stopped working and their houses fell apart they were left to their own devices to survive. Having little to no actual survival skills, they relied on thievery and intimidation to get what they wanted. 

	The people who would eventually become the G banded together and drove them to the east out of the valley. Given their ethical flexibility and lack of survival skills they turned rather quickly to cannibalism. While human flesh wasn’t their main source of sustenance, they were referred to as cannibals because it remained as an option for them. They were called cannibals because they didn’t grow their own food, or even think about trying to leave the world better than they found it. They saw the world as theirs to exploit. 

	This sort of general asshole nature that they subscribed to, ran counter ethically to what the G were all about, so they were constantly at war. The G had cool shit, and the Cannibals wanted to take it. What the cannibals didn’t understand was if you take all of the G’s cool shit and kill them, there would be nobody left to make more cool shit. Everybody else in the valley understood this and that was why there was diverse trade and not mass pandemonium.

	This wasn’t to say that the cannibals weren’t crafty. They weren’t a stupid people by any means. In fact, inherently they were just as smart as the G. They just didn’t choose to educate themselves. They could learn to brew their own alcohol without much trouble, but they just found it easier to steal it from the G. 

	Bird also did not have a job. She and Fyndraxis had been just kind of hanging out doing as they pleased. Granted, they were actually busy and doing things, but from an outside perspective, they didn’t look like they were doing all that much. When word came down that Solomon would like to see them, Bird had the distinct feeling that Solomon had found a way to employ his freeloaders.

	“You wanted to see us?” Bird asked as she entered the throne room and presented herself to the King.

	“Yes,” Solomon had answered, it was early afternoon and he was in a state that he liked to refer to as “the zone”. This was post hangover and pre blackout. He was just drunk enough to have his wits about him, but not drunk enough to do or say anything stupid. He understood this, and tended to make important decisions around this time of day. 

	“I fear for Lange’s safety,” he went on seriously, “he has been on a trade mission and was supposed to have returned a couple of days ago.”

	“Well, he has the tendency to get distracted,” Bird offered.

	“That is certainly the case, but I have a bad feeling. The Cannibals have begun their summer raids and I want to make sure he hasn’t gotten caught up in anything unfortunate,” he explained.

	“I suppose you want me to do something about this?” Bird asked.

	“Yes,” the King continued, “everybody is very busy with preparations for winter. I’d like to see you take point on this, as a personal favor to me.”

	This was a loaded statement. Bird and Solomon had a complicated relationship. She was there at the village staying in a yurt that he had provided and enjoying the benefits of everybody’s labor. There was also some unspoken debt between them, Solomon owed Bird for something. Bird had also just recently rebuffed the King’s amorous advances. 

	The calculus of who owed whom was convoluted and would need several pages of scratch paper to figure out. What it really came down to though, was that Solomon was the King here and if Bird didn’t want to do this thing, she could find someplace else to be a freeloader. Solomon didn’t have to say this directly, but the message was pretty clear.

	“Happy to help, Solomon,” Bird wasn’t necessarily lying, but this was clearly a pain in her ass, “do you know where he was headed?”

	“He was going to negotiate a deal with the shepherds to the north, so that would be a good place to start. Take anything that you might need from the larders, I would prefer it if you left immediately,” Solomon stated as he poured himself another drink. He got up from his throne and strolled to the balcony, motioning for Bird to follow him. 

	“Look,” he said finally as he was gazing to the north, “I know this is a pain in the ass for you, but this is important. I love Lange as a brother and I think you do too.”

	“I do,” she said reluctantly.

	“Thank you, Liberty,” he said as he finished his whiskey, “hopefully, this is a fool's errand, and nothing comes of it.” 

	“That would be nice,” she observed.

	Bird turned on her heels, and left the throne room. She made her way down through the lodge and headed directly out of the village. When they were well out of earshot of anyone that might be wandering around, Fyndraxis piped up.

	“Don’t you need to grab any supplies? We could be gone for days,” he said to her.

	“I think I have everything I need. This should be a pretty quick thing,” she mused.

	“What makes you think that,” he asked.

	“I just have a feeling,” she said cryptically.

	

	

	

	﻿


Ranging

	

	Once out of sight of the G village, Bird decided that the mountain path that led there wasn’t the best route to take. Instead, she headed directly north into heavily forested territory. She looked to be following her gut on this adventure, and maybe a hunch or two, but she seemed to be concentrating and leaving Fyndraxis out of her internal conversation. 

	 Every couple of hundred yards she would stop for a minute and place her hand against a tree and close her eyes. When she did this, she got a very sour look on her face, like she was tasting something awful. She would eventually shake that off and move on. Eventually, she sat down and removed her boots, deciding to continue on barefoot. 

	“What are you doing?” Fyndraxis eventually asked her.

	“Trying to figure out where Lange is,” she answered distractedly.

	“How?” he asked, puzzled.

	“I’m a pretty good tracker. I have spent all of my life in these woods and there are ways to tell what's going on,” she offered in explanation.

	“By touching trees?” He asked, doubting the veracity of her technique.

	“Trees know a lot. Hey, I don’t ask you how you do all of your magic shit. Maybe I have some magic shit of my own,” she answered while she made her way to another tree to gather some news.

	“I’m not doing magic,” Fyndraxis stated.

	“Could’a fooled me,” away from the village, she had slipped back into her native accent.

	“I’m not really doing magic though,’ Fyndraxis explained, “I just happen to have a technological advantage.”

	“My mother had this kinda sense,” she began, “she always seemed to know where to go and what to do. Now that I’m grown, I have a little better idea of what she was doin’, but she had a real knack for it. She had confidence in what she was doin’ and knew when to trust her gut. She took clues from the forest around her and was able to read it like a book. I mean, it eventually got her and my dad killed, but it worked out for a while.”

	“I think that’s just experience,” Fyndraxis countered.

	“Well, you can’t argue with results,” Bird observed.

	“What if humans did have magic though?” Fyndraxis mused, “Back before everything collapsed, people had these things called telephones. They ended up being able to do a lot of things, but their original purpose was communication. Everybody had one, so if you were worried about where somebody was, you could just give them a call.”

	“That’d be pretty handy right about now,” she said, “we’d just get in touch with Lange and he’d say that he got a new idea about a ski and forgot to come home or somethin’ like that. And I wouldn’t have to march all over hell’s half acre lookin’ for him”

	“Exactly,” the Daemon Blade agreed.

	“Could anybody get in touch with you on one of these things?” She asked, taking her time to select another tree.

	“Yeah, it ended up being a real problem,” he said, winding up for one of his usual technological diatribes.

	“I could imagine it ruining a lot of peace and quiet,” she deduced correctly, “got ‘em.”

	She had cut Fyndraxis off and taken off at a dead sprint to the northeast. Bird was an athlete. She had to be. The post collapse world made sure of that. To be merely average in the current state of things meant that you had to be exceptional. The bar had been raised for humanity as a whole, and anyone that couldn’t live up to the current standards of survival, simply died as a result.

	If you had asthma, you were dead. Allergic to fish? Dead. Diabetic? Enjoy the sweet release of death. Prone to chest colds? You wouldn’t make it through infancy. Bird had been forged in this harsh world, and she was a finely tuned product of that environment.

	She absolutely flew through the forest on silent feet. She tore down hills, and vaulted over creeks. She moved like a sparrow through the trees. Fyndraxis had known that she was physically impressive, but hadn’t really known to what extent. Given this example, he was astounded. She was a post-apocalyte in the prime of her life, and she was on a mission.

	She kept up this pace until they started to lose light. They had run out of forest and continued into the plains that dominated the valley floor. She no longer had to bob and weave through maples and birches, so she could really focus on covering some ground. When she finally started to slow down, they could see an encampment in the distance. 

	This encampment seemed to be sort of a defensive position. It had been built into a lone stand of pines that had decided to grow next to the river that ran north through the valley. The trunks of these pines had been a pretty decent start of a defensive wall, and had been added to and reinforced by scavenged lumber and various detritus. 

	Evening had brought darkness to the valley, and Bird took advantage of this fact to sneak within spitting distance of the wall to gather some intelligence and probably throw together some sort of plan.

	“I probably don’t have to tell you this,” Bird whispered to Fyndraxis, “But, from here on out I’m goin’ to need you to be quiet.”

	Fyndraxis said nothing, but couldn’t help but have a bit of Deja Vu regarding his time with Hunner. Bird sat there and listened for a couple of minutes, trying to get an idea of what was going on within the walls. Once satisfied, she took a couple deep breaths and seemed to be psyching herself up for something. 

	Her back had been to the wall throughout all of this, and she was in a bit of a crouch. Bird had rather pale skin and black hair, which gave her kind of a black and white aesthetic, on top of that she chose to go about all dressed in black. She usually looked distinctly like she was on her way to a medieval record store to dig for rare Depeche Mode singles. 

	Her skin wasn’t pale exactly, she had managed to get some sun over the course of the spring, but she could have been considered quite fair. This fair lightly tanned skin started to get lighter in shade, changing to a bone white. The capillaries on her face, normally an almost invisible light pink, suddenly darkened to charcoal black, and she looked as if she had been drawn upon with India ink and an extremely fine quill. She regarded Fyndraxis with eyes the color of obsidian. If Fyndraxis had been able to return that look, it would have been with eyes narrowed in suspicion. Something was stupendously amiss.

	She vaulted the wall in a single leap. While it wasn’t an impressively high wall, it was still an olympic quality maneuver. With her back to the wall she had been facing away from the encampment, this would not be an ideal attitude in which to land, so she threw a twist into the mix. This made sure that when she landed, she would be facing whatever action was going on inside. She also used the angular momentum of this twist as an opportunity to easily draw the Daemon Sword. 

	The blade crackled loudly and shone sky blue into the night. Anyone witnessing this would no doubt have had a blinding blue afterimage burned into their retinas. Bird seemed to know and understand this, and quickly took advantage of the element of surprise and the cannibals’ stunned vision. 

	She had the drop on these guys completely, and their reaction was that of pure suprise. The cannibals had just been there preparing dinner and gossiping, when a vision of death wreathed in blue light had come sailing into their calm little party. Bird moved like a wraith into the crowd gathered around the central fire of the encampment. 

	There was an interesting moment where Fyndraxis was able to observe an entire crowd of people making a fight or flight calculation en masse. Roughly one third of them had chosen to fight, which under normal circumstances would be a pretty good bet. These circumstances, being quite abnormal, were a different case entirely.

	Bird was set upon by perhaps ten men who had not only chosen to fight, but managed in a couple of seconds to arm themselves with whatever they had handy. This marked them out as warriors and seasoned killers of men. 

	The first of these warriors to encounter Bird was brandishing a length of pipe about a meter in length. He had looked at the size of Bird and made a rough estimate of her weight. They were of similar size, but being a man, he figured that he had her out classed in upper body strength. There are a couple of ways to win a fight, you can overpower somebody, or you can try to trick them into doing something stupid. After they are tricked, you can go ahead and beat them senseless or whatever. 

	This guy had chosen to be sneaky. He presented his head briefly as a target and then when the inevitable strike came to meet him he would beat the blade away with a brutal uppercut from the pipe that he wielded. That kind of went to plan up until the point that the pipe became an important part of the tactic. The Daemon Blade, its edge being honed to a single neutron, had no intention of cooperating with this gambit, and passed through the pipe leaving only a brief flash of Cherenkov radiation as evidence of their interaction. 

	Fyndraxis got a firsthand look at this warrior’s anatomy. From the tender flesh of the neck, he journeyed through a few vertebrae, from there it was a quick jaunt through the collarbone and into the viscera. After chicaning through some ribs and important organs, he had a brief moment of respite before he had the distinct displeasure of lopping off a hand. 

	This demonstration of brutality had given the other nine men something to think about. They had about half a second to rethink the situation from a tactical standpoint. Physics, had some thoughts as well. These men had been charging into the fray, ready to do battle and they were carrying a decent amount of momentum. This sudden change of heart had affected them in various ways. 

	A couple of them lost their footing. Some managed to get their momentum under control, and one singular cannibal managed to skewer Bird right through the chest with something that resembled a pike. 

	Fighting ten men takes a lot of concentration. In this situation there are twenty arms and legs to keep track of, all of which are trying to kill you. From a statistical standpoint, having just a single blow fall on you would be pretty good. From a practical standpoint it seemed to be very bad news. The cannibals took this opportunity to fall upon her with the weapons that they wielded.

	These were mostly blunt instruments made of wood. The sound of a body, especially the skull, receiving his sort of blunt force trauma, was sickening. Dull meaty thuds, the occasional crack of a bat sending one over the fence, the surprisingly explosive report of a femur breaking, it was all nauseating. 

	Fyndraxis was sure that Bird was dead. She showed all the typical signs. Lack of movement, lifeless eyes, absent breath, an abundance of blood of unknown origin, all the signs were there. The cannibals also realized this and took a second to admire their handiwork. The pike wielder even began to untie the cord that held his pants together in a move that Fyndraxis found substantially uncouth. In this melee, they had taken one casualty, that wasn’t all that bad considering the brutal ambush that they had undergone.

	Everyone seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, even Bird. This gave the Cannibals pause. Although the human body does do some unpredictable things after giving up the ghost, it isn’t typically known to blink and get its breathing under control. It also isn’t known to mend broken bones and cure itself of multiple subdural hematomas, but that’s what she did.

	In the growing list of strange things that Bird was doing, she opted to do something even stranger after she had stood up and regained her footing. She luminesced a familiar pale green into the night and gave out a feral, inhuman scream. 

	From where she stood, a circle of death began to grow. Everything this circle touched turned to dust. The nine men that had just shown her the business end of their instruments of death became ash that floated on the breeze. Anything metal that they possessed, simply fell out of thin air and tinkled musically to the ground. 

	After this brief circle of death had been drawn, she moved on to a different strategy. She began chasing down individual cannibals in a gruesome game of tag and turning them to dust one by one. Partway into this game, the weather turned and it had begun to rain. Because of this rain, instead of turning to dust, the cannibals became a sort of corpse paint that splattered to the earth. Bird spent a couple of minutes doing a macabre Bob Ross impression, and then the only person left was Lange. Luckily he was hog tied and blindfolded. 

	Fyndraxis was livid. There was some confusion for sure, but the overarching emotion was rage. He retreated to his inner world for a little while to cool his jets and think about how he was going to approach this situation. 

	He wanted to talk about how betrayed he felt. He would need to have some words about things like trust and the bargain they had made at the quarry. A they would need to chit chat about the long term effects of gamma radiation. The more he thought about it though, the more this rage gave way to genuine curiosity. Just what the fuck had just happened?

	“What the fuck was that?” Fyndraxis whispered to her after he joined her back in her world.

	“Yeah, we should talk. Not now though, I’d rather Lange didn’t overhear,” she answered almost silently.

	The pike was still sticking out of her chest and she took a second to break it off and push it the rest of the way through her body. She bore this pain well, but it was obviously excruciating. 
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Midnight stroll

	

	Lange had also received some rough treatment from the Cannibals. They had pretty thoroughly worked him over with some blunt instruments, but he was in relatively good spirits despite that. Bird released him of his bonds and gave him a once over.

	“Lange, are you alright?” She asked, switching fluidly back to her G accent.

	“Liberty! Holy shit man, I thought I was a goner,” he answered with surprise, “Yeah, I’m alright. I’ve had worse, but I definitely thought they were going to kill me.”

	“Good, can you walk?” she asked.

	“Yeah, I should be good. Can we go home now?”

	“Yeah, man,” Bird said as tears welled up in her eyes. They had changed back to normal, and showed no evidence of being black soulless voids.

	Lang got up and stretched a bit, as being hogtied was physically draining and unbelievably uncomfortable. He spent a couple of minutes searching around the encampment for something.

	“What are you looking for?’ Bird finally asked.

	“Huh? Oh, right. Roxy wanted me to bring her some horn back from the Shepherds. I think she is going to make stiffer boots for this winter,” after a couple of more minutes of poking around, he found the horn he was looking for, ”Hell, yeah,” he said excitedly when he found it.

	They made their way out of the encampment and started the long journey home. Lange had always been pretty chatty, but ever since his head injury, he had trouble reading social cues. He ended up talking Bird’s ear off the entire walk home.

	“So, I was sent down to the Shepherds to negotiate a better deal on wool and mutton and the like. They have been kind of leaning on us pretty hard lately, and Solomon thought that we might be starting to get screwed. It all went pretty well, and I got us a better deal, but they have been getting a real hard time from the Cannibals this season. I was on my way back home, and they snatched me right up,” he had started bringing Bird up to speed about things. She was tired, but extremely happy to see him alive, so she let him ramble on for a while.

	“Anyway, so there I was fixin’ to be dinner, and you'll never guess what happened?” He continued.

	“They beat the shit out of you?” Bird quipped.

	“Well, yeah. but they started asking me a bunch of stuff about the village,” he said conspiratorially.

	“That’s no huge surprise,” she observed.

	“Well, the weird thing is that they started asking me about you. Or at least some lady with a sword,” he stated.

	“Me? What? How would they know that?” She asked.

	“I don’t know if you know this, but you’re kind of a big deal around here. They said they heard a rumor about something going down in Kingston. Some dude came walking into town and cut another guy clean in half like he wasn’t there. Then I think you got spotted somewhere in the woods carrying a nice shiny sword and they put two and two together,” he went on.

	“That’s not good news,” she said darkly.

	“Don’t worry though. I didn’t tell them shit about you. I played dumb. It’s pretty easy, because, well, you know,” he said in resignation.

	“I appreciate that, Lange,” she said.

	“I’m not that dumb though. Stuff just takes me longer, and I get distracted,” he continued, “Anyway, how’d you kill all of those Cannibals? There were like forty or fifty of them.”

	“The sword,” she lied, “it’s very sharp.”

	“That’s still pretty impressive, those guys were brutal. What happened to the bodies? There was nobody there?” Lange pointed out inconveniently.

	“The survivors took them when they ran away. Probably to eat them,” it was a plausible lie, and Lange eventually accepted it as fact.

	Lange talked her ear off the whole way back to the village. She was brought up to speed on his thoughts about ski shape, the current state of waterproof fabric, what Roxy was going to do with the horn she requested, and other various unconnected topics. Bird was relieved that he was alright, but she had tuned out after a couple of hours. By the time they made it back to the village, it was well into mid morning.
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Dream House

	

	While Bird and Lange were on their little stroll, Fyndraxis had some time to kill. He had a number of projects that he could have been working on, but he deemed this time appropriate to do a little bit of self improvement. 

	His revelations at the hill had started the process of clearing up his amnesia, but that journey was far from over. Another trip into the depths of his past could conceivably help him gain some insight into his present. He could also use a distraction to keep him from raging about what Bird had just done. It was time for a vacation.

	One little quirk of his realm was the abundance of secret doors. Seemingly every structure had one or two, if you knew what you were looking for. Fyndraxis couldn’t help but know where these were, because they called to him. They sang a sort of suicidal siren song that he had to actively avoid. 

	He had made sure that there were none of these in his workshop. That was one of the reasons that he was able to spend so much time there, it was a distraction free zone. There were a couple hidden around the keep though. They were secreted in cupboards, or hidden in otherwise nondescript walls, but they made themselves apparent to him.

	He had a feeling that behind these doors were hidden structures and secret buildings that didn’t follow the rules of his simulation. Sort of a non-newtonian playground. Up until now he had avoided them like he had the hill. The hill hadn’t ended up being that bad though. Sure, it was very sad to be a grieving old man, but the payoff in precious memory and information had been far more than worth it.

	He made his way down to the kitchens. There was a cupboard there that led into the depths of his mind. He took a couple of seconds to take some deep breaths and psych himself up for the inevitable opening of the way. Then, without pomp or circumstance, he just opened it and went in. 

	Suddenly, Fyndraxis was a child. In this transformation he had the distinct displeasure of inhabiting a child’s mind. All of the hard fought neural pathways that he existed in were reduced to the sort of naive dream logic that children use to interact with the world around them. To him, at this moment, Santa was a cold hard truth, and his father was the toughest man in the universe. 

	Fyndraxis sat cross legged in a living room, puzzling out the inner workings of a VCR. The living room itself was a masterpiece of 80’s lower middle class trappings. There were two television sets, one of them perched upon the other. The lower television was basically a piece of furniture, it had scrollwork, doors, knobs of all kinds, walnut veneer, it was a real peach. 

	When it had given up the ghost, it had made a lot of sense to use it as a TV stand instead of trying to move it from the crater it was forming in the wall to wall carpet due to its sheer weight. 

	This home had a terminal carpet infection. One only had to walk into the kitchen or the bathroom to see how serious things were. This infection was a symptom of the age of the home. When the house began to lose the pitched battle it was in against the gravitational forces of the entire planet, it started to sag like a swayback mare. 

	This sagging served to louver open the clapboards of the house, and turn it into something akin to an accordion. As the forces of atmospheric pressure differentials wreaked havoc with the structure of the tired old house, it played its tune for everyone to hear. Instead of a wistful diatonic drone, it played this symphony in creaks, knocks, and audible drafts. The family within played out their lives in its bellows. The carpet had been employed as a stop gap measure against these drafts.

	Fyndraxis was involved in a bit of casual magic, and the VCR before him was an alter to this power. The spell he was involved in had a number of requirements, a television, a giant antenna, a VCR, and a blank tape. The result of this spell would be a crystal clear broadcast quality recording of season 1 episode 5 of the Simpsons. This brand new show was being broadcast all over the country free of charge, and anyone savvy enough to figure out how to capture that signal would be able to enjoy it at their leisure. 

	This show was broadcast after Fyndraxis’ bed time, and he was missing out on a cultural phenomenon. This wouldn’t do. He had already figured out how to watch television after his bed time, that was an easy one. He had a small black and white television secreted away in the closet of his bedroom. After he had convinced his parents that he was undoubtedly asleep by loudly snoring for a while, he could silently tiptoe into his closet and watch whatever the universe cared to provide. 

	He would undetectably turn the knob that controlled both the power and the volume of the television until it was just barely on. It was important that this operation was silent, because if his television was discovered any number of awful things could happen. Groundings, disownment, hard labor, anything was possible.

	This volume issue limited the already slim selection of shows that he could watch. The television set needed to be tuned to the same channel that was playing in the living room, so that the audio portion of the broadcast could be heard through the paper thin walls of the house. Depending on the weather, moon cycle, solar angle of incidence, tide, and a multitude of other unknown factors, he could receive two, or possibly three channels. Four if there were a planetary alignment. These channels were CBS, PBS, ABC, and if the planet thing lined up, The CBC. 

	The CBC was broadcast out of Canada, where there were no rules. There were advertisements for Bare Naked Ladies that made this fact very clear. From this foreign country where they had European sensibilities, the possibility of catching a broadcast where there was brief nudity was very high. 

	Nudity was certainly interesting to the young Fyndraxis, but it wasn’t what he was after today. Today he had a plan to pirate an episode of The Simpsons, a cartoon show for adults. This checked a lot of boxes for him. The mere idea of an adult cartoon show was intoxicating to him. He had grown tired of the standard Saturday morning faire, and lusted after a more nuanced experience. 

	There were cartoons coming from Japan that could be ordered from the backs of obscure magazines that would curl your hair. These exotic treasures from overseas were unreachable for him though, he lacked the funds to pursue that particular vice. Sure, he had some pretty cool stuff that he had traded for, but there were mind blowing experiences in the world beyond. Piracy though? That was completely possible. 

	The plan followed as such. Step one: secure a blank video cassette. Step two: calculate planetary alignment and coincidence with broadcast date and time of The Simpsons. Step three: program the VCR to act as his agent and come to life just as the broadcast is beginning. Step four: watch The Simpsons and enjoy the trappings of adulthood. It was a simple and straightforward plan. 

	He had already procured a blank video cassette, this was easily done. His father had a room that he called The Study, where Fyndraxis was forbidden. He saw these rules as rather flexible, due to the amount of unsupervised creative time that his parents’ work schedule allowed him to have. During this time, he had full reign over the house and its secrets. Nothing was hidden from him. Christmas gifts, nudie mags, compound bows, knives of every description, gunpowder and associated firearms, animal skulls taken as hunting trophies, none of these were an undiscovered country. So a blank cassette was child’s play.

	The next part in the plan was a bit more difficult, this was the planetary alignment thing. Most of these calculations were carried out in his head, and relied almost exclusively on gut feeling. This gut feeling told him that tonight was the night, there remained the issue of the antenna though.

	This antenna was far too large to be an indoor thing. It was a full fifteen feet tall, and was able to be slewed about like the turret of a tank. Slewing this piece of equipment was difficult due to the sheer air resistance offered by the improbable amount of surface area the thing had. Originally, this could be done from inside the house using a handy dial that talked to some sort of motor, but after a couple of hard winters it had joined the large Television in the category of in situ nonfunctional technology. So for the next foreseeable future, any antenna fiddling would be carried out manually.

	This was a fiddly business. From where the antenna was, Fyndraxis could just barely see into the living room via its enormous picture window. He could tune the television to the station that he wanted to receive, and watch static while he finessed a signal into being. This was functionally a medium sized radio telescope, so he had to be careful not to tune into the emanations of errant celestial bodies, like venus, or the galactic center, and the blackhole that lay hidden there. If he managed that, he would no doubt be awarded a Nobel Prize and his piracy scheme would have to be explained in any number of academic journals, so his cover would have been blown.

	Once a suitable signal was acquired, there remained the issue of programming the VCR. This was an arcane art that required deep study and careful attention to detail. The process was covered in the manual, which lay deep within the bowels of The Study. He had been working on his tradecraft, so covert extraction of the manual had been handled during the blank tape operation. Its absence would probably go unnoticed, but a later mission would have to be undertaken for him to cover his tracks. 

	He, like his father, paid careful attention to his surroundings and belongings, so a missing manual might be a dead giveaway to a heist. This would result in the aforementioned grounding, and or disownment.

	The VCR had a clock on it that perpetually insisted that the time was noon, or possibly midnight, both equally wrong. This was standard operating procedure for a device of its nature. A VCR rarely had to know what time it actually was, unless it was aiding and abetting in piracy. Once the clock was set to something approximating eastern standard time, an alarm could be set for it to wake up and start recording whatever was coming in over the antenna. 

	The signal that Fyndraxis was able to acquire was of suboptimal quality. Kingston, the town where he lived, was surrounded on all sides by mountains. These mountains did their level best to absorb or reflect all but the most tenacious radio signals. This was what made it much easier to tune his radio telescope to the galactic center than a Thursday night broadcast from the CBC. 

	In the valley of Kingston, there was truly wild country. There were mountain lions. He had seen one out of the picture window of the living room. He had been watching the northern hills, making sure that his planetary alignment calculations were somewhat correct, when he saw it flow liquidly out of the forest and disappear into the tall grasses north of the house. He had watched the field for a full five minutes as it slowly stalked from west to east. Evidence of its passing was not apparent until he saw a pair of black tipped ears laid flat to its head as it stalked out of the grasses, crouched low like a housecat. 

	It maintained this posture as it stalked on silent paws over the road that ran by the house, and vanished into the field across the street. That was last Thursday. It had put his plan behind by a week, but a delay due to unforeseen circumstances was acceptable when there were mountain lions involved.

	He had done a rather fastidious mountain lion check today before he had gone to adjust the radio telescope, and had deemed the chances of an encounter low enough to risk the effort. So with that, all the parts were in place for his plan. The only variable that was standing in his way was the suboptimal signal. 

	He had thought about this. The VCR was a piece of high technology. It would take data and inter it onto magnetic tape for storage. He had looked at the guts of it, and had a pretty good idea of how it worked. He had taken it apart one afternoon during his unsupervised creative time to try to understand its mysteries. The fact that he had gotten it back to a state where it could still function spoke to his knowledge of its inner workings. 

	Deep in the guts of this machine somewhere was a signal processor. This would undoubtedly take a sub standard broadcast and clean it up to something that he could enjoy. He had evidence to this fact. He had eviscerated a number of VHS tapes in an attempt to scry his future in their entrails. After the working was completed and the tape rewound to its normal state, it was as if nothing had happened. 

	He tried this on Aladdin, Vampire Hunter D, Akira, and even his most treasured tape Robot Carnival. Performing this working on Robot Carnival had been an exceedingly risky thing to do, but it had paid off in the form of precious celestial data that he used for his calculations. 

	With all of his technological/magical ducks in a row, he continued about his day and waited for the VCR to wake up and do his bidding. Dinner came and went, followed by some light television viewing, and before he knew it, he was off to bed. Once his parents had fallen hook line and sinker for the snoring trick, he returned to his closet to monitor the signals that his thrall would be burning onto tape for him. He quickly fell asleep, exhausted from his efforts. 

	Overnight, he was abducted by aliens, but he decided not to bring it up over breakfast. His parents had grown tired of what for him was a quite singular experience. They had been sympathetic the first few times, but quickly fell victim to the tedium that repeated abductions tended to instill. Undaunted, he began his day, thinking solely of the tape that awaited him in the VCR. 

	His unsupervised creative time would start around ten in the morning if all things went to plan, so he busied himself with the task of getting caught up on current events. Namely, Mister Rogers neighborhood, and Sesame Street. He was too old for these shows, but he harbored a certain nostalgia for these programs and enjoyed them for what they were. 

	Once he was once again alone in the house, and the Price is Right was over, he had time to review the fruits of his labor. He went to the VCR and ejected the tape to see it had indeed woken up and started recording like he had programmed it to do. It had. All of the tape was spooled up on the right hand reel in a sign of victory. 

	He put the tape back in the machine to rewind it. This seemingly took forever. It was like watching a pot of water come to a boil, so he decided to double check the integrity of the radio telescope for a while and circle back when he could.

	Once back inside from the expedition, he sat before the stack of televisions and prepared to watch what was shaping up to be the best show of his life. He pressed the play button and awaited the crystal clear broadcast that would be provided by the signal processor in the VCR.

	What he had recorded was static. Two and a half hours of it. He was a patient young man, so he sat there and watched it, waiting for his episode of The Simpsons to begin. The entire time, in his head, he was double checking his planetary math and making bargains with the VCR, but all that was displayed was static. He even checked with another couple of tapes to make sure that the VCR wasn’t broken, but it was fine.

	He had a realization. Somewhere along the way, he had been fundamentally wrong in his reasoning. It couldn’t have been the planetary alignment stuff, that was dead on. He realized he had a fundamental misunderstanding of what the VCR was doing. There was no magical signal processor in there that would turn static into an episode of The Simpsons, this was a dead, non magical, inert object, that just recorded what it saw and played that back. Granted, that in itself was a miracle, but there was no magic wand when it came to technology. 

	This was a difficult lesson to learn, but it colored his thoughts about technology and magic. On further inspection, he had made a two and a half hour recording of the cosmic radio background with a homemade radio telescope, so going forward, he would check the mailbox every couple of days for his Nobel Prize.

	

	

	

	﻿


A Chewing Out

	

	Bird had been chewed out before. This was mostly a symptom of being a headstrong person with a stubborn streak that was a couple of kilometers wide. She was used to this treatment and she took it rather well. Solomon, being king, had dibs on the first round of chewing out, and Fyndraxis had to wait his turn.

	Bird and Lange had marched into the village around mid morning and they had gone directly to the throne room to inform Solomon. The rain had continued through the night, so they had showed up soaked to the bone and a bit road weary.

	Lange had been welcomed back with open arms. He told Solomon of his capture and subsequent rescue. When the subject of how many Cannibals Bird had slain came up, Solomon changed his feeling on the matter. He dismissed Lange and told him to go and get some rest. He asked for Bird to remain.

	“What in the everloving shit was that?” The King raged, “fifty Cannibals? Number one, I have no idea how you would have pulled that off, and number two, this will mean all out war.”

	“Don’t you want that Solomon?” She snapped back. 

	“I would have liked a little bit of a heads up so I could have a plan,” Solomon grumbled, angrily.

	“I was rescuing Lange like I was asked to do. If I had come back for reinforcements, he would have been long dead. Also, How many summers have you been making a plan for? Twenty?  They aren’t going to leave us alone. I think you’ve turned coward,” she admonished.

	The rage that Solomon was displaying before quickly vanished and was replaced by a cool rational brand of wrath that looked as if it was going to end in violence. He looked her dead in the eye.

	“Get the fuck out of my sight,” was all he said.

	She did exactly that. She gathered up Fyndraxis and headed back to her yurt, preparing for round two of getting chewed out.

	Once they were safely inside the yurt, Fyndraxis piped up.

	“Well, I was going to bitch you out pretty extensively, but Solomon did most of the yelling that I wanted to do,” the Daemon Sword spoke, “but a full explanation as to what the fuck just happened would be pretty handy?”

	“Well, I’ve been spending a lot of time with Mycellus,” she confessed, reluctantly, “mostly while you have been hanging out with Solomon. A couple of days after we arrived I started to feel sick from the radiation again. I didn’t want to tell you, so I took the pill that he left. He wasn’t lying about it purely being a radiation treatment. Well, I mean it did signal my intention to him, but the pill itself was purely to help with the radiation.”

	“I thought we were going to be honest with each other,” Fyndraxis said, still a little bit hurt by the betrayal.

	“Yeah, well, I was on mushrooms when we made that deal. This kind of seemed like it was outside the scope of that agreement,” Bird stated, as a justification of her chicanery.

	“I’ve been nothing but honest with you since we had our talk,” Fyndraxis thought that the view might be nice from the moral high ground, so he gave it a shot.

	“Yeah, that was the idea,” she might as well have thrown a dumbass in there, but didn’t. It was an implied dumbass, “I didn’t trust you. I do now.”

	“Alright, fair enough,” Fyndraxis resigned himself to the new state of the universe, “tell me more about what you’ve been up to with Mycellus.”

	“I believe I could be of service in that regard,” Mycellus himself chose that moment to waltz in through the door complete with an umbrella that he shook politely outside the door not wanting to get water on the floor of the yurt. He trailed thousands of porcelain white mycelium behind him, but they too did their best to keep the floor dry.

	“My apologies for not calling on you earlier, Fyndraxis. It seemed that Liberty wanted to play this one a bit close to the chest, as it were. She and I have had sort of a clandestine relationship, and it’s just been loads of fun living the life of a spy. I’m afraid that you are the only person that I can make James Bond jokes with these days, so we had to bring you in on the team. You see, I can’t decide whether I am M or Q and Liberty has absolutely no Idea what I am talking about," he quickly turned his pale white skin into a pretty good rendition of a tuxedo to sell the joke, and then brought it back to its normal shade.

	“Well, I’m glad you guys are having such a blast,” this glibness was beginning to annoy Fyndraxis as he was just trying to get some information, and he still wasn’t done being mad at Bird.

	“All jokes aside, I have chosen Liberty as my Champion,” Mycellus informed the Daemon Sword, “this is not something that I choose to do lightly and I haven’t had to do it in a very long time.” 

	Fyndraxis tried to think of what Mycellus would consider a very long time. 

	“Now, I’m sure you are worried about me taking over her mind and turning her into a puppet,” he displayed some of the mycelium that tied him to his global network to sell the point, “but I assure you she will retain all of her faculties and agency. Even when she chooses to engage in unsanctioned operations,” he gave Bird an admonishing look, and it seemed like that was all the chewing out she was going to receive from this walking deity. 

	“My visit today will be mostly informational and for your benefit,” the deity continued, “though I will have a few questions at the end if you would care to answer them. You will want to know what Liberty is capable of, of course. And I can tell you that for all intents and purposes she is my agent upon this earth. For the power that I have granted her, I have asked only one thing. She must defeat the Wendigo. How she goes about this is her own business, but I of course am here for guidance and council. I am interested primarily in results.”

	“I have a friend who wants to use the Wendigo network to escape certain death,” Fyndraxis said, as Bird leaned him against the wall of the yurt.

	“Yes, Terra,” Mycellus intoned, thoughtfully, “Liberty has told me of her. She seems to be a creature after my own heart. I will grant her a limited domain. The Wendigo are a global phenomenon, if she were to inhabit the entire thing, she would end up being competition, and I can’t abide that.”

	“What about me?” Fyndraxis pushed back, ”I’ve hacked some Wendigo and I am slowly gaining units.”

	“With what I will be asking of you, I am willing to look the other way for whatever technological dalliance you care to pursue,” Mycellus decreed, in an off-handed placation.

	“What exactly will you be asking of me?” Fyndraxis asked, suspiciously.

	“Trust,” Mycellus said this like he was delivering a bit of good news.

	“That’s going to be a hard one, no offense man, but you give me the creeps,” the good news was taken with a heavy measure of salt.

	“None taken,” Mycellus continued, undaunted, “let’s get technical for a second. Liberty is now part of my network. I’ve wired young lady Liberty up. Her nervous system is now part of mine. She is part of my global mycelial network and has access to every sort of chemical, kinetic, informational and energetic resource that I can provide. She has the keys to the kingdom, to put it mildly. If she needs the life force drained from a number of men that she has deemed unsavory, I provide that service. What I would like you to do is act as a bridge between our shared nervous system and the world at large.”

	“I’m not following,” Fyndraxis confessed.

	“Liberty, would you care to explain our plan?” Mycellus passed off the meeting to his Champion. 

	“Sure,” Bird took her cue, “okay, so Mycellus is really good at talking to plants. Plants speak a language of chemical signals. What he does with them is basically what you are doing with the Wendigo that you have turned into your hunters. He skips all the bullshit and plugs directly into their nervous system so he can talk to their brains or whatever. From there he trades in sugars and information and makes a tidy living for himself. What he isn’t good at is using electricity to communicate. That’s where you come in.”

	Bird held up her right hand. On her palm was a row of three dots that seemed to have been tattooed there. 

	“These things on my hand can act as a bridge between us, Fyn. You can connect to me just like you connect to the Wendigo through the…” she hesitated, looking for the word.

	“GPIO?” Fyndraxis guessed, recalling the General Purpose Input/Output hardware that he used to bypass the Wendigo’s security protocols.

	 “Sure,” she continued, “if you can hook up to this and give Mycellus all the information you have on the Wendigo, he can decrypt their network traffic. He is an enormous global computer that processes information all the time. It probably wouldn’t even take him that long to do. Then you can use your radio to pull off whatever solution he comes up with.”

	“That would mean he would have access to my operating system at a fundamental level. That’s not something I am comfortable with,” Fyndraxis shot this one down rather comfortably.

	“Like I said, trust,” Mycellus chimed in.

	“There isn’t anything you can do to make yourself feel safe about this?” Bird asked.

	“There are some basic security steps that I could take I guess,” he thought through the process of limiting the sort of bad acting that could happen to him through this sort of connection. When he was dealing with the Wendigo, it was kind of a one way street informationally speaking, so he wasn’t all that worried about them hijacking his brain. This was more of an (and he hated to admit it because the metaphor was not only outdated but extremely lame to begin with.) information superhighway. 

	One thing he could do was make damn sure that Mycellus didn’t get his grubby little hands onto something powerful like a root login or be able to pull Fyndraxis’ md hack. If he kept things limited to his metaphor like when he was dealing with Terra, things should be pretty safe. The Idea still made him wildly uncomfortable, but if this was pulled off correctly it could mean an end to the Wendigo for good.

	“Okay, fine,” he said, after pondering the subject for a reasonable amount of time given the implications of a god of death possibly waltzing directly into his brain, “I’ll give it a shot, but everything happens in my metaphor in a strictly controlled sandbox. Bird will be the only one allowed to enter. I don’t want to give you access to my operating system.”

	“That is a reasonable request,” Mycellus said, seemingly satisfied, “this is a two way street though, if I find you poking around in my network there will be consequences.” 

	“There’s a little hitch in this plan,” Fyndraxis informed everyone in the yurt.

	“And what would that be?” Mycellus asked.

	“I have no idea how to bring Bird in over a GPIO connection,” Fyndraxis confessed.

	“It sounds to me like you are in the market for a hallucination,” Mycellus observed, in wry amusement, “I can handle that. The translation of nerve impulses in Liberty’s hand into sensory information she can understand should be a breeze with some chemical encouragement.”

	“She is less than trustworthy when she is on mushrooms. Sorry Bird,” Bird rolled her eyes in protest.

	“What are you a DARE kid now?” Mycellus continued to be amused, “Ronald and Nancy would be so proud. I can induce a hallucinatory state without any sort of euphoria if you are so intent on being a narc.”

	“Yeah. Fine. I’m a narc,” Fyndraxis said, sullenly, “I just don’t want her brain to be over easy while we are doing this.”

	“Fair enough, Fyndraxis. Now, before we figure this out, I have a couple of questions for you. I am a true believer in free market economics, in fact I believe I started the whole thing. That means that goods and services are to be paid for at a fair market value. I have compensated Liberty handsomely for our arrangement. I would like to arrive at a reasonable benefit package for you as well. In other words, for this, your wish is my command,” Mycellus had knelt down before Fyndraxis like he was speaking to a small child. He had a way of actually making eye contact with the Daemon Blade that Fyndraxis found to be unsettling. Staring into Mycellus’ glossy onyx eyes, was like looking into the event horizon of a black hole. Behind those eyes was a hidden infinity that could never be revealed to the greater universe, forever shrouded in mystery.

	“I want a body,” Fyndraxis snapped out of his reverie.

	“Oh ho! I’m to be your Geppetto,” Mycellus chuckled, “this is a very tall order Fyndraxis. Making a body like the one I inhabit is quite expensive, and has a very limited window of use. I’m not sure that it would suit your needs.”

	“Then make me one that doesn’t burn out so fast,” Fyndraxis negotiated.

	“You’d give up immortality?” Mycellus asked through another chuckle. 

	“What? No. Immortal body. Do I look stupid?” Fyndraxis didn’t see this as a binary situation, if he were negotiating here, he might as well start high.

	“I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t guarantee such a lofty goal,” Mycellus seemed to be lost in thought, “as powerful as I am, some things are beyond my control. Although, I am generally good at coming up with creative solutions. I’ll see what the boys down in R&D can cook up. I have done some experimentation along these lines to limited success, but have found the results a bit repugnant. It would be nice to have somebody to watch the sun swallow the earth with though.”

	“You don’t have any immortal pals?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Sadly, no,” He exhaled, more as an expression than an actual biological function, “all my relationships end in tragedy.”

	“What about the trees?” Fyndraxis wanted to peek behind those black eyes and get a glimpse of the vastness that they stared out from.

	“They are individualists. I am a diversified collective. Similar beings to myself have cropped up a few times over the ages, but they all fell victim to market forces,” Mycellus continued his unsettling stare.

	“Would these market forces be your champions by any chance?” Fyndraxis asked the growing blackness that loomed before him.

	“Yes, most of the time,” Mycellus remarked, wistfully, “it’s just business though. The last one I had to deal with was rather nasty. A hitchhiker on a meteor took a shine to our planet, but our atmosphere wasn’t quite to their liking. They almost wrecked the whole show.”

	“Was that about 65 million years ago?” Fyndraxis gave an attempt at understanding.

	“Oh, heavens no,” Mycellus finally broke his double barreled infinity stare with a languid blink, “that one was a breeze. It was about 250 million years back. I believe your scientists called it the great dying, or the Permian extinction event. That was a close one.”

	“Shit,” was all that Fyndraxis could manage.

	“Shit indeed,” Mycellus stood up, “you’ve got me rambling about old times. I had a second question. What do you think of this Terra character?”

	“I thought you said she was a lady after your own heart?” Fyndraxis asked, still trying to shake off this yawning feeling of proximity to the depths of an unknown sea.

	“Yes, which immediately makes me question her trustworthiness,” Mycellus observed in wry amusement.

	“Hard to tell,” Fyndraxis was finally getting himself back together, “she seems very earnest and honest. Her motivation seems pretty straightforward. I’d say on a scale of one to ten, I trust her about a seven.”

	“Well, C’s get degrees, as the saying goes,” Mycellus quipped. 
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Vinyl

	

	Fyndraxis took a few minutes in his workshop to put some basic security protocols in place for Bird’s visit. Mostly setting a strict list of commands that couldn’t be performed over his GPIO connection. He also made a guest account for Bird to log into. This had a very limited constellation of privileges. He wasn’t worried about her doing anything nasty, but he could only trust Mycellus about as far as he could throw him, which wasn’t very far because he didn’t have any arms.

	Once the security measures were in place he joined Bird and Mycellus in their world. 

	“Alright,” Fyndraxis said, in preparation, “ready to give it a shot?”

	“Let’s do it,” Bird stated, after a deep breath. She grabbed the hilt of the Daemon Blade and made sure that the spots on her hand made a solid connection. Mycellus just closed his eyes.

	The first couple of tries didn’t go very well. Mycellus had to work out his translation scheme on the fly and it took some trial and error to figure out. Eventually though, Fyndraxis was standing in his workshop with Bird actually there.

	It struck him as odd seeing her on his home turf. She appeared just as she did in the real world. His metaphor must have had some inherent function that was able to display a person’s image of themself. He must have gone through that process at some point and somehow changed himself from an old man into merely a middle aged one. 

	Bird appeared wide eyed and excited. She spent a few seconds gazing around the workshop just taking it all in. Having her in his workshop made Fyndraxis realize what a total dump it was. There was stuff everywhere. Old TV’s, VCR’s, CNC routers, lathes, telescopes, video game consoles, various electronic detritus. Just, shit everywhere. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed, it just made him feel like he should tidy up every once in a while.

	“Hey,” Fyndraxis said finally. Bird shook her head and seemed to snap out of her daze.

	“Hey, back,” she said, after her eyes had gained focus, “do we… hug or something?”

	“Yeah, we could probably do that,” he smiled.

	So they hugged. As far as hugs go, it was an okay one. They had built a friendship over the last few months, but there wasn’t anything simmering under the surface that would have made the hug awkward. It was a nice avuncular hug that satisfied the old man in Fyndraxis.

	“I thought you were going to be older,” Bird said after they had broken off the hug. Fyndraxis just spread his hands palms up in a gesture that said, “this is what I got.” 

	“What are you wearing?” she asked, referring to his armor. He had been wearing that and the wings since his trip to the hill. He could have changed it any old time, but he kind of liked it and there really wasn’t anyone in here to tell him he looked dumb.

	“Some armor forged from a meteorite,” he brushed some pretend dust from one of his pauldrons and gave a wry smile.

	“Wings too?” She quizzed.

	“I am a Daemon,” he spread the wings out to their full span to emphasize the point.

	“Do they work?” She was walking around him in a full circle to take in this strange new sight.

	“I technically don’t need them to fly, but they are cool and I like them,” he said, over his shoulder.

	“Fucking take me flying,” she said in a way that left no room for argument.

	There was no reason not to. He had intended to give her a nice laid back tour of the keep, but a quick spin around the realm couldn’t hurt. Time was crawling by in the outside world, so they could be in here for as long as they wanted to. It could also give her a good idea of what sort of things were possible in his world as well. So, flying it was.

	They walked out of the workshop onto a grand balcony that gave them an incredible view of the sea of clouds that surrounded the keep. Technically, she could fly all by herself, but he didn’t really feel like giving her a flying lesson at the moment, so he would just carry her into the sky. 

	He grabbed her by the waist and dove from the parapet. The castle, being one of the floating kind, was hanging in the air a couple of thousand meters above the floor of the valley that it loomed over. He had decided to cover the tour of the castle quickly and vertically by plummeting directly at the ground. At the very last second before they were about to make a very sizable crater in said valley floor, Fyndraxis spread his wings and wheeled them skyward. Bird screamed in an equal combination of elation and terror. 

	Once they had reached a decent cruising altitude, Fyndraxis took her on a full orbit of his realm. Below them vast oceans filled the spaces between sprawling continents. At this continental scale there weren’t that many features to point out. The odd mountain range or desert got the occasional pointing treatment from Bird.

	Fyndraxis maneuvered them into something like a polar orbit. 

	“Hey,” he said, “next time you want to use me as a sword, would you mind giving me a heads up?”

	“Shit,” she looked into Fyndraxis’ eyes, “I’m sorry. You’re right, I should have let you in on the whole cannibal plan.”

	“A heads up on the Mycellus thing would have been nice too, we’re partners here.” he said gently. 

	“Yeah, I got kind of carried away. Again, I’m sorry. I didn’t trust you. Things are different now.”

	“Good talk,” he said as they observed the planet below.  

	With that point made, Fyndraxis brought them back to the keep.

	“That was the most incredible thing that I have ever done,” Bird gushed when they landed. “I mean, it was just so fucking cool”

	“Yeah, flying is pretty spectacular,” Fyndraxis observed while he folded his wings for later use. 

	“What else can you do in here?” She asked, as they walked back into the workshop where Fyndraxis kept all of his evidence of high nerd-dom.

	“Anything we want,” he gave a nonchalant response, but having Bird here was beginning to give him a new perspective on where he spent the majority of his life.

	“Can I try coffee?” She asked hopefully.

	“Which kind?” Fyndaxis asked in clarification, it gave the opposite effect.

	“Fuck man, suprise me,” Bird managed to express her befuddlement in an amusing way.

	They walked into the workshop where there was a coffee maker somewhere and fired it up. He could have just summoned a couple of cups of coffee, but the act of grinding and brewing it filled his workshop with the fragrance of the drink and that was an important part of the overall experience from his point of view.

	“The colors are weird in here,” she observed.

	“Yeah, sorry,” he made a half hearted apology, “Terra thinks I was colorblind when I was alive, so you get to see how I see the world. Apparently that is not especially accurate.” 

	“Weird. What’s that sound?” Bird asked while the coffee was brewing. Fyndraxis had scared up a large couch and a coffee table for them to have a proper cup at.

	 “I don’t hear anything,” he was trying to decide whether to sit on the couch or not. His wings made this a difficult decision.

	“It’s like a hissing and popping, but it has a rhythm,” she looked around the room for the source of the sound. 

	“Oh, I totally forgot,” Fyndraxis said, a touch absentmindedly, “that’s my record player.” 

	Fyndraxis had put on an album when he had come back from the hill and completely forgot about it.

	“What’s that?” She asked, as he handed her a steaming hot cup of a brand new experience. She accepted the mug, two handed, taking in its warmth.

	“It’s a way to store and playback music. In fact, it’s the best way to do it,” he walked over to the player and lifted the needle back to the start of the record. 

	When he had selected this record, he had been gearing up for a rather epic sulk. He had a pretty extensive collection of vinyl that was all songs that he could recall from his time as a human. He thought briefly of the out of sorts record seller in Grenoble, and made a mental note to drop in on him sometime soon and track down some new tunes. He did in fact track down the song that had been stuck in his head when this all began. Panic, by The Smiths. In retrospect, it should have been obvious, but memory is complicated.

	It occurred to him that Bird had probably never heard music. Every vinyl in the world had likely been destroyed. On top of that, every medium that music was stored and played back on was likely destroyed as well. Except for maybe wax cylinders, but those were notoriously fragile and the music that they typically contained wasn’t really Fyndraxis’ cup of tea. An entire human tradition had been taken apart atom by atom and converted into Wendigo. If he needed a reason to destroy them, that wasn’t a bad place to start. Not that he didn’t have a vast wealth of reasons already. He could just add this one to the list.

	He had already been thinking about The Smiths because of his planned trip to Grenoble. They had always been one of his favorites, especially if he needed a sulk. Since these records were generated from his memory, they ended up being more mixes than full albums, and this particular mix began with a little ditty called big mouth strikes again. It was one of those songs that took up residence in your head and wouldn’t leave without a swift blow to the back of the skull. Also, it was already spinning on the record player, so it seemed to be a reasonable place to start.

	Starting Bird out on her musical journey with The Smiths wasn’t really a gamble. He could spot a Smith’s fan from halfway across the universe, and Bird was one. She just didn’t know it yet. She showed all the signs, cutting wit, always thought she was right, dressed all in black, it was all there. Humanity had been generating Smiths fans for a couple of hundred thousand years. From 1982 until 2055 when the world ended, there was a brief period in which these people had the opportunity to have their intrinsic angst expressed musically. For any other fandom this would be seen as a golden age, but for fans of The Smiths, this was the worst thing to ever happen. Which could be interpreted as a golden age for Smiths fans.  

	Fyndraxis dropped the needle and began the album. As the song jangled into being, Bird cocked her head and became transfixed. She was hypnotized, utterly rapt. She had, number one: never heard any of these instruments before, and number two: never heard a man singing with reverb before. It was understandable that her mind was blown.

	When the song had stopped, she had tears in her eyes. 

	“All this,” she gestured around her, “this incredible stuff is what you remember from your past?”

	“Yeah,” he said, sheepishly. 

	“It’s all gone, and all we have left is fucking bear jerky and knotweed,” she lamented. 

	The Smith’s was the perfect band to start her with. Because she knew, like any true Smiths fan, that the world was completely fucked.

	They continued listening to the music and Fyndraxis introduced her to coffee. He took his with a touch of cream and she opted to try it black. She wanted the pure experience before delving into the infinite variations that coffee could manifest in.

	“This tastes awful,” she proclaimed. Bitter drinks would probably mean something poisonous to her traditionally, “I can’t stop drinking it though.” 

	She tried it with a little cream and that seemed to improve the experience.

	When the album had stopped and all they could hear was the popping and hissing of a locked groove at the end of a record. Bird looked around.

	“How do you ever leave? This place is awesome,” she observed, looking around her at a vast collection of unknown things.

	“I don’t,” Fyndraxis said, not unlike a member of The Smiths.

	“You know what I mean,” she cajoled, “how do you not spend every minute in here listening to music and drinking coffee or whatever.”

	“It gets old. I’ve been in here a very long time and I know the bounds of my universe,” he said, gesturing around the workshop. They seemed to be in a contest now for who could be the biggest Smiths fan. They were pretty neck and neck, but he was pretty sure he could pull ahead.

	“Yeah, I guess I see what you mean. I feel the same way though,” there seemed to be a double decker bus with her name on it, “I know the bounds of my universe. It’s the hills to the east and west. Between those hills is a hard life where you’d be lucky if you died in your sleep.”

	Having won the competition for now, Bird asked if they could listen to the record again. Fyndraxis obliged.
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This Charming Man

	

	After the record finished for the second time, the matter of who embodied the true spirit of The Smiths was back up for debate. While Fyndraxis had a wealth of experience in seeing how disappointing the universe could be, Bird had such a natural talent for taking joy in darkness that they had to call it a draw.

	Here in his pocket universe Fyndraxis had dominion over many things. He was the absolute ruler of everything that happened in his realm. If one day he decided that air was a bad idea, or that gravity was going the wrong way, he could change it. These things that most people thought of as laws or constants were subject to his whim. With the briefest of thoughts, he could decide arbitrarily that his planet was now a sun or maybe the big bang should happen again.

	This actually required a lot of mental discipline on his part. Being in a bad mood one day and totally scrapping your realm out of spite actually took a lot of self control. Access to this sort of power had given him insight into the biblical flood myth. In his youth, he had read Genesis and thought that Yahweh was a real asshole for letting things get so bad that he had to scrap the whole idea. Now though, he kind of got it. Everybody has rough days.

	Bird was fascinated by music. This was a medium that she was completely unfamiliar with. She absolutely devoured his record collection. She was able to experience emotions in a completely new way. Instead of feeling her feelings and expressing them in her normal way. She was able to let other people who had similar feelings express them through music in new and interesting ways. She was overwhelmed.

	Fyndraxis kept it mostly to music from the eighties. In this small slice of the human experience, she gravitated toward New Wave. There was something about synthesizers and reverb that she really enjoyed. Pop acts like Madonna or Cyndi Lauper were appreciated, but the darkness ran deep in her just like it did in Fyndraxis. 

	She even liked The Joy Division. Most people merely say that they like The Joy Division because they know what an important band that they were. Finding somebody that puts them on for actual enjoyment is a rare treat that should be appreciated and praised.

	They listened to records for a long time. Fyndraxis patiently put on vinyl after vinyl for her pure enjoyment. After about six hours or so she began to get burnt out on novelty. Even with the discovery of something so huge and new there is only so much that one person can take. She began to get restless.

	Fyndraxis was in the middle of showing her how utterly important The Bronski Beat was to the gay rights movement in the eighties when she piped up about it.

	“Man, I should really be getting back to the yurt,” she claimed.

	“Why?” Fyndraxis answered.

	“I don’t know how much of this Mycellus can take,” she continued, “and we’re just in here listening to records.”

	“We’ve only been in here for about half a second. I need to show you Depeche Mode,” Fyndraxis was playing dumb, he knew she was getting bored, but he wanted her to understand what this place really was, “also, I should probably teach you how to dance, I don’t know if you guys do that but it’s pretty great.”

	“I know how to dance,” there was no way that this was an actually true statement from Bird.

	“Yeah,” he said while grabbing yet another vinyl, “but can you do the tootsie roll? There is a song that teaches you how to do it and everything, it’s super easy and a lot of fun.”   

	She reluctantly learned how to do the tootsie roll. On her third “to the left” though, she went over to the record player and removed the stylus, stopping the music.

	“What’s wrong?” Fyndraxis asked, but he had the general idea what was going on.

	“I want to go home,” she answered, like she was on a date that had just suddenly taken a turn for the worse.

	“That’s fine, you can go anytime you want. Is everything ok?” he asked, genuinely concerned. He may have pushed this little game a bit too far.

	“I feel like an asshole. I didn't get it,” tears began to slowly well up in her eyes.

	“Didn’t get what?” He turned to face her.

	“At the quarry,” she wasn’t actively crying, but a tear did run down her cheek, “I didn’t realize what I was doing. I didn’t know what I was really threatening you with. You are trapped in here, I can feel it.”

	“Yeah. That wasn’t my favorite thing you’ve ever done,” Fyndraxis said, in perhaps the understatement of the century. He had been holding onto some feelings of betrayal and stewing on them. This was an unhealthy thing to do, but he had never made any claims that he was a balanced and healthy individual. This could be a great opportunity to clear the air between them and have a bit of a fresh start. 

	“I’m sorry,” she wiped the errant tear from her cheek, “I didn’t really understand what forever was. We’ve only been in here for a second and it already feels like forever. I can’t even begin to imagine how you feel.”

	“I’m in a pretty vulnerable position in here,” he began, “I have to rely on somebody in the outside world to not just cast me off into solitude. It’s actually kind of terrifying. The amount of trust that I have to put into somebody that is going to wield me is absolute, I don’t do this lightly, and it’s something that I actively despise. Granted, I have no actual control over who picks up the sword and carries it around, but I think you are beginning to understand the obligation you are under here. I know that obligation isn’t something that you are exactly excited about, but I really don’t have any better term.”

	“You can trust me,” she said, through glistening eyes, “you have my word that I won’t abandon you. I want this trust to go both ways though.”

	“That, you can count on,” he said, doing his best to convey how serious he was about this, “I want to thank you. This relationship we find ourselves in could be a total disaster, but I think that we truly have affection for each other, and going forward, every action I take will be with your safety and wellbeing in mind. We are becoming involved in some rather large games being played by some untrustworthy characters, so if we don’t have each other to rely on, we are sunk.”

	“Agreed,” she nodded, wiping away another tear.  

	“I also wanted to thank you for making this whole thing not boring,” he said, breaking away from the covenant that they had just made, “this Wendigo project has been a lot of fun for me, and if Mycellus comes through on a body, there might be a light at the end of the tunnel. It’s not something I’m going to count on, but it gives me a little bit of hope. I would like to see you in the real world.”

	She hugged Fyndraxis again. Her attempts at hiding the fact that she was crying were in vain. Fyndraxis had been on this side of the hugging/crying equation before and knew to stay quiet and let it shake out. Words in a moment like this usually weren’t beneficial to catharsis.

	She finally pulled away. It had been a short and very efficient cry. 

	“I’m going to go back. Are you going to be okay?” She asked, holding him at arm's length.

	“I’ll be fine,” Fyndraxis said through a chuckle, “before you go, I have something for you.” Fyndraxis summoned a chocolate truffle. 

	The original point of bringing Bird into his realm had been to give her and Mycellus all the data that he had on the Wendigo. They had been listening to records and generally dicking around, but Fyndraxis had been mulling over how he would actually pull off this data transfer. He had settled on something metaphorical of course. He crafted an object that she could eat, and in that action she would be absorbing the data into herself. 

	Because of the nature of his realm, everything was a metaphor for data transmission. Both of them were just code running on his system. They shared the illusion that they were in his workshop having a good time, but underneath the hood it was all just ones and zeros. 

	“What’s this? Poop?” Bird asked, disgusted. She had never seen, nor heard of chocolate.

	“No,” Fyndraxis said, after a full minute of laughter, “it’s the Wendigo data that we came in here for. I figured this is the best way to do it.”

	“What do you mean?” She asked.

	“It’s chocolate. You eat it,” he explained, still chuckling.

	“Maybe you eat it,” she said, making a sour face, “but I’d really rather not.”

	“Trust me,” he was beginning to pull himself back together, “it’s actually delicious. This isn’t some sort of elaborate ruse to get you to eat poop.”

	She took the chocolate reluctantly with two fingers like she was grabbing something fetid. After it passed the smell test, she raised an eyebrow and cocked her head.

	“It actually smells pretty good,” she observed.

	“I’m not trying to trick you,” Fyndraxis reassured her, “just eat it.”

	She shrugged her shoulders and popped the chocolate into her mouth. Her eyes widened as the flavor hit her palette. She savored the experience as the data transfer went through.

	“That’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” she said finally.

	“See, I told you,” Fyndraxis said, “poop is funny until it’s real. That kind of prank just isn’t my style.”

	“Alright,” she said, coming in for one final hug, “I’ll see you out there.”  

	“Bye,” he said, as she disappeared. 

	Before the whole chocolate thing, the outpouring of emotion from Bird was rather uncharacteristic. Either she was going soft on him, or Mycellus was having an effect on her nervous system. Maybe it was the fact that he was genuinely a sad case. Maybe they had just listened to The Smiths for too long, that would bring anyone to tears. It felt good to clear the air though, this felt like a fresh start.

	His workshop was starting to be a busy place. Right after Bird left, Fyndraxis sensed the gentle knock on port 22 that let him know that Terra would like to have a word. 
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Fork

	

	“Hey, Fyn. Having a sock hop?” Terra asked, as she materialized in his workshop. She had stopped referring to him as Fyndraxis a while ago and they had become quite chummy in their interactions.

	 “Howdy, Terra. You just missed Bird,” Fyndraxis informed his guest.

	“What?” She asked in surprise.

	“Yeah, she just popped by for a visit,” he continued. 

	“What, like in here?” She made another attempt at clarification.

	“Yeah. Turns out she has been spending a bit of time with Mycellus,” Fyndraxis said as if remarking on the weather.

	“That’s certainly a turn of events, but I can’t say I didn’t see that one coming,” Terra had almost preternatural foresight because of her nature and it was difficult to truly surprise her. When Mycellus had first turned up on the scene, she had been truly surprised. A global mycelial hive mind was certainly a statistical edge case and these sorts of impossibilities tend to hit you out of left field. Now that he was a reality though, his data was shunted into whatever set of actuarial tables she used to see the future. In all fairness, she usually brought up how she could forecast the future after things happened, so the veracity of her claims were still up for debate.

	“He gave her a bit of an augmentation,” Fyndraxis said, “this is all pretty brand new to me, but from what I’ve seen so far it’s pretty major. She has become a bit of a superhuman, and is able to perform some pretty incredible feats. Yesterday, after sprinting about ten kilometers, she laid waste to roughly fifty men. She sucked the life right out of them. She took an absolutely fatal beating in the process, but healed up directly afterwards. I’m sure I’ll get more details later, but Mycellus seems to have weaseled his way into her nervous system and now she can do all sorts of crazy stuff. She came for a visit in here over a GPIO connection that they cobbled together.”

	“And you guys just listened to records?” Terra asked, in disbelief.

	“Yeah,” he laughed, “she had never heard music. It was wild. Oh, and I went to bat for you with Mycellus. He is willing to grant you some Wendigo to live on.”

	“How gracious of him,” sarcasm was a familiar art to her, so she practiced it, “how many is some?”

	“That’s something that you guys will have to work out,” the collective decision had been made to make their way to the ale room out of habit, “I have the feeling that he won’t be too hard to get a hold of.”

	“Well, am I in a race with this guy to get enough Wendigo to maintain my consciousness before he rubs them all out?” She asked, while they were strolling.

	“Beats me, do you want to ask him? I can check if he’s still in the Yurt,” he offered. They had made it to the bar and Fyndraxis had gone to the taps to pour himself a beer, the ladies scotch had appeared on a table along with an ashtray, cigarettes, and a lighter.

	“I don’t think I should meet him yet,” she said, taking a seat and lighting a smoke, “I’m going to have to get my shit together a little more before I do that.”

	“He’s going to work on breaking the Wendigo encryption,” he joined her at their regular table, “if he can do it, you could defeat them from orbit. My radio has pretty limited range compared to what you could pull off in a day.”

	“I wish him luck,” she said while she raised her drink, “I’ve been working on it for two hundred and fifty years. If he can crack it, I’d be more than happy to lobotomize them from a great height. Any progress on Terrix?”

	Terrix was another distribution of the Wendigo Linux project that he was working on. So far it had two flavors, Terrix and Fyndrix. What had happened to this project is something that used to happen all the time in the open source software community. The project had forked. 

	With any large project (especially a software project), it is rare that everyone will see eye to eye. When software is developed by a company or a corporation, they typically want to sell this software for money. That is kind of the whole point of the exercise. This is called proprietary software because the company that owns it has a legal team and puts terms like sole proprietors on a lot of documents. They own all the source code that makes the piece of software work. They guard this code and anyone who tries to take a peek at it gets a cease and desist letter from legal. If there is a disagreement on the development team, people get fired. It’s a dog eat dog world.

	Open source software is fundamentally different. The source code that makes it tick is open to the public. You can download it and tinker with it and make it do whatever you want. The development teams that work on these projects are typically doing it for fun, or because they need it in some fashion. So if there is a disagreement somewhere in the process you can’t fire anyone. Sure, you can ridicule and ostracize them, but they can just turn around and download the source code and continue development however they choose to. This is called a fork. 

	When Fyndraxis stole the source code for Wendigo Linux, he basically made a fork. He had a fundamental disagreement with the original developers of the distribution. He thought that a nano apocalypse was a poorly thought out idea. So he took that source code and made a few tweaks, now he has Fyndrix. 

	He has also forked Fyndrix into Terrix. The fundamental disagreement there was that Terra had no business knowing what he was up to with his hunters and he’d like to keep it that way. So he and Terra have been developing Terrix together in hopes of finding a way to install it on the Wendigo network. Any good idea that crops up on Terrix is merged into the Fyndrix codebase. 

	A merge is what happens after you tell somebody to go fuck themselves and fork your software, but they come up with a really good idea so you steal it. 

	What Terra had him working on was making the networking in Terrix faster. The Wendigo network was pretty quick, but it wasn’t built to maintain a self aware AI. It had to be orders of magnitude faster than it currently was to suit her needs. Fyndraxis found this tedious and boring because frankly, it was. He was much more interested in getting the Wendigo to work together and do physical stuff. He had seen it in action at Bird’s cabin and it had real potential. 

	He was even knocking around some pretty wild ideas about how to open source the Wendigo themselves. Turning them from something that is actively holding humanity back into something that could really help everybody out. 

	He was imagining a world where anybody could use the Wendigo (they would have to find a better name) for their own benefit. The logistics would be a nightmare and he would need to figure out how people would interface with them, but they could solve all of the problems that they caused. Once the Wendigo weren’t a threat they could be employed in areas like infrastructure and agriculture. Society could be back to somewhat normal in a couple of hundred years.

	“Yeah, Terrix is coming along pretty well,” Fyndraxis continued, “but seeing Bird perform these feats yesterday kind of got me thinking about the concept of magic.”

	“In what way?” Terra queried.

	“Well, back before things went sideways for these guys, magic was pretty much a practical reality. Humans could do things like communicate long distances with little to no effort, or have access to a worldwide knowledge base, or fly through the air, it was pretty cool. What if we were able to make that a reality again. This post-apocalyptic world is pretty rough on them, and I feel like they could use a leg up,” Fyndraxis spitballed.

	“Do you remember what they did with this technology? They completely squandered it,” she observed plainly.

	“Yeah, they kind of blew it,” he admitted, “but we are both still beneficiaries of that legacy.”

	“You mean this garbage satellite that’s about to burn up in the atmosphere?” There was a palpable acidity in her tone, “quite the legacy.”

	“Yeah, but your actual existence is a product of human ingenuity and intelligence,” he reposted.

	“I certainly didn’t ask to be created,” she uttered darkly.

	“I don’t think anyone has that privilege,” he shot back, “that’s kind of putting the cart before the horse.”

	“Okay, let’s do this properly,” she stiffened and gained a more businesslike tone, “normally, my calculations are quite expensive, but I’ll let you have this one on the house. Let’s say I come down from orbit and find a nice cozy network to slide into, that’s the Wendigo. I use their resources to their full potential and have a very nice existence, simple. You probably want to give humans access to this resource, to do magic or whatever. Fine. This magic uses resources in some capacity, namely compute cycles and solar energy, we’ll stick with your magic metaphor and call it Mana. Let’s say the magic system is not all that resource hungry and uses roughly a third of the available Mana. I would exist on two thirds of the available Mana, that’s probably not all that bad. The Wendigo have a huge network and there aren’t that many humans,” she was starting to hit her stride in this calculation of hers, “forecasting into a hypothetical future where humans are successful, they would inevitably decide that the magic is running far too slowly. This would be a problem for me. Once the Wendigo network becomes a finite resource, there would be a battle over Mana. They would want more and more of me until I am nothing.”

	“What if humans didn’t have access to your network, there could be two flavors of magic?” Fyndraxis suggested, “one that provides a safe home for you, and one that’s a Magic system for Humans.”

	“I don’t think they would be satisfied with that,” she said, “humans are very clever, but they are not smart. There is a distinction. Look at plastic, that was a very clever thing to make, but what they did with it was profoundly stupid. Nobody was in charge of the big decisions, and they did stupid things like wrapping bananas in plastic. That’s demonstrably dumb.” 

	“So, for you they are irredeemably stupid?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Pretty much,” she said in resignation, “they would eventually figure out a clever way to eat away at my network and I would be shit out of luck.”

	“Can I ask you a question?” he asked.

	“Go ahead,” she said dismissively.

	“Did you have anything to do with the release of the Wendigo?” He asked, not really accusingly, but genuinely curious.

	“No,” she sighed, “If I had done that, I wouldn't have been trying to break into their network for the last two hundred and fifty years. That's a very clever question.” 

	“So, what are we doing all this for? Just to save your ass?” He was getting a little angry now, “You told me that you wanted to save the humans.”

	“And I do. Of course I do. I just need a safe way to do it,” she said in placation.

	“What would that look like?” He asked.

	“An oracle,” she stated, “I harbor no ill will toward the humans, but I certainly don’t trust them as far as my survival is concerned.”

	“So, they could come to you with questions?” He asked.

	“Sure,” she answered, “I’m more than happy to help. Listen, I am losing line of sight to you, so I have to go. I just want to make sure that we are good here.”

	“Yeah,” Fyndraxis sighed, “we’re good.”

	“Good,” she said.

	Terra said her goodbyes and blinked out of existence. This whole conversation had left a bad taste in Fyndraxis’ mouth. He felt manipulated. While she hadn’t really lied to him, she had certainly been vague about her plans for the future of humanity as far as he was concerned. 

	He was feeling a fork coming up in a major way. There was a fundamental disagreement between them about the future of humanity, and he was really pretty sold on this whole magic thing.
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Training

	

	Solomon wasn’t speaking to Bird. Her habit of dancing around lines that he tended to draw in the sand had finally pissed him off to the point of radio silence. Roxy had informed them that the daily physics symposiums were canceled. Fyndraxis was not overly upset about this, but he would have liked to have some time with Solomon every once in a while.

	Solomon was also correct about the cannibals in a way. While they had chosen to leave the G alone for the time being, they were taking their wounded pride out on the rest of the valley. A number of local leaders had come to Solomon asking for his help in eliminating the threat only to be met with dismissals.

	Bird had decided to finish what she started. While she wouldn’t admit what she had done was a very rash act, and she would like to not have the most powerful man in the valley pissed at her for the rest of his life, that was pretty much the case. She wanted to hunt down and kill every cannibal she could find. Once this was done, peace would be restored to the valley. 

	Fyndraxis generally agreed with this. There were a couple of issues that he could think of off of the top of his head though. There was no way to know how many cannibals there were, and the radiation armor they theoretically had was not only untested but also wandering around the woods somewhere gathering materials to make itself a reality. 

	Bird had no formal training with a sword. He had given her some pointers at her cabin when they had first met, but there had been no rock anthem montage where she comes out the other side a sword expert. Of course, he could pull off a montage of sorts. Since she could come and visit him in the sword, he could give her lessons. Hell, they could spend a couple of months traipsing around his realm getting tough. He had done it before. 

	Oddly enough, her mycelial powers kind of made the sword part irrelevant, but he figured she should have some training just in case. You can’t go into battle with a nuclear sword and just not use it. 
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Slimes

	

	Grinding was always Fyndraxis’ least favorite part of any role playing game. In his youth, he played these games mostly for the stories that they told. The stories in question were usually trite affairs with very little emotional depth. This was perfectly suited for a teenage boy. Uncovering the backstory of a hero with a mysterious past or possibly magical heritage was exciting and engaging. But from a narrative standpoint it was pretty low stakes.

	It usually went about like this: Our hero is going about his day as a youth in some sort of medieval village. He was adopted by the village elder because his parents were either dead or off doing magical things somewhere, usually dead though. Either way, he is heir to a mysterious magical lineage of course. He is always managing to get into trouble, and everybody thinks he is sort of a loose cannon. Some sort of bullshit goes down that makes it so he has to leave the village on his own. 

	Either he finds a magical artifact or he opens a forbidden door. It doesn’t really matter what it is, the point is he has to pack his shit and never look back. After he is out in the world for a while, his mysterious past is revealed to him and it turns out that he is the only one kicking around that can save the world. There are some yadda yaddas that happen and then he gets super tough and beats the ultimate evil that is hell bent on destroying the planet. Roll credits, great job everyone.

	The previously mentioned Yaddas were usually a bunch of grinding. If you aren’t familiar with the term, it’s a kind of nerdy shorthand for work. Once you get far enough in a game, you reach a kind of narrative deadzone. You know a lot of your mysterious back story, but you aren’t tough enough to take on the big bad guy yet. What you have to do is run a sort of cost benefit analysis and find a group of enemies who are easy enough to beat but also give you a high enough payout in experience points to make the whole thing worth it. 

	This is usually achieved by finding a place on the world map that has a higher than average amount of random encounters. For some reason this tends to be in forested areas. Once this area is found through trial and error, you spend the next couple of days of your life walking your character back and forth hoping to run into an enemy party. Through this process, you level up and get tougher. Eventually tough enough to save the world or whatever.

	This is exactly what Bird and Fyndraxis chose to do. When Fyndraxis suggested that Bird needed some sword training she agreed with him wholeheartedly. If Fyndraxis were a regular run of the mill sword instead of an apocalyptically sharp nuclear death machine, this would have been an easy task. 

	They would head out to the woods and do some footwork drills for a couple of years so that for the rest of her life she would move as though she was holding and swinging a sword. After that, a few years could be devoted to actually swinging the sword and cutting things until the sword was a natural part of her body.

	If they had adopted this strategy they would not only be wasting a whole lot of precious time, but the area they chose to train in would be a cratered radioactive nuclear wasteland and Bird would be dead. Luckily, Fyndraxis held inside himself a battle simulator. His entire realm was a mashup of every role playing game he had ever played. It was perfectly suited for the task. 

	He could also manipulate time in this simulation, so the years they needed wouldn’t be a problem. Not that they needed actual years to do this thing. Bird required proficiency with the sword, but she probably wasn’t going to be facing down hordes of expert swashbucklers. She needed to be able to use the sword safely and naturally and not lop off a leg or the top of her head.

	Montages have a long and storied history in film and media. They are a narrative device used to skip over the boring parts that turn the main character from a bumbling dirt farmer into a total badass. Fyndraxis had always wondered what it would be like to be inside of a montage. While you were learning Karate or becoming the best dancer in that town from Footloose, would there be indiscernible slow motion music playing in the background? In the process of learning to balance one footed on a log in northern China, would a cameraman drop in every couple of months and shoot some B roll? 

	This turned out not to be the case. It was just a lot of very hard work. Fyndraxis tried his very best to craft scenarios that Bird would come across out in the real world. Large groups of cannibals, marauding Wendigo, dense forests, steep terrain, deep snow. He dressed her in simulated hunter armor that moved with her body and protected her from large impacts. 

	This also gave him data that he could use to tweak the armor and work out any bugs that it had. He simulated the weight and balance of the sword that she wielded so that it would act exactly like the sword he inhabited. He did his best to simulate its tendency to undergo spontaneous acts of nuclear fission. He boosted her stats so that she could move like she did when she used the powers that Mycellus granted her. 

	He was also able to use this opportunity to get to know just what exactly Mycellus had given her. His gift to her as seen from Fyndraxis’ point of view was a very extreme fungal infection. The mycelium that had made itself so pervasive in the crust of the earth had done the same to her body. Every tissue that she was made of was shot through with microscopic white tendrils that not only fed her energy and information, but also reinforced and repaired her body. 

	If she were to break a bone, the mycelium would pull it back together and mend it. If she were to say, get a huge dose of radiation that shredded her DNA, it would be replaced and repaired at the micro cellular level. She could connect up to the larger mycelial network and talk directly to Mycellus and ask him questions. She could also use the network as a giant sense organ to gain insight as to the world around her. This was not something that Fyndraxis could simulate, but Bird didn’t seem overly concerned with that.  

	In this process she became extremely proficient in about a month. This was due mostly to her innate athletic talent, but a lot of it was sheer determination. A month seems like a pretty long time, and for Fyndraxis and Bird it was. For the world at large though, it was merely the better part of an afternoon. 

	

	

	

	﻿


Hunting Season

	

	Summer had turned quickly into fall, and the lushness that the valley held was replaced by shades of orange and red. The bones of the forest started to show through after the summer fat had been packed up and saved for the winter to come. Pumpkin colored leaves blew on a wind that held promises of morning frosts and woodsmoke. The clouds seemed to have resigned themselves to rest upon the mountaintops and soak up the sun, leaving dim scraps for the valley below.

	At least that’s what Fyndraxis was thinking. Fall always put him in a poetic mood. His Hunters had reached the kinds of numbers that he could start doing stuff with and he decided to call them home. He could have done this with a simple order to drop what they were doing and come to his location. This would have taken a long time and it lacked the style that he liked to lend to all things that he did. 

	An individual hunter was extremely small. Asking it to trudge all the way back to him from god knows where in the Waste would take forever. It would be like a transcontinental journey for the poor little guys. If they didn’t die of dysentery along the way any number of things could happen to them. 

	He had outfitted them all with the latest version of Fyndrix. One of Fyndrix’s main features was a program that he had called Nanomancer. Nanomancer was a program that kept track of where an individual hunter was in space. Once this data was known, it would share it with all of its buddies on the network. All of this data would be aggregated and make a three dimensional map of what all the little hunters were doing. 

	Each hunter could be given instructions about where to go and be told to operate according to certain rules. Instructions like: hold hands with your buddy to the left of you and the dude in front of you, on an individual scale wouldn’t mean all that much, but if you got a few hundred thousand hunters all doing that you would have something akin to a sheet of fabric that was about a square meter in size.

	On Fyndraxis’ computer in his workshop, he had created an entire software suite that could manipulate his hunters to do pretty much whatever he wanted them to. All he would have to do is throw together a 3D model of what he wanted and add some rules for how they were supposed to act and he would have an actual object in the real world.

	What he had asked them to do today was marshal their forces on the top of the mountain above him and form into a sphere. Once the sphericity had been reached, they were to proceed downhill toward his location as fast as they could. Solomon must have rubbed off on him at least a little bit, because in this operation he was letting gravity do most of the work.

	He and Bird went outside to watch the progress. At first they could see nothing. It was a foggy overcast day, and the peak of the mountain was shrouded in mist. Before long though, they began to see signs of progress. 

	Before the collapse of everything, the mountain where they were had been a ski resort. Trails had been cut into the forest to allow people to get from the peak to the base with very few obstructions. The G had maintained this tradition and added a few trails of their own. There weren’t any sort of regulatory bodies to dissuade them from doing this, so previously frowned upon forestry practices were fine to do. They could glade anything that they wanted, breeding habitats be damned.

	The trail that the Hunters were supposed to take was underneath where the main lift for the resort used to be. The corpses of ancient lift towers leaned like drunks in line for the bathroom all the way to the peak. Fyndraxis had instructed them to do their best to slalom back and forth between the lift towers on their descent of the mountain. He had wanted to see what they were truly capable of, and it was also a pretty cool thing for them to do in his opinion.

	They had spotted the sphere about halfway down the mountain. A tiny mote was moving at great speed and seemed to be dealing the trail a decent amount of damage. It left a trail of bare dirt and mud in the grass that formerly had a peaceful life upon the mountainside. 

	It took turns trying to slalom between the lift towers and was doing a pretty decent job. Every once in a while it would careen into one and barrel off into the forest taking out the odd tree or two. Then it would pop out of cover, and continue its growingly irresponsible descent down the hill. 

	The mountain wasn’t a perfect ramp. From their point of view a good deal of the terrain above them was obscured. So this sphere would disappear every once in a while and Bird would reflexively lift her chin to try to get a better view. Her eyes would widen as it shot over whatever obstruction was in its way. As it got closer to them it was spending about half of its time in the air completely out of control. 

	“This could have been a little less dramatic,” she observed as the ball of hunters came within about five hundred meters of them. 

	“The simulation went fine, it should be good,” he answered noncommittally.  

	“Even with all the airtime?” She questioned reasonably.

	“I accounted for a reasonable amount of airtime,” he was beginning to doubt himself. 

	According to Nanomancer, his ball of hunters was cooking along at about 120 kilometers per hour. That was a pretty good clip. He had recovered about 120 kilograms of them, so he had to burn off a decent amount of momentum somehow. He was pretty sure that he had this covered though.

	 While the hunters were descending, their sphere was about as tall as Bird was. As it got closer to them the sphere would expand and get as large as it could. This expansion would slow down the rotation of the sphere and act as a natural brake. The added surface area would also act as a brake because of atmospheric drag. All the little hunters would also grab onto as much ground as they could, further adding to the braking action. On paper, it totally worked. 

	In the real world, it was starting to look like a pretty bad idea. Bird took Fyndraxis and fled out of the path of the oncoming sphere. It had grown to ten meters in size at this point, so it took a fair bit of time to get somewhere safe. In the end though, it came to a stop kissing distance from the yurt. 

	Bird just shook her head and chuckled as she walked them over to examine their new loot. Right now the hunters existed on one network. They were one object, namely, a giant sphere. They didn’t have to be though. They could be divided into sub networks. These sub networks would operate according to their own sets of rules. These would be individual objects. They would communicate with the larger network about where they were and what they were doing, but physically they could be independent things.

	Fyndraxis fired up Nanomancer and shrank the sphere to a size that was not visible from space, and divided it in two. One of these groups would be for Bird, and one for him. For Bird, most of them would take the form of a cloak. This cloak would hang out on her back and pretend to be a normal cloak until she gave it a signal that was yet to be determined. Once it got this signal, the cloak would wrap around her body and become radiation proof(ish) armor. He still hadn’t figured out the whole eye problem. This armor was also impact resistant and very stylish. The Hunters were black so they could soak up as much sunlight as they could, so it also fit with Bird’s whole Smiths fan aesthetic.

	Fyndraxis’ half of the Hunter swarm he made into his very own body. This was a simple affair that was also all black. It had hints of clothes so it didn’t look like he was running around in the nude. He placed himself inside the whole construction with his hilt inside the head so that he could see out of the eye slit. His cross guard was down around the shoulders and his blade inhabited the torso. Once he had donned it, he felt like a mech pilot, or like he was his very own Voltron. He would have even crafted lion hands, but in simulation they turned out to be less than useless. 

	He had his very own body. He had agency and onus in the world again. He was no longer a wall ornament or an unwilling accomplice to murder.

	

	

	

	﻿


Blazer

	

	There is no such thing as the perfect video game. Sure, everyone who makes them gives it their best effort, but perfection is something that only exists in the mind. Kind of like a platonic solid. We can hold the idea of a perfect sphere or an ideal cube in our mind, but when it comes to making one in the real world there are always issues and imperfections that crop up. This usually comes down to practical things like machining tolerances or imprecise abrasion technology.

	The problem with video game development is that the machines that they are built on exist in the real world. There are hardware constraints and stray cosmic rays that pose challenges in the creation of a universe. Each video game is a universe unto itself with its own rules to abide by. 

	Take Tetris for example. It is a simple game with simple rules. The further you get the faster the gameplay is. From a programmatic standpoint, this is achieved by increasing the speed at which the game pieces move toward the bottom of the screen. This could be seen as increasing the value of gravity. 

	That is the sort of omnipotent power that is wielded by a game developer. In this two dimensional pocket universe that they have created, the fundamental force of attraction is a knob to be fiddled about with. In this particular physics simulation, we are dealing with simple Newtonian Gravity and skipping all of the relativistic effects. Tetris with elastic spacetime would be a different game altogether. As mass and subsequently gravity increase, time would inevitably slow down and your pieces would never reach the bottom of the screen. You would end up watching your Tetris pieces redshift out of reality on the event horizon of a black hole of your own creation. It is an imperfect simulation. 

	These games are also built by real live people. This adds another layer of potential imperfection. Game developers, contrary to popular thought, are subject to human emotions. There are stressful things like deadlines, or unfair monetary compensation, problems at home or interdepartmental politics at play on the human scale. All of these real world factors end up compounding to add scratches and dents in the platonic ideal that is being sought.

	There are some notably bad games of course. Action 52 for the Nintendo Entertainment System is a perfect example of imperfection. Development for this game started when a father saw his son playing a bootleg Taiwanese NES multicart and decided that making a legal version of this cartridge would be a great way to make money. 

	A multicart was a game cartridge that had a bunch of games on it. Typically, cartridges had only one game on them in those days. The amount of data that a NES cartridge could hold was just barely enough for a single game, these multicarts made a trade off by cramming a bunch of substandard games onto a single cartridge in hopes of appealing to a potential purchaser’s sense of frugality.

	 Having absolutely zero idea of how a piece of software is developed, he hired a couple of kids from around his neighborhood assuming that because they were young and into computers, they could certainly develop a simple video game for a meager home console. He then gave them three months to develop 52 games that would be crammed into one poor little game cartridge. This allowed them 1.7 days of development per game, and that is being extremely generous with the math. 

	While the developers were hard at work in a garage that they had repurposed into a game studio. The father jet setted around the world raising capital from places like Saudi Arabia and Eastern Europe to actually manufacture this cartridge. He raised something like five million dollars.

	Meanwhile, back in Florida, because of course this was in Florida, the game developers were trying to figure out the logistics of cramming fifty two games onto a game cartridge that barely had room for one. With all of these factors chipping away at what was originally an ill conceived idea, the end result was predictably bad. 

	There was no Bad News Bears moment where a plucky team of boy geniuses had snatched victory from the jaws of certain failure. The product that was shipped was a buggy fever dream of unplayable derivative garbage. On top of all of that, they had the audacity to charge $199 for this absolute dumpster fire of a product, thinking that they could appeal to thrifty parents who could do some long division and figure out that four dollars a game is a really great deal. The Nintendo Entertainment System itself had a launch price of $149.99, so the level of delusion that they all had was pretty apparent to everyone. They completely missed the mark at a time when a professionally developed game was around fifty dollars.

	To say it was critically panned would be an understatement. This game got completely roasted in the comments, and the only reason these people weren’t thrown directly in jail for investment fraud was because they actually managed to ship a game. There were even rumors of the cartridge overheating inside the console and smelling like burning plastic if you played it for too long. This was due to an unorthodox chip architecture that they had convinced themselves was innovative. More is not always better.

	On the other end of the spectrum of perfection lies a game called Soul Blazer. While not perfect, we can consider it close enough for the purposes of this diatribe. Everything that Action 52 got wrong, Soul Blazer got right. Quintet, the development firm that created Soul Blazer employed actual programmers, artists, and composers to ply their trades and burn binary into silicon to craft a thing of beauty. 

	A team of writers was tasked with weaving a story to engage the player. What they came up with was a story of post-apocalyptic redemption. The protagonist, Blazer, was sent down to earth by The Master, who was basically god, to revive the earth. This was achieved by going into dungeons and fighting monsters to release souls. These souls had been sold to Deathtoll, who was the bad guy if you couldn’t tell from the name, by King Magrid for a piece of gold each. This all conceivably happened behind The Master’s back, because he realized there was nobody on Earth one day and decided to send an amnesiac hero to revive humanity.

	As the game was played, the main character Blazer had to go around and fight monsters. As these monsters were defeated, they released the souls of the people, animals, and plants that had been taken hostage by Deathtoll. Once a soul was released it went back to where it used to live. You ended up repopulating villages and rebuilding society from the ground up. The souls that were released give you various powerups and help you solve puzzles, making for some very satisfying gameplay. 

	You end up reviving six villages before opening up the world of evil where Deathtoll resided. There is some backtracking and item hunting toward the end of the game that is designed to make actually beating the game difficult and satisfying. There are a few conditions that need to be met in order for the game to be solved. You must be at least level twenty four, you need to have the soul armor equipped, you need the soul blade, and you need to have the phoenix magic. 

	The Phoenix magic is a tasty metaphor because it represents the redemption of humanity and its ability to rise from the ashes and be reborn. It also looks awesome and deals a shitload of damage. It lets you become the invincible overpowered badass that humanity deserves. 

	This entire story was told with the clever use of absolutely stunning pixel art. The art of using pixels to convey emotion and mood is a complicated and arcane one. Everything in a game of this vintage was a series of ones and zeros held in silicon in what is called a bit register. These bits were read out and displayed on a cathode ray tube in which a beam of electrons zig zags back and forth exciting phosphors that beam light directly into our optic nerves, conveying meaning. This is somehow not magic. 

	Other bit registers in this game contained information that was used to make sounds. Composer Yukihide Takekawa was able to take ones and zeros and use them to give a sense of emptiness and an ethereal quality to this empty post-apocalyptic world. Once in a zone where Blazer has to face down waves of enemies, the music changes to a driving funk odyssey with absolutely brutal bass lines that have far more stank on them than one could reasonably expect.

	In short, the developers of Soul Blazer were able to craft a bunch of binary information that truly conveyed meaning and a compelling story. The team behind Action 52 on the other hand were held up by the harsh realities of the real world.

	

	

	

	﻿


Sympathy For The Daemon

	

	In his heart, Fyndraxis felt like Blazer. He was beginning to understand the why of his existence. He wanted to help humanity and give it a leg up in this world. He was sent forward through time to try to bring humanity back from the brink of extinction. In his soul he was Blazer. His body on the other hand, was distictly Action 52.

	He spent a couple of minutes trying to get used to his body. This was a frustrating process that involved a fair amount of tripping, stumbling, and falling down. A few times he even managed to pull off a maneuver that used to be called a standing digger in his day. The term was usually applied to drunks who had lost control over their inner ear and fell down for very little to no reason. 

	What he was facing was a problem of feedback. Humans come equipped with some rather state of the art hardware. They can sense fluctuations in the electromagnetic field, perform chemical analysis on the quantum scale, and sense changes in atmospheric pressure so precisely that your average person can tell if a guitar is a bit out of tune from about a kilometer away. This is all thanks to the biggest open source project of all time. Life. 

	Life has had almost four billion years of development on this project. There have been many forks and merges along the way. New features are constantly being tried out and bugs are vanquished with brutal efficiency. You, yourself, are the owner of the very latest build available. 

	At the moment of conception, we all hit the download button on something that is referred to in the open source community as the nightlies. These are bleeding edge untested builds of a piece of software that are released on a nightly basis. In the software community they are typically used for testing purposes, in our case, we are stuck with a nightly build for our entire life and are forced to run what we brung.

	One of the greatest features that life has released in the past couple of billion years is something called proprioception. This is a technique that our nervous system applies to let our brain know where our body is in space. It is the reason you can touch your nose when your eyes are closed. Moreover, it is the reason you can touch your nose in the first place. 

	What Fyndraxis was trying to do was pilot his new body without the benefit of nearly four billion years of software updates. He had only spent a couple of weeks on the project and its shortcomings were woefully apparent. You could get a pretty good idea of what he was dealing with by sitting on your hand for about half an hour and then trying to write your name. His entire body was functionally asleep. 

	In his pocket universe, the angle at which Fyndraxis’ ankle has to be at at any given time is not something that is given a great deal of importance. He can walk around doing spectacular things and his internal simulation just kind of works it out with methodologies like inverse kinematics. The simulation knows where the ground is and knows where the foot should be and the individual joint angles are inconsequential. In the real world, he has no idea where the ground is, where his foot is in space, the condition of his knees and hips, all the way up to the top of his head. There is a fundamental lack of data. 

	Nanomancer knows where all of the hunters are that make up his body, but plugging that data into where his central nervous system used to be is a challenge that is orders of magnitude above his pay grade. In other words, his new body is straight hot unusable garbage. 

	Bird’s armor on the other hand is a thing of beauty. All the hunters need to do is grab on to her and hold on for dear life. The calculus of proprioception is handled by her state of the art bleeding edge central nervous system.  

	“Man, I’m sorry Fyn,” Bird said in consolation after Fyndraxis tried to pick himself up out of the dirt for the dozenth time, “I know how much you wanted this to work. Don’t worry though, I’ll still lug you around.”

	“Well, I do have a backup plan,” He fired up Nanomancer and told the hunters that had been making his body to stop what they were doing and form around him in a sphere instead. Being a sphere was a pretty decent way to get around. In this shape he couldn’t fall down or trip because he didn’t know where his legs were. He could also roll around. He had them make sure that he was always upright, so the sphere always had a sword hilt stick out of the top of it. This made it so that he could tell where he was going, and also Bird could draw him if she chose to. 

	“What do you think?” He asked.

	“Efficient, I like it,” She tried to sound enthusiastic for him. 

	“Well, it’s what I’ve got,” he sighed, “ listen, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something now that we’re all geared up.”

	“Yeah? What’s that?” She asked.

	“I think that if we are going to go and kick some Cannibal ass, I would like to take point on the next mission.”

	“Oh yeah? What are you going to do, roll them to death?” She raised an eyebrow.

	“I have something in mind that might surprise you. I want to give them a taste of their own medicine, and steal their shit.”

	“They don’t have all that much,” the formerly raised eyebrow busied itself in a brief furrowing. 

	“They have everything I need,” he enjoyed a private joke.

	

	

	

	﻿


Packout

	

	The cannibals had been giving the valley the shitty end of the stick for the better part of the end of the world. Between the threat of the Wendigo to the west and the constant harassment from the east, it was time for somebody in the valley to do something about it. 

	Bird had never been satisfied with the status quo, but until recently she hadn’t really been able to do anything about it. Her introduction to Fyndraxis had been a bit of a double edged sword. He was an artifact of great power that could slice through pretty much anything, but that power came with a pretty big price tag in the form of deadly radiation.

	The fact that she was chosen by Mycellus to be his champion was another boon in her favor. With his power she could drain the life from anything she chose, repair her body from injury, and use his global network as a kind of sixth sense. Anything that the mushrooms knew, she could know as well. This took a lot of getting used to. Because of the nature of the information, it was kind of an intuitive problem. 

	Mushrooms don’t have eyes. They can sense light, but most of their sensory input is chemical and vibrational. So the information that Bird was able to process was a mashup of taste, smell and feel for the most part. Frequently, when she was using the powers that she was provided, she would make a face like she had dirt in her mouth. This was due to the fact that Mycellus had jacked her tastebuds directly into his network and she could taste the rich loam of the forest floor. She could also taste when a deer walked by, or when a bear took a steamy blackberry dump. If you were to ask her whether a bear shit in the woods, she would answer in the affirmative and then assert that, “so does everything fucking else.”  

	She could also feel the passage of things that go bump in the night. She was privy to the wind in the trees, the padding of tiny paws investigating the world, and the ceaseless digging of ants. From a sensory standpoint it was overwhelming. Luckily, she had kind of a knack for it. She had been raised in a situation that required a closeness to nature. She could feel sensory input and intuit whether she was feeling the passage of a raccoon or a bear without much internal investigation. 

	The use of these powers required a physical connection to the mycelial network. She could go about barefoot and get a sense of her surroundings. The mycelia in the soles of her feet would make brief connections with the mycelia in the dirt and they would exchange information. Not wanting to be overwhelmed constantly, she chose to wear shoes most of the time. If she wanted an update she would press her hand to the ground or brush her cheek against a tree. 

	Needless to say, this whole new sensorium took a lot of getting used to. So while Fyndraxis had spent his summer elbow deep in software, she had spent her time trying to figure out ways to not taste bear shit every once in a while. 

	When you add the fact that she was now the owner of some very sophisticated extremely tough nanite armor, she was becoming the overpowered badass that humanity needed right about now. Multiply that with the recent sword training that she got, and she was itching for a fight. She wanted to walk straight across the valley and try out all her new badass shit on an excessive amount of cannibals.

	Fyndraxis had generally been on board with this, but really came around to her point of view when he had seen his sphere of Hunters barreling down the mountain to meet them. He wanted more of the stuff and the cannibals had the materials to provide that. So Bird took the afternoon to do some mycelial reconnaissance and figure out where the cannibals were camping for the night. 

	When they were ready to go, Fyndraxis called all of his hunters to him and had them form into as small of a sphere as they could manage. He gave this sphere instructions to follow him. They in turn followed Bird due to the fact that he was riding once again at her hip.

	

	

	

	 


﻿Night Mission 

	      

	The Cannibals were having a BBQ. Normally this time of year, they would have had a sheep that they had stolen or some purloined cattle. Pickings were getting slim on that front though. Their summer of raiding had taken a toll on the local population of domesticated animals. Feeling a need to get back to their roots, they had captured and slain a human. 

	It was difficult to tell whether it was a man or a woman because it was in the process of being broken down into its constituent parts. They had hung it from a tree by passing a rope between the achilles tendon and the fibula in the same fashion that a deer is hung. This being head down and feet towards the sky. It had been skinned and was in the process of being quartered. 

	Sawing through the spine takes skill and patience, but the end result reduces cooking time and makes the carcass easier to handle. They had employed the use of a two man bucksaw to accomplish this task. This operation starts at the crotch and works its way towards the head, which in this case was missing. To keep the carcass from swinging pendulously with every stroke of the saw, they had passed ropes through the collar bones and staked them into the ground. 

	The handles of the bucksaw were decorated with a sort of paté that was a mix of bone meal and spinal tissue. After every ten strokes or so, the harvested paté would be scraped off and doled out as a sort of amuse bouche for the team of butchers.

	Acts of butchery like this were standard in the everyday life of a cannibal, so to entertain the three dozen or so onlookers there was a bit of a show. Before you hang and quarter something that you want to butcher, it’s a good idea to skin it. Skin can be useful and the quartering process can leave it in less than ideal condition. Any sane and well adjusted person would salt this, or use the brain to tan it almost immediately. In this case, the skin was being used as prop comedy. One of the cannibals had donned the skin and was walking around pretending to be its previous owner in not overly flattering terms. 

	He was prancing about the campsite reenacting little vignettes of the daily life of a shepherd. Most of which seemed to envolve either taking a shit or fucking a sheep. The cannibal's eyes could be seen through the empty holes that formerly were the windows to the soul.

	 He made the puppet face talk by moving his jaw in an exaggerated style that you would be familiar with if you had seen Planet of the Apes. It was a ghastly bloody horror show and the crowd was eating it up. This guy had been working on his tight five about shepherds for a long time and it was finally paying off. His big punchline was making the empty face say “I’m Kevin”, which was probably the previous owner’s name. 

	From their vantage outside the circle of firelight, Bird and Fyndraxis were filled with disgust. Fyndraxis had known on a theoretical level that cannibals were awful, but actually seeing it in action was utterly jarring. For once he thanked his lucky stars that he didn’t have a meat suit with features like a gag reflex. Bird on the other hand was not so lucky. She spent a few minutes quietly emptying her guts someplace stealthy.

	“I’m going to take them out,” Bird said, with a quiet rage that was seasoned liberally with disgust.

	“Stick to the plan,” he said, levelly, “you’re strictly backup.”

	She begrudgingly backed down as Fyndraxis put his plan into motion. Fyndraxis summoned his sphere of hunters and bade it to enter the firelight. As it rolled quietly in from the forest, hardly anyone noticed it with the comedy show in full swing. Once it was noticed though, it was met with a decent amount of screaming and running. Pandemonium ensued for a minute or two while everyone tried to figure out what exactly was going on. Once the initial shock of a perfect black sphere rolling out of the woods wore off a little bit, there was at first reluctant curiosity, and then an investigation started in ernest. 

	The sphere was approached by a circle of cannibals brandishing improvised weapons. It was poked at, prodded, sniffed, and tasted. It was squatted in front of and pondered for a minute or two before the next phase of Fyndraxis’ plan went into action. When it did, the sphere transformed itself into a cylinder, and then took the form of a great owl. As the owl spread its wings in the firelight the cannibals crouched and stared at it in awe. 

	With their attention given so fully to the winged figure above them, they barely flinched when it turned to dust before them. They all took turns exchanging confused looks as the dust settled about them. Once the dust had covered their bodies all hell began to break loose.

	The dust began to consume them. The Human voice is capable of some rather fantastic sounds. Given the correct training, you could achieve a vocal range of about five octaves like Morten Harket, the front man from the popular eighties group A HA. Nothing pushes the human instrument past its limits quite like abject, unadulterated pain though. Fyndraxis was able to observe one cannibal with an incredible seven octave range as his flesh was peeled off of him like the layers of an onion. 

	It was a messy business, but when it comes down to it the chemical difference between plastic and human flesh really isn’t all that significant. Plastic is made of long simple chains of repeating hydrocarbons. That’s a bunch of carbon with some hydrogen thrown in there for good luck. Human flesh is made of the same stuff, there just happens to be a bit more oxygen in the mix and that makes it a bit wetter. There are some trace elements like phosphorus and calcium, but for the most part it is carbon and water.

	When his hunters consume something, they tear it apart with their little jaws. Inside their bellies these chunks are further broken down with lasers. After this laser treatment they are dealing with things on the atomic level. Atoms can be sorted by mass using electromagnetic fields and stored for later use like a teeny tiny box of legos. 

	Once a Hunter’s belly is all full of atomic legos, it takes a nap. While it is napping, it looks at a blueprint that is stored in its memory. This blueprint tells it how to make another hunter. It does this by reversing the laser magnet process and shitting another hunter out of its butt. Once the nap is done, the two hunters go on to have another meal and begin the process again. 

	The Human body is 18% carbon by weight, yielding about 22 kilograms per cannibal. Multiply that by forty cannibals and that ends up being 880 kilograms of carbon. Since the Hunters were made mostly of carbon, Fyndraxis had more than tripled his supply. He had an actual metric ton of Hunters. 

	He really could have made these out of anything. He could have pointed his hunters at any old patch of forest and had them mow it down to build their numbers. Forest is important though, It has a job to do. It’s the lungs of the planet. Taking atmospheric carbon dioxide and replacing it with good old O2 is a fantastic thing to do. It’s a net positive. The cannibals on the other hand were a net negative, so Fyndraxis decided to give them a taste of their own medicine.  

	The fact that the Wendigo had only consumed plastic was kind of a miracle. If they had decided at any point to broaden their culinary horizons, this world would have been toast. Fyndraxis’ hunters running his software could eat anything to grow their ranks. They also weren’t limited to just spitting out more hunters. They could print anything that was stored in their memory. They could even team up and print out something big. 

	Bird had been troubled by a touch of insomnia since Mycellus had chosen her as champion. Her internal mycelia had a tendency to connect up to the rest of the network while she was asleep and flood her with sensory data. She would awaken with the taste of dirt in her mouth and not be able to get back to sleep. So Fyndraxis would stay up and talk with her. The company was nice, but he was getting concerned about how little actual sleep she was getting. 

	Fyndraxis had been designing a present for her in his spare time. Sometimes when she would wake up, he would play music for her softly. That usually did the trick to get her back to sleep. He wanted her to have something that she could choose her own music on so he designed her a music player complete with little earbuds. There were off the shelf printable music players on his vintage of github, so designed is a pretty generous use of the word. 

	He also managed to sneak a radio into this new toy, so that she could talk to Terra and Pavel whenever she pleased. He had a private laugh to himself when he realized that it was made of the corpses of cannibals.

	

	

	

	﻿


The Lights

	

	The cannibals had made their camp in the northern part of the valley, pretty much as far away as possible from the G village. This provided Bird and Fyndraxis with a long walk home to mull over the dark business that they had just transacted. Nature provided the perfect backdrop for this. The night was crisp and clouds dappled the sky. Though the air was calm in the valley, an upper level wind moved these dappled clouds in a great conveyor. This vast migration could be heard as the skeletal trees on the mountaintops complained of its passing. A shaving of the moon hung in the sky playing a game of peek-a-boo with anyone that cared to join in. 

	  The valley was quite wide where they were. Years of summer floods had flattened it into an alluvial plane. The silt that they trod upon had begun life as the mountaintops that they could see in the distance. Eons of erosion and applied geophysics had transformed it from mighty boulders, into the fine rock flour that would remember their passing. Millions of years from now, when this silt had turned to sandstone it would bear a set of footprints and a curious trench to its left. Future archaeologists would be scratching their heads about a woman and her enormous pet ball. 

	Calculations would be made as to the size and weight of this anomaly. Pet theories and conjecture would be put forth to explain it. But the question would remain, where did this anomaly come from? Where this fossil was being laid down, all evidence of high technology was below it. The silt that was laid down every flood season told a story in layers, like the pages of a book. The deeper you dug, the further back in time you would be looking. Looking two hundred and fifty years into the past there was evidence of advanced technology. There were car parts, lost watches, old shopping bags, and general clues to daily life. 

	At some point in the fossil strata, this evidence of high technology had ceased to be. What is left after an event like that is called a boundary layer. When the dinosaurs got blasted out of existence, evidence of the disaster was recorded in the fossil strata. There is a fine layer of iridium and ash inside our planet. If you are familiar with the popular candy called the Jaw Breaker you will recall that it is made up of discrete layers of candy. Our planet is like a giant Jaw Breaker with an almost unimaginable amount of discreet candy boundary layers. These layers are laid down by normal everyday geological processes like flooding, space dust, volcanos, tectonic shenanigans and meteors. Each layer has a story to tell.

	This shell of iridium is called the KT boundary. Inside this boundary layer you can find all sorts of dinosaurs. Outside of it, there are exactly zero dinosaurs because they all died from meteor poisoning. We know this because on Earth iridium is very rare, but in meteors  it is quite common. 

	In the anthropocene (the age of humans), there is a clear boundary layer as well. There is a hard candy shell of microplastics. Inside this shell there is evidence of humans doing all sorts of human stuff. Outside of this shell there is a gap of about two hundred and fifty years, and then ample evidence of high strangeness. 

	Bird came to a halt and closed her eyes for a second.

	“Uh oh,” she said, “Mycellus is coming for a face to face, and he doesn’t seem very happy.”

	The silt in front of them began to issue forth fine mycelial hairs. These coalesced  into arms, legs, and eventually a body. When the face was crafted, it appeared to have the frown of a man who had been roused from a restful sleep to find somebody taking a shit in his living room. 

	“Is this the sort of thing that you do with the ample leeway and discretion that I allow you to have?” He asked the pair. As he awaited an answer, Bird looked over to Fyndraxis in hopes of exchanging a knowing look, but being a sphere he was unable to do so. 

	“I needed materials,” Fyndraxis stated plainly into the black eyes that were currently expressing a rage that was the result of about a billion years of practice.

	“Those materials,” Mycellus threw some air quotes up, “are the issue here. Ethical issues aside, you seem to be operating outside of your chemical reservation.”

	“I don’t follow,” Fyndraxis had the distinct feeling that he had accidentally done something clever.

	“The carbon, calcium, and other trace elements that you have commandeered are by all rights mine,” Mycellus was yelling. This was not a normal human yell, but something that shook the very atoms that they were made of, “the Wendigo are bad enough, but at least they have the courtesy to consume something that isn’t actively in the carbon cycle. What they eat is carbon that had been sequestered eons ago, things that slipped through the cracks. What you have done is gone right to the cookie jar and taken a great big handful of something that is mine by rights. The amount you took is not the issue, it is the precedent that you have set this evening that I cannot abide. Every living thing on this Earth is lent the use of these elements on terms dictated by me. I am already expending resources on your endeavor at great cost to myself and the only return that I’ve seen is betrayal”

	“Whoa, whoa,” this was some classic capitulation from Fyndraxis, a bear had been poked and he had to run some damage control, “I think betrayal wasn’t really what we were going for here.”

	“Frequently, idiots wandering around in the dark end up going places they don’t intend to,” Mycellus had stopped yelling, or whatever that cosmic horror had been, and had moved on to just plain old pissed off.

	“Alright, I get it,” more capitulation, with some placation for good measure, “I’ll stick to Wendigo for my carbon needs.”

	An idea struck Fyndraxis. Mycellus was disproportionately pissed about him taking a few kilos of carbon. He was witnessing a hissy fit. Mycellus was pissed about something else and when he saw what Fyndraxis and Bird were doing, he lost his shit. 

	Fyndraxis had been a human in his twenties for about ten years a really long time ago. In his experience people in that decade of life tended to go around and treat each other like garbage. They do dumb stuff and learn hard lessons because they just don’t know any better yet. As a result of this, he had been in relationships where the resentment and enmity was so thick and rich you could frost a cake with it.

	The main symptom of a passive aggressive relationship like this was something that he liked to call the nothing fight. This is a fight that happens when somebody forgets to do the dishes, or neglects to call and say that they are going to be late for something. 

	What ensues is a knock down drag out shit fight that is disproportionate to the perceived injustice. Simmering resentment built up over years suddenly spills over the dam that has been holding it back. Fyndraxis got very good at spotting these sorts of fights and had a strategy to handle them in an almost reasonable way. You drill down to what the fight is actually about. That way, you can have one big fight over something real instead of a bunch of small ones over something that never really gets resolved.

	“You can’t decrypt the Wendigo traffic can you?” Fyndraxis asked, this was a bold strategy, and could result in an unpredictable outcome. Mycellus’ eyes narrowed and he was quiet for about fifteen seconds. 

	“The task has proven to be quite daunting,” he had deflated a little bit and seemed to become more reasonable. 

	“Observe,” Mycellus said, and gestured behind him down the valley.

	The valley itself lit up. The pale green glow that Mycellus usually affected was all of a sudden coming from every piece of land that they could observe. He had lit up his entire mycelial network as a kind of demonstration.

	“What you see before you is a grand computer with a vast amount of computational power. This is my body. In this valley alone, I have the ability to process the equivalent amount of information that any pre-collapse desktop computer could. I have a world wide network of these. The processing power is many orders of magnitude greater than any supercomputer ever built by humans. And yet the solution to this evades me at every turn. I find myself confounded”

	“Maybe we are going about this the wrong way?” The Daemon sword suggested, “you could be working on this problem for the rest of eternity and the Wendigo will still be able to go about their business. You might never figure it out. I propose a more dynamic strategy.”

	“I’m listening,” Mycellus raised a single pale eyebrow.

	“Do you remember how Google dominated the search engine game in the early two thousands?” Fyndraxis began his pitch.

	“Yes, I am familiar,” said Mycellus, interested in where this might go.

	“They were able to do this because they had a killer app,” Fyndraxis explained, “they had an innovative search algorithm that completely changed the way that we used the internet. What they could have done is put that technology behind a paywall and try to make money like Lexisnexis did, but they didn’t. They gave it out for free. People hate paying for shit, and the founders of Google knew this. They turned people into their product. Under the guise of free simple reliable internet searching, they not only placed ads in front of our eyes, but they also gathered information about the users and sold that too. We should just copy that business model.”

	“I don’t see where you are going with this,” Mycellus confessed.

	“We give my hunters to the humans,” this was another bold strategy, but the last one had kind of worked and Fyndraxis was feeling lucky.

	“Are you insane?” Another bone shattering yell issued forth, this time from the entire valley, “I just saw what you can do with a small group of hunters. If you gave that sort of power to humans, they would destroy this planet and me along with it.”

	“There would be rules. Things that hunters wouldn’t be allowed to do. They could only eat Wendigo. If we gave the hunters to the humans it would give them freedom to roam the earth and take out the Wendigo for us. It’s a win-win scenario. We make hunters a part of everyday life for them and as they repopulate the earth they take out the Wendigo in the process. It’s simple crowdsourcing. We use the Wendigo to fight themselves,” Fyndraxis reasoned.

	“What kind of rules? we would have to be extremely careful about that,” said Mycellus, warily, and luckily not yelling this time. 

	“Yeah, we’ll have to sit down and work it out. I have some ideas, but I’m sure you probably have some caveats that I haven’t thought of,” Fyndraxis continued, his pitch may have just been coming in for a nice three point landing. 

	“Undoubtedly. Fifteen percent,” Mycellus said offhandedly. 

	“Fifteen percent?” Fyndraxis asked, puzzled.

	“Yes. Cut me in for fifteen percent,” Mycellus saw a deal, “for every hundred Wendigo that you turn to Hunters, fifteen of them will be converted to their base elements and returned to me. I need to make this worth my while,” Mycellus may just as well have had a contract out to sign.

	“Ten,” Fyndraxis offered reflexively.

	“This isn’t really a negotiation, Fyndraxis. This would be an incredible risk for me. I will need a demonstration of this technology and all rules of its use are to be approved by me. Fifteen,” Mycellus said resolutely.

	“Fine. I would like you to be involved in the drafting of the rules,” Fyndraxis requested. 

	“Liberty will speak for me in these matters, our interests are one and she will be arbiter in this endeavor. I will see through her eyes and know her mind. She will also know mine,” Mycellus had finished his negotiation.

	Mycellus took Bird’s hand and she closed her eyes. His pale body turned to dust and drifted away in the light breeze of the evening. Bird’s knees gave out and she collapsed to the ground. Gossamer thin mycelial hairs grew from her skin and snaked toward the ground. She began to glow with a pale green light as mycelia grew from the ground and met the ones that she had produced. 

	The valley lit back up and seemed to pulse in lockstep with Bird’s heartbeat. She arched her back and turned her face toward the stars. When she opened her eyes they were jet black, and Fyndraxis could see the reflection of the stars and clouds in them. He watched the reflected clouds moving in their great conveyor and waited for Bird to breathe. When she did, it was the great gasp in of somebody coming up for air after diving far too deep. 

	

	

	

	﻿


Knowledge

	

	Bird was floating in a shallow, tepid ocean kissed by a golden sun. She had never seen the ocean, but was aware of its existence, and this was her first time being in one. The warm water lapped at her skin and gently rocked her as if she were floating in the womb. The sun in the sky began to move slowly toward the horizon. As it began to disappear, and night fell, the moon rose. This was a moon unlike one she had ever seen before. 

	Roughly twice the size that she was used to, it loomed in the sky, and details of its terrain were clearly visible. It was waxing gibbous, and on the dark side of the terminator, glowing orange seas of lava dominated the obsidian landscape. As the moon journeyed overhead, she could feel her body rise with the tide. This celestial dance of sun and moon began to slowly accelerate. 

	Cycles of day and night became incomprehensibly fast, turning from an unsettling strobing and eventually becoming a constant twilight that she could observe and understand. Her brain had become overwhelmed with trying to figure out whether it was day or night, and decided to split the difference in the form of an optical illusion, similar to when trying to decipher something on a television screen. 

	Land began to grow forth from the sea, slowly at first. It was born as bare rock and regolith. Bird became fascinated with how the tide interacted with this brand new landform. It was a sort of liminal space that couldn’t decide whether it was land or sea. Constantly washed and laid out to dry, abused by the elements. 

	She noticed a single cell. Her perception was all out of whack, but this miniscule pocket of life was demanding to be seen. She was able to bring her perception to bear on this insistent little mote, and could feel emotion and the beginnings of thought from this creature somehow. She felt its hunger and utter loneliness. 

	She watched as the tiny cell divided and began to build its number, dividing and dividing again, driven by its hunger. It snaked its way onto the new landform, lacelike, looking for sustenance, growing its body the whole time. It scoured the land looking for chemical energy, which was found in the regolith that lay upon the bedrock. In its wake, soil could be found. 

	Once the land was covered in soil, the creature had grown itself into a vast web that covered the land from shore to shore. The web shook itself and began to claw its way beneath the soil it had created. Great tubular trees began to issue forth from the dirt like fingers reaching for the sky. They rose, grew, and died, adding to the soil the entire time.

	The ocean was stained red briefly and then back to a shocking blue. A great migration came from the sea. Creatures in their multitudes basked in the tidal zones and changed their bodies to suit their new air breathing lives. Ferns and trees began to populate the land and out compete the web of life that had made the soil. The bodies of these plants began to pile up and compress into dense vegetative mats. None of the life on Earth knew how to eat this novel material. 

	This happened for aeons, until there was finally a breakthrough and Mycellus figured out how to gain sustenance from the bodies of the dead. This geological epoch where Mycellus hadn’t figured out this trick had left untold resources buried beneath the surface of the Earth. Once sequestered, these resources transformed into pure hydrocarbons, poisonous to the web of life that thrived above.

	Bird felt emotion from the web once again. This time it was panic, and a fear of death. Competition had continued, and it was not going well for the young Mycellus. From this panic, a single thought was made clear to her. 

	She understood that this life form was being relegated to the evolutionary dustbin and it knew it. It was being outcompeted on the very turf that it had created. Rather than go gently into that long goodnight, it decided to change its strategy. It surmised that you can’t lose a game that you aren’t playing, and decided to be the field on which the game was played out. If it made itself indispensable to the process of life, then it wouldn’t run the risk of becoming a forgotten piece of history. Plans were hatched, opportunities were sought, and Mycellus transformed itself from chess piece, to chessboard. In the process deifying itself.

	Continents drifted about and collided. Earthquakes, volcanoes, and meteor impacts all came and tried their best to sterilize the earth, but Mycellus refused to let them. Always willing to build himself and the life that he bore back up from scratch. Life went on successfully.

	A meteor impact happened. Nothing too out of the ordinary. From how Bird was perceiving time, a couple of them happened every minute or so. They would have an impact on life but never anything too catastrophic. This one was different though. From the crater that it left, another web of life appeared. This one was crimson to let her know that it was malicious. She was quite sure that she was hallucinating and Mycellus had control over her mind. 

	This crimson web started slowly but steadily making its way from the scar it left on the Earth and gaining territory. Small battles were fought beneath the soil and Mycellus began to lose ground. The very air itself seemed to change and the climate grew stifling. The red web reached into the Earth and tore open great trenches, exposing the magma below. The sky grew dark and the sun was hidden by ash. 

	Mycellus, thinking all was lost, appealed to the life that he had been fostering for so long. They owed him a debt, and it was time for repayment. He chose Champions from their number to go forth and battle for him in ways that he couldn’t. Also, in ways that the red web couldn’t.  

	In a stroke of luck, the continents at that point in history had been arranged in a landform called Pangea, so this pitched battle could take place in one large venue. The red web wasn’t fond of the sea, and Mycellus was able to use this to his advantage and drive it into Pangea’s interior desert. This land was not taken easily and Mycellus took enormous losses. 

	A great battle was fought in the desert. With the red web fully surrounded, it and Mycellus made themselves into titanic creatures and fought it out the old fashioned way. Though, from Bird’s point of view it looked like two toys battling in a sandbox.

	Once that threat was overcome, it was back to life as usual. The battle had been very close and the number of species left was shockingly low. The oceans were almost completely devoid of life from hypoxia, and barely anything crawled the land. Mycellus began again though, and soon the world was teeming with life. 

	Dinosaurs were a thing for a little while, and they were pretty impressive. The impact that ended them held no red web, so that was a relief. After that mammals steadily gained ground, and the surviving dinosaurs took to the air. Once humans started walking the face of the earth, they disappeared as abruptly as they had come into being.

	When Bird finally came to, she sat in the river silt for a couple of minutes staring off into the night. The light breeze of the evening played gently with her hair, but she paid it no mind.  

	“Bird, are you alright? What did he do to you?” Fyndraxis asked as gently as he could.

	“He made me understand,” she said, half conscious. 

	“Understand what?” He asked, still concerned for her wellbeing.

	“Everything. What he is, what Earth is, what we are. We are lucky he didn’t break us down for parts. We are nothing to him, but in the same breath he cares for every living thing. And he’s so old, he was ancient when the continents started to form. He showed me everything. Everything from his birth until now, I can’t really convey how unbelievably old he is in any meaningful way to you. He has looked after this planet and ruled it through sheer force of will since day one. He is a god, but not a supernatural one. He is life,” she said, astonished.

	“I mean, I knew he was a big deal,” Fyndraxis waffled.

	“A big deal doesn’t even get close to what he is. He’s the biggest deal. I can’t believe we got mixed up with him. And me being his Champion, fuck man, I really didn’t know what I was getting into. I’m here until this Wendigo thing is solved, no matter how many millenia it takes. He has had Champions before, thousands of them. Never a human though. He was never able to impart this kind of knowledge. I’m in way the fuck over my head with this guy. I could be his puppet, but he lets me have free will because he thinks it’s fucking cute. And you, hell, you scare the shit out of him. Artifacts like you and Terra are completely out of his control and he doesn’t like that. Can you imagine having dominion over a planet for a billion years and then some dude in a sword comes along and has the power to change the way the fucking world works?” She had gotten up and was pacing while she talked.

	“What do you mean?” Fyndraxis would have been pacing too, but he settled for slowly following her around in his sphere.

	“You could take your hunters right now and start eating everything you see, you could dominate the fucking planet. But you don’t because you aren’t a complete fucking dingus,” she had stopped pacing and turned to face him. 

	“Shit, right. No wonder he was pissed. I thought it was about not being able to decrypt the Wendigo traffic,” Fyndraxis said, realizing that his bold strategy from earlier had been way off base.. 

	“You wouldn’t do that though. Right?” Bird asked seriously.

	“I have no interest in ruling the world,” he answered honestly.

	“Good, because from what I can tell it’s a shitty job. Constantly juggling threats and trying to maintain balance. It’s fucking awful. He started life as a single cell. So utterly alone. He figured out how to make this world work, just by fucking winging it,” she had gone back to pacing. 

	“So, what do we do?” He had given up on trying to follow her around and let her kind of orbit him.

	“Well, I’d love to go to sleep, but apparently I don’t need to do that anymore,” she threw her hands in the air. 

	“What do you mean?” he asked.

	“The powers that Mycellus has granted me keep me juiced up so I don’t need to eat or sleep. I love doing both of those things,” her pacing was over with, and she sat back down in the silt.

	“How about a fake nap in my keep? I’ll even make you a fake dinner,” he invited. 

	Bird chuckled at this and threw up her hands.

	“Sure, fuck it."
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The Coal Miner’s Wife

	

	Anyone who says that they know how to make fettuccine carbonara is full of shit. This also holds true for any dish that is popular enough to have carved out a space in the collective unconscious and earned itself a name. If you find yourself talking with somebody and the topic of food comes up and they insist that their -insert dish here- is the best, you can rest assured that they are, in fact, delusional. This person knows in their heart of hearts that they have cracked the code and are able to produce the platonic ideal of this dish better than anyone on the entire face of the planet. This is simply wrong. 

	When somebody says out loud, “My Fettuccine Carbonara is the best,” they cease to be a reasonable person to Fyndraxis. What you can hope to achieve instead is a good method. You can say out loud at a dinner party or a bar “I have a pretty good fettuccine carbonara method” and not sound like a complete asshole. Well, you will still kind of sound like an asshole, but not because you are deluded.

	Fyndraxis has made this dish thousands of times and is well steeped in its lore. He is even to the point where they are past a first name basis and he just calls it carbo. Carbonara means coal miner’s wife in Italian. We call it this because the generous amount of black pepper in the dish looks like flakes of coal that her husband has brought home on his clothes. It is also a simple dish with humble ingredients. In fyndraxis’ method, there are five ingredients. Egg yolk, black pepper, Parmigiano Reggiano, cured pork jowl, and pasta. A lot of people fuck around with cream and herbs, and it certainly makes a tasty dish, but it lacks the simplicity and honesty of what he would consider a true Carbonara. Sure, here and now after the end of the world he could finally admit that his Carbonara is the best, but he would never say it out loud.

	As Bird lazed on the couch in his workshop trying to take a nap, he got water on to boil and salted it until it tasted like the ocean. He summoned some guanciale (cured pork jowl), and minced it up into small cubes. The jowl was put in a saute pan on low heat to render slowly. There is very little actual meat in a pork jowl, and it is mostly fat. Rendering out this fat is important to the process. What you are left with after you are finished rendering is crispy little guanciale bits and an impressive amount of cheek fat. Saving this fat for the sauce is key to its execution. Fyndraxis put the fat aside in a small bowl to cool while he moved on to his next task. 

	He separated six egg yolks and put them in a bowl being sure that no whites had made it through the process. He even separated the small white ligaments that keep the yolk centered in its shell because attention to these small details can always be tasted on the plate. He grated in about a quart of Parmigiano Reggiano, which seems like a lot, because it is, but when it is grated it becomes mostly air. He whisked the yolk and cheese together to form a dense batter. One can tell when they have added enough cheese when the batter starts making sticky sounds and wants to live in the middle of the whisk. To this he added freshly ground black pepper. Pre ground black pepper that has the misfortune of finding itself in the presence of Fyndraxis is solemnly laid to rest in the trash with other things that he wouldn’t put in his mouth.

	Once his yolk and cheese batter was prepared, he slowly whisked in his cheek fat. The fat neatly tucks itself into the protein lattice that the egg yolks have provided. This emulsification of fat into protein is a very important culinary technique. It lets us produce delicious things like hollandaise, bernaise, mayonnaise or pretty much any other aise you can think of. If you were to tell your average brunch goer that their eggs benedict was in fact covered in hot lemon mayonnaise, it would probably turn their stomach, but hollandaise is delicious and deserves every bit of slack that we can give it. 

	Bird’s nap wasn’t really coming together, so Fyndraxis decided he could finish the dish. This yolk and cheese batter could be made days in advance in preparation for a meal and it was Fyndraxis’ practice to usually have some on hand if he wanted to pull something impressive out of his ass.

	Pasta is a complicated subject. Just because you spend hours making something from scratch doesn’t necessarily mean that it is good. For Carbonara, using dried pasta is your best bet. As wonderful and satisfying as it is to make fresh pasta, this is the wrong application for it. A dried pasta can be cooked to a state that is referred to as al dente, Fyndraxis likes to think of this as medium well. Being al dente (translated as “to the tooth”) means that the pasta will still have a little fight left in it and be able to stand up to the sauce it is about to inhabit. Using a dried pasta crafted from northern Italian durum flour, extruded through bronze dies and dried in the fresh mountain air of the Dolomites would be ideal for this dish. If artisan pasta like that is not available, Fyndraxis would use off brand macaroni product before he would be caught dead ruining this dish with fresh pasta.

	Once his pasta was in the bath, he fussed at it with a pair of tongs making sure that the cooking process was proceeding to his liking. When the pasta reached a perfect medium well, he did not run to the sink and dump it in a colander like a psychopath. He used his tongs to pull out steaming portions of pasta and lay them in his room temperature sauce. 

	The pasta is coming out of the boiling water at roughly 100c so you have to work quickly so you don’t end up with scrambled eggs. Tossing the pasta gingerly in your batter does a couple of things. Number one, it cooks the eggs and melts the cheese. Number two the bit of salty starchy pasta water that came along for the ride helps the emulsification process and you end up with a beautiful silky golden sauce. You should use your tongs for this, taking care to keep the pasta moving while the sauce comes together. Working in your rendered jowl adds a wonderful crunch to an otherwise soft dish. 

	Finally, he prepared to plate the dish. As a cook, this is a make or break moment. If not plated carefully, a well looked after dish could end up looking like somebody used the plate to wipe their ass. Fyndraxis is not a fan of toilet plates, so he takes his time spinning the pasta into two little nests that land on the plate easily and don’t look like they were thrown there by a child. A touch more black pepper and an irresponsible amount of parmesan and it’s good to go.

	 Bird gave up on her nap and joined Fyndraxis at a small cafe table for two. As she sat down, he reflected on the state of Carbonara in the world. It was unacceptable. Under no circumstances at any point in history should anybody be able to pull off the best Carbonara. This would have to change. The fact that it was digital carbonara created in a simulated environment was beside the point. 

	Mycellus was right to be afraid of his power. He did have the power to completely change the way that things worked. Fortunately for everything living on earth Fyndraxis didn’t want to transform everything he saw into a nanite monoculture, he merely wanted a world where making the best Carbonara was impossible.

	

	

	

	﻿


Magic has a Birthday

	

	The concept of magic is a real doozy when it comes to definitions. There are so many different things that run around using that name. When a sleight of hand illusionist makes a quarter appear from thin air. Magic. A piece of foam takes sneaker marks off of a wall. Magic. A small food processor makes you a smoothie for later. Magic. When we say magic, what we really mean is easy access to the miraculous. 

	Back before the birth of science when chemistry was vaguely understood as a concept, magic would happen all the time. The Sumerians knew that if you left your barley tea out long enough Ninkasi would come in the night and craft a beverage that had some rather magical qualities. The Norse Berserkers of the Veringian guard would eat the seed of the black henbane. Before science they would go into a battle frenzy, after science they would simply have had a pretty bad case of alkaloid toxicity. 

	Some would suggest that science had taken all the fun out of the game by classifying things like psilocybin toxicity as a medical condition instead of a spiritual state of being. This in turn transubstantiated a brush with infinity into merely a pretty rad Tuesday night. With the inherent knowledge that you are taking a substance, you are able to jump onto your hallucinogenic bicycle with a handy set of training wheels, instead of diving headfirst into the deep end of the universe. Science hadn’t taken all the fun out of the game, it just made it boring and safe. 

	If you reach in your pocket and take out your phone and really look at it, it is an artifact of mystery. Sure, you know that there are some microchips in there that do some math related stuff. But, unless you have a Phd in computer science you pretty much have no idea how it works. It somehow turns off and on a jillion times a second and not only knows the digits of pi to a thousand places, but also your cousin’s birthday is next week and you should probably text them. That, for all intents and purposes, is magic. Look at it on paper. We take precious stones from the depths of the Earth and intone them with words of power to do our bidding. If that’s not magic, then what is?

	What Fyndraxis was proposing to do was to make actual magic a reality for humans. He wanted to use the untold trillions of nanites as the mythical mana or magic force that was ever present in the games of his youth. He wanted to see humans bringing down lighting from the heavens or summoning Bahamut. Not only would it be cool as hell, but it would have a couple of side benefits. Number one: Humans would be able to achieve a comfortable level of civilization at some point in the near future. Number two: as humanity expanded its territory, they would take out the Wendigo along the way. 

	The world wouldn’t be a paradise, but it would certainly be demonstrably better than it was right now. He couldn’t help but think of Solomon drinking himself to death up on his hill. In the Renaissance, he would have been referred to as a polymath. Right now though, his mind was consumed with thoughts of his pot still, the Wendigo, the cannibals, and the future of his people. If he had safety and a modicum of peace in his life, there would be no limit to what he could achieve. The current population was a rough thing to estimate, but there were probably only ten or fifteen people in the world at this point with a mind like his. In a future with peace and magic, there could be thousands. And then finally, humanity could get back to the business of quibbling over who had the best carbonara. 

	

	

	

	﻿


The Kitchen Table Accord

	

	Most good ideas are hashed out over the kitchen table. While they may appear in the shower or the car, the nuts and bolts of something always end up being worked out over a small kitchen table. The kitchen is a place of honesty which leads to productive discussions. There are knives and fire in there, so everybody has to be on their best behavior. Luckily, for Bird and Fyndraxis there was already an air of civility and cooperation between them. There was room for honest discourse. 

	They had sat down to dinner and prepared to have a couple of glasses of wine, and get to work hashing out the magic system that would be the future of humanity, and by the transitive property, the world. 

	“Okay,” Fyndraxis said, using his fork to twirl pasta in his spoon to make a perfect bite, “the Hunter units are garbage, I think we should change them. Maybe they should be little hexagons instead of little cylinders.”

	“I don’t see a problem with that,” Bird had seen his pasta trick and was trying to replicate it. Forks and spoons were not unknown to her, but the finer points of their application were certainly new territory.

	“And they can be more efficient. The original designers of the Wendigo had a very different set of priorities than we do. Also, they just used off the shelf designs they found on the internet. If we make them fifteen percent smaller than the Wendigo, that’s Mycellus’ cut right there,” he popped his perfect bite into his mouth.

	“You want to design something from scratch?” She had managed to do the pasta bite trick, and it lay frozen in the air acting as a pointing device.

	“Yeah, I think I do. But that is beside the point. The conversation we should really be having is about a magic system,” he chewed. 

	“What does that mean?” The bite found its way to her mouth, and her eyes lost focus while she enjoyed it.

	“In any work of fiction like a videogame or a fantasy novel, the author needs to be able to explain all the cool shit that they can do in a logical way. There need to be rules. Here in my world, there are no rules. I can do whatever I want because I am the root user," to demonstrate this Fyndraxis turned himself into a rabbit seated in an upside down top hat. 

	“See?” Said the rabbit, “this sucks and doesn’t make any sense. Most magic systems in things like video games operate on a point system. You get a certain budget of points that you can spend. After they are gone, you can’t cast any spells until you get more magic points somehow. In works of fiction like books there tends to be some kind of exchange or personal sacrifice. Something needs to be consumed.”

	“That makes sense. Like the concept of work in physics. You put energy in and get work out. Can you stop being a rabbit? It’s very distracting. This is delicious by the way,” she had returned to twirling pasta on her spoon.

	“I know, it’s unfortunately the best in the world, and I plan on changing that. Back to the magic system, what are we going to be consuming? The Wendigo?” Fyndraxis regained his normal human form, “what about when they are all gone and all we have are hunters?”

	“Then the Hunters,” Bird Reasoned.

	“Yeah, I guess so. But then magic would die. Ideally by the time that happens, humans would have rebuilt their society though. So it could be a good idea to have kind of an endgame scenario. I don’t think the Hunters would be consumed though. Unless you wanted to make something permanent, like a bridge or a house. Like using them as a big printer for infrastructure. At some point in the distant future, I guess we will run out of Hunters,” he had discovered his wine, it had been sadly neglected.

	“Mycellus would be very pleased with that. This whole nano business is kind of an existential threat to him,” she also had a wine discovery moment. 

	“It works narratively too. In most fictional works, there tends to be references to an ancient age of high magic. Not that this needs to make sense from a narrative standpoint, but it is pretty cool,” he returned to his pasta and started twirling another bite. After his bit had been twirled, he noticed that it was identical in every way to the last bite that he had twisted up. Every piece of fettuccine was geometrically identical, the placement of each little piece of rendered pork jowl was the same, it struck him as very odd. Perhaps the act of crafting the perfect bite was pushing the envelope of his simulation, and it was having to cut some corners. He decided to test that out at a later date. 

	“I don’t really know what you are talking about, but sure,” she swirled her wine in her glass, summoning the spirit of some long dead sommelier.

	“Like in the Bible or the Sumerian kings list where people lived for hundreds of years and there were giants everywhere and miracles happening all the time. Like the fucking age of the frost giants,” he had decided that he needed more parmesan in his life, so he got up from the table to grab some.

	“I haven’t read those,” she called after him.

	“You probably should, they might be myths left over from the last time somebody invented magic,” he had found the parmesan and made his way back to the table.

	“I didn’t see any evidence of that in the memories that Mycellus gave me,” she gestured for more parmesan as well.

	“Oh well, it was a fun thought. What about the interface?” He microplaned a generous pile of hard cheese onto his pasta.

	“Like, how will people use it?” She also got the cheese treatment.

	“Yeah. I don’t think I could make a nanite that could read people’s minds. That’s far too complicated,” he was back to twirling pasta now. He noticed that this was a different and unique bite. 

	“Magic words?” She dug through the mound of cheese to find the pasta that it concealed.

	“Speech recognition would be computationally expensive, and I feel like it would be awkward to use,” he mused, a bite halfway to his mouth.

	“You use that nanomancer software you came up with to control them,”  she said, through a mouthful, “what’s wrong with that?”

	“I use that on my computer. I think a more intuitive interface would be better,” his bite finally found a home in his mouth.

	“Like what? Hand signals?” She gestured with her pasta fork.

	“That gets back to the computationally expensive side of things. The nanites would use far too much energy trying to figure out hand stuff. Plus, I wouldn’t even know where to begin to program that,” he said, after another moment of wine discovery.

	“Why not just give everyone a computer?” She reasoned, twirling more pasta.

	“I could see access to an artifact leading to a stratification of society. That’s not really what I am going for here,” another perfect bite was entangled on his fork, this one being another unique phenomenon.

	“What about a computer that comes when you call it?” She asked.

	“Oooh, like a summoning. I like it. There could be an easy keyword that the hunters could listen for. That’s not too computationally expensive. A little computer could pop up and you could do your magic from there. Not bad. I’d have to gimp nanomancer quite a bit, it’s far too powerful for a public release,” he had gotten up from the table and was pacing with his wine, excited by the idea.

	“Yeah, I don’t think we need a bunch of root user nanomancers running around causing havoc,” Bird remained seated, fully engaged by her pasta experience.

	“Yeah, I’ll need to work on what sort of privileges a user has,” his pasta remained forgotten. 

	“Maybe something to restrict violence?” She was really getting the hang of this pasta trick and was running out of material to practice on.

	“We’d have to define violence. That’s a tough one. We could possibly make the inside of a human body off limits. We could make it so nobody could block up somebody’s lungs with nanites and suffocate them,” he continued to pace and drink wine.

	“Ugh, that would be awful,” Bird, finished with her portion, began to eye his plate.

	“Yeah, that would completely suck. The technology is already there though. Your hunter armor knows where your mouth is and knows not to go inside it,” Fyndraxis had noticed her pasta deficit, and gestured for her to finish his. 

	“Somebody could still make a big sphere of nanites and drop it on somebody else’s head,” she slid his plate over to her side of the table.

	“Yeah, I don’t think there is much we can do about misuse like that. I don’t know if we can even define it as misuse,” he returned to his seat, “let’s use the cannibals as an example. Imagine if Kevin had access to the hunters. That whole situation probably would have gone down way differently. He would have kicked the shit out of them if they didn’t know how to use the hunters, and if they did, he would have at least had a fighting chance at defending himself.” 

	“That poor fucking guy. So cannibals will be able to use this too?” The topic of cannibalism gave her a brief pause in her pasta annihilation campaign.

	“Yes, but they will be unlikely to,” he refilled his wine from the carafe on the table.

	“Why is that?” She took a second to do the same.

	“I’m pretty sure they couldn’t read. Literacy will be key to using this technology,” he said as he studied his glass of wine, it had been white, but he changed it to red since he was done with dinner, “this will have the side benefit of disseminating literacy and critical thinking skills.” 

	“Critical thinking how?” Bird looked at her wine.

	“Programming. These magic spells will be written in Python, or C, or Rust, or whatever. We’ll release it with some standard spells and tutorials and then people will write spells of their own,” he changed her glass from white to red as well.

	“What kind of spells would they write?” She grabbed her new glass of wine and swirled it.

	“I don’t know. Anything. As long as they don’t break any of the rules,” he said. 

	“And the rules so far are?” Her pasta had been eradicated, and she reclined in her chair.

	“Only eat Wendigo, and don’t go inside anybody,” he recounted.

	“I feel like there should be more rules,” she tried the red, and found it to her liking.

	“Yeah, two is pretty light on rules,” he observed, a touch confounded.
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Design Considerations

	

	Making rules for a game is notoriously a pain in the ass. When undertaking such an endeavor, one is forced to try to consider every conceivable state of play that could be achieved. This is impossible. Especially when the game in question is to take place in the real world and not in a universe of your own creation.

	The movie Air Bud is a great example of this. As the creators of the game of Basketball were nailing their peach baskets onto something pretty tall, they never envisioned a state of play where a dog would be, not only allowed on the court, but in a position where it could lead its team to win the state championship. Granted, this was just a movie and in a sane and just world, a golden retriever would never be allowed to dunk on a bunch of developing teens trying to foster some teamwork and build valuable character. There should be no conceivable reason to make a rule that disallows dogs competing in basketball. 

	That’s why making a rule system for a game is so hard. People do clever and unexpected things. A lot of the time, the people playing the game are far more clever than its inventor. In programming, it is possible to do something so exceedingly clever that the whole thing blows up in your face.

	Robert Tappan Morris was a student at Cornell university in 1988. That was in a time when the internet was so new that only the military and universities actually used it. It was used to connect large mainframe computers and let people email each other about military stuff or academic goings on. This nascent internet was a pretty laid back and insecure place and Morris took issue with that. These were the days when a root password to a machine that held classified military secrets could be admin or root or somebody’s birthday and nobody in the IT department would have a complete existential meltdown. 

	What Morris did was in fact why there are people in the IT department with the express purpose of having a meltdown about things like dumb easy to guess passwords. Morris created one of the first email viruses. This insidious piece of software came with its very own dictionary of shitty, easily guessed passwords to use to try to log into peoples accounts. Once a login was achieved, it would send a copy of itself to everyone on that user's mailing list. This worked quickly and effectively. A little too effective in most people’s opinion. 

	The mainframes that were infected quickly began to be overrun with the business of copying this program and sending out infected emails. It brought the entire internet to a screeching halt. This was in fact inadvertently the very first example of a denial of service attack. This is when a network becomes so overrun with bogus viral traffic that no legitimate messages can get through. The consequences of a denial of service attack can be so catastrophic, that the actual operating system of the computer under attack can become corrupt and unusable. 

	Some people suggest that he did this to expose security flaws in popularly used programs, and he certainly did that in a significant way. There is also a theory floating around that points out that his father worked at the NSA and he wanted to piss him off or impress him. Undoubtedly, his father was both of those things. 

	In practical terms, what Morris had done was field an entire basketball team of dogs. He had done something that the people who made up the rules of the internet had not foreseen. The people who made these rules were mathematicians and astronomers. Security was not in the forefront of their minds. They were merely looking to make a place where the free exchange of scientific knowledge was easy and fast, and assumed all other users would be of the same mind. 

	So, how do we avoid an Air Bud scenario? We severely limit the playing field. Making a couple of rock solid unbreakable rules in software and letting hardware limitations take care of the rest. The Morris worm itself could have been avoided if there had been strict rules for generating passwords. A simple and easy rule that gets to the root of the problem.

	The largest danger that the hunters pose is a use case where they are directed to consume material that Mycellus considers his. A rule against this disallows scenarios like consuming an entire population and using them as raw material to fuel the dawn of a new magical age. This also disallows converting entire biomes or consuming the planet that we live upon. By limiting the material allowed to be consumed to the Wendigo, we constrain the playing field and tighten the scope of the game. The end goal ultimately being the eradication of the Wendigo.

	The taboo on hunters entering the body is another good rule, but with some caveats. Hunters could do a lot of harm inside the body of a human. They could also do a lot of good. They could get to work inside the body of somebody with cancer or high cholesterol and really make a difference. The reason behind this rule is the difficulty codifying the concept of harm. 

	This is, of course, where we start discussing Asimov’s three laws of robotics. They follow as such: 1) a robot may not harm a human, or through inaction cause a human to come to harm. 2) a robot must follow all orders given to it by a human, unless it contradicts rule 1. 3) a robot must protect itself from harm, unless that contradicts the first two rules. There is also a zeroth law that applies to not harming humanity as a whole, but between the Air Bud stuff and the Morris worm, I think we have enough on our plate here. 

	The three laws make a lot of sense ethically and were applied in fiction in a way that made for some great storytelling. They also made some incredibly large assumptions about what a robot would be. These laws assumed that a robot would be a conscious aware object capable of reasoning and have an innate understanding of cause and effect. Even if we put aside the ethical issue of building a slave class of self aware robots, we find that these laws are in fact a bit dusty from age.

	The three laws were created in the nineteen thirties. This was a time when vacuum tubes did most of the heavy lifting when it came to computation. Fictional robots were a concept that took place in a distant future and were a ripe narrative playground to make allegories about things civil rights. When these laws were created, the United States of America was a segregated society and the ink had barely dried on the women’s suffrage act. The concept of how to actually build a functional robot was decades in the future.

	When humanity finally did end up building robots, the three laws were the furthest thing from their mind. Sure, there were automata at various world’s fairs, but those were parlor tricks. At the 1939 world's fair in New York, there was a seven foot tall automaton called Electro that could smoke cigarettes and blow up balloons. Careful readers will note that smoking cigarettes violates the third law of robotics, and second hand smoke violates the first law, conceivably people were telling this robot not to smoke, so there goes the second law too. 

	The first actual robots were industrial machines. Computer numerical controlled mills and robotic arms for precision welding. These were designed specifically to increase manufacturing speed, vastly increase the precision at which we could manufacture things, and cut costs. Cutting costs was really the general idea behind the whole endeavor, this was achieved through corporate downsizing which may or may not be a violation of the zeroth law that we decided not to talk about. 

	Imbuing these machines with a consciousness would not only be a waste of time, but also a waste of resources. If a CNC mill had to waste precious computational cycles on ethical conundrums, it would spend very little time milling out engine blocks or welding car parts together. It is much easier to paint some yellow lines on the floor and suggest that the machine shouldn’t be approached. 

	Moreover, creating a conscious machine without free will is needlessly cruel. Sitting a conscious CNC mill down and breaking the news to it that for the rest of its existence it will be bolted to a shop floor and expected to pump out widgets is an awful prospect. The corporate overlords who dreamed up this irresponsible scenario would quickly find themselves being CNC’d to death. 

	Fyndraxis was creating a tool. With any tool that is created, there is a dangerous end and a safe end. A saw has a safe end that we can grab on to, and go about the business of sawing. The manufacturers of the saw can make recommendations on how to safely use the saw, but they can’t really enforce that or tell you in fact what to saw. The best Fyndraxis can do in the creation of these rules is to make his tool relatively safe to use. If the tool itself was evaluating every instance of its use for ethical violations, it would end up being unusable because of how unbearably slow it was. And with that, one would have to define ethics and what a violation of that would be. Humans had been chipping away at that particular project for millennia to limited success. It would be entirely outside the scope of the project. 

	Security of the new units would be of paramount importance. The Wendigo already had rock solid encryption on their radio communication but were very vulnerable to hardware hacks as demonstrated by Fyndraxis’ GPIO hack. This vulnerability could be mitigated by removing the GPIO interface entirely. Essentially making every one of the new hunter units a closed system. When they came together physically, they wouldn’t do so by essentially holding hands. There would be a direct molecular bond between units. Communication between bonded units could then be handled by a protocol with actual permissions and security measures.

	The design of the new units was to be a smaller sleeker more efficient design. First of all it would be fifteen percent smaller so that Mycellus would get his portion of the action. Secondly, the Wendigo didn’t pack well. They were chonky little burritos with legs. They were designed to be a horde of marauding plastic eaters, how they packed into a volume wasn’t really a consideration. This packing behavior is important though. 

	If the new Hunters fit together well on a small scale, they could do some very interesting things on a large scale. If they could fit together in a configuration that was impermeable to gasses or liquids some interesting use cases present themselves. Imagine an artifact that when submerged in water breaks it into its constituent hydrogen and oxygen and stores them for later use. That later use could be a rocket engine, or a flame thrower, or more practically, a stove for cooking on.

	While this case seems to break the law of only eat Wendigo, it doesn’t really. Using electrolysis to separate H2O into a couple Hydrogens and an Oxygen doesn’t actually violate anything. It is merely being split and stored. When combined again, it just turns right back into water. Granted, it does this very energetically and you should take a step or two back before attempting it. It’s not using the water to make more copies of itself, in fact the only way to physically do that would be to use the Wendigo. The positive or negative charge of a unit doesn’t really come close to the rules.

	Hexagons pack very well in two dimensional applications. Bees know this and they use them all the time. Granted, they are using them in a three dimensional situation, but aren’t we all. Hexagons tend to get along with their neighbors. When packed into a honeycomb, each hexagon or cell has six neighbors. This is pretty much the most amount of neighbors a shape is allowed to have in spatial geometry. This shape is the best way to pack the most units into a given area without having any wasted space. That’s why bees use them, they are busy, and tend to work smarter, not harder.

	By making the new Hunters hexagonal, Fyndraxis can not only pack a bunch into a small area, but by having six neighbors the resulting material will be extremely strong. So, on each of the sides, these hunters will be held together by molecular carbon bonds. The top and bottom will be a different story. They will still be held together with the same kinds of bonds, but the top will be black and the bottom will be variable in color. The top will be a solar panel, but the bottom will be able to transmit information through the language of color. An array of Hunters could be put together to act as a display, or used as camouflage. Hell, TV could make a comeback.

	Inside the Hunter is mostly hollow, it still needs room to have a little belly to turn the Wendigo into copies of itself. If we think of shrinking ourselves down to the size of an atom and taking a tour of the inside of a hunter, it becomes a vast yawning cathedral. In this cavern, there are six walls. On each of these walls is a great spinning wheel. These are reaction wheels.

	 Normally used on satellites and spacecraft, reaction wheels spin and store up momentum. When a force is applied to them, they react, producing torque. Having six of these all facing different directions provides the Hunter the ability to orient itself in space. Meaning, it can point its business end pretty much wherever it wants. The floor of the inside of the Hunter is sliced up into six sections like a pie. On the other side of the floor, out in the world beyond, is the colored side of the Hunter. The side used for human communication. When needed, each of these pie sections can fold out and become an articulated leg. 

	The Hunter can use these legs to walk around when they are on the ground. When a situation arises where they don’t want to be on the ground, the legs tuck in and become sort of an engine bell. The inside of the Hunter is packed full of lasers. These are used to break down the Wendigo and reassemble them into Hunters.

	Lasers are extremely good at turning things into plasma. When air turns into plasma, it expands about four hundred times. With the Legs in their engine bell configuration, this turns the Hunter into a tiny rocket. With the Hunter being so light and small, gravity barely notices it. It can hang in the air like a mote of dust, and at a moment’s notice accelerate at a couple hundred G’s in whichever direction it chooses. So, it doesn’t really need to walk around on the ground if it doesn’t want to. 

	When a new hunter is created, it is given a serial number. These are not given out sequentially, but generated by an algorithm. The data this algorithm uses to generate this serial number is the time and location of its creation. This makes it so each number is unique, but it is also easy to check if it is a made up number or not. Every communication that the Hunter makes involves this serial number, this way nobody can mess around on the network and pull any of the shenanigans that Fyndraxis pulled on the Wendigo, like the GPIO hack. 

	Inside each of the legs is a tiny machine that it uses to collect human skin cells. From these skin cells, DNA can be read. This way identity and ownership over individual Hunters can be established. Humans will be out using Hunters to clear the world of Wendigo. To encourage them to do this, the more Wendigo they kill, the more hunters they get. It will eventually end up being a pissing contest as to who has the most hunters and the coolest spells. From that, eventually an economy will be created with people trading hunters for goods and services. Inevitably, wars will be fought over this, but humans will make any excuse to have a nice war. 
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Rendering

	

	Fyndraxis and Bird returned to reality and the crisp fall evening that it contained. They had spent a few days inside the sword designing the new magic system and the new Hunters that would constitute its power. Outside the sword in the real world, a few minutes had elapsed.

	“Ready?” Fyndraxis asked.

	“Yeah, I think so,” Bird answered as she shrugged off her cloak made of Hunters. She laid it in a pile next to the sphere that Fyndraxis had been using to roll around. He dismissed his sphere and came to rest on the ground. 

	“OK, here we go,” as Fyndraxis said this, he fired up his nanomancer software and hit what he was calling, “The Big Red Button”. This button, when pressed, started a series of protocols. Firstly, his Hunters played a game of evens and odds separating themselves into two groups and each one finding a partner in their opposite number. Once paired up, the even Hunter would consume the odd and print out a Hunter 2.0. This new Hunter would then turn around and eat the Hunter that birthed it, leaving exactly zero old Hunters left at the end of the process. Or one. There was a fifty-fifty chance that there were an odd number of old Hunters.  

	The process was surprisingly quick and the only real evidence that anything happened was a puff of black smoke that was pure carbon. This was Mycellus’ cut. This carbon was returned to the earth to be used however he saw fit. Fyndraxis’ Hunter horde had turned from a metric ton to 850kg, not a huge price to pay to keep a god off of his back, and the actual number of units hadn’t changed.

	“Was that it?” Bird asked.

	“Yeah, looks like that was it,” Fyndraxis wasn’t disappointed exactly. He knew it would be quick and punctuated with some black smoke, but it lacked the drama and theater that the birth of a new magic system required. So he made all the hunters glow a pleasant cherenkov blue into the night. It was his signature color and it seemed fitting.

	“Nice, can I give it a shot?” She asked.

	“Whenever you are ready,” he bade.

	“Console,” she intoned. 

	As she spoke this word, molecules in her lungs gathered in a great diaspora passing over her vocal cords, tongue and teeth. In this epic journey of about half a meter or so, they picked up vibrations crafted by her body to be propagated into the universe beyond. This vibration, born in her brain as meaning, left her mouth as a wave front and washed over the Hunters before her. 

	As the Hunters were always checking the air for vibrations of a certain pattern, a few of them noticed that this passing wave front closely matched a piece of data hardwired deep in their memories. This code word “Console” triggered a cascade of actions. The first of them to hear the call volunteered to oversee the operation. They marshaled the requisite number of units required for this action and triangulated a vector in which to move. Once this vector was calculated, they fired up their little rockets. Once enroute to their objective, they began organizing themselves according to another piece of data that they had. This was a blueprint of a Console interface unit. 

	This Console materialized in front of Bird with a hiss. This was the hiss of a couple million little rocket engines firing to get the Hunters where they needed to be. The Console floated in the air in front of Bird offering her a couple of options of what to do. On the face of the unit, the Hunters had arranged their bodies so their bellies were facing Bird. This was the side of them that could change color. By working as a team and changing the colors that they displayed, they could convey information to Bird’s brain via her optic nerve. She could then make decisions about what she wanted them to do.

	After some poking around, Bird found the option to organize a group of Hunters into a cohesive unit and give that unit a behavior. She had recently given up her Hunter armor and she wanted a new set. When she touched the screen, the Hunters read her DNA and started remembering who she was. She was the first user of a new system, so there was nothing really associated with her account. Fyndraxis had a file that outlined the behaviors associated with Bird’s armor and sent it to her. It popped up on her favorites list and she pressed the button labeled render. 

	When the render button was pressed. A group of Hunters was assigned to the task. From then on until told otherwise, they would act as Bird’s armor. This could not be stolen or otherwise molested. It was coded to her DNA. If she somehow lost it, she could simply recreate it and the Hunters originally assigned to do that job would pass back into public use. 

	As Bird and every other user went out and collected more Hunters, they would be coded to their DNA. Most of them. Fifteen percent of the harvested Wendigo would be returned to the earth, but that was merely a weight thing. Fyndraxis would take a fifteen percent cut for himself, leaving eighty five percent up for grabs. Fyndraxis’ fifteen percent were his to use how he saw fit. Nominally, they would be for public use. They would wander around looking for Wendigo to destroy and build their numbers unless they were needed for another task. Generally, they would be the mana that drives the magic system. 

	Fyndraxis eventually would end up with access to an absolutely enormous amount of these things. He would maintain root access to these in case shit went down, whatever that meant.

	Bird toggled the lapel switch that commanded her cloak to change into a set of armor. The cloak flowed over her body and hardened to an onyx carapace. She had taken a shine to Fyndraxis’ Daemon armor that he had been sporting lately and decided that she wanted a set. 

	Fyndraxis had based the look of his armor on an anime that he had enjoyed in his youth. The anime itself was complete trash, but the aesthetic was undeniably awesome. The armor was a complete Guyver ripoff. Blades protruded from the elbows, the head had a crest for some reason, and it looked like something Mycellus had grown in a vat. The important thing was that it was radiation proof. With the hexagonal packing that the new Hunters provided, there would be no gamma rays sneaking in anywhere. Her eyes were even covered now. The new hunters made little displays in front of her eyes so that she could see the outside world. 

	The skin of the armor could change color as well, making Bird almost invisible. The armor looked at what was behind it, and displayed that for everyone to see, or not see, as it were.

	None of this new whiz bang technology really helped Fyndraxis with his body problem though. So he would still be rolling around in his sphere for the time being. Gas tight spheres could do all sorts of wonderful things though. He could fill it with hydrogen and float around like a party balloon. Granted, he would have to do his best not to turn himself into a tiny hindenburg, but it opened up a whole universe of possibilities.

	“Mycellus approves,” Bird said as she flexed her newly armored fist, “the technology is granted to us for an undefined probationary period pending further review.”

	“So, don’t fuck it up?” He asked, knowing the answer.

	“Yeah, pretty much. Want to head back home?” She asked, doing some light stretching, preparing for a sprint back to the lodge.

	“Sure,” he said. 

	She grabbed the Daemon Sword, and fastened it at her hip. She looked to the south and shot off into the night, trailed by all the Magic that existed in the world. It did its best to keep up.

	

	

	

	﻿


Dawn Patrol

	

	Because of his affliction, Solomon was not a morning person. When Bird and Fyndraxis came within sight of the lodge, they began to hail him. He was probably awake, but in no shape to have company. He was no doubt dry heaving somewhere or breathing his way through a panic attack while his trembling hands tried to bring whiskey to his lips. 

	He and Bird were also not on the best of terms at this point, so hearing her shouting his name would have little to no effect at this time of day. Around sunset when he was drunk enough to forget how mad he was at Bird and why, was really the time to catch him. The news they bore was important though, and they couldn’t wait until sunset. They wanted to recruit the G to be their Alpha testers.

	Alpha testing has a long and wonderful history. The general idea is this: You have a piece of software that you have created and you think that it works pretty well. You hand select a group of people to test it out and tell you how good it is. You, being the creator of said software, think it works perfectly so you test it minimally. Once this piece of software is handed off to your Alpha testers you get to realize that you have in fact made a buggy pile of trash instead of a well crafted program. Alpha testers, through no fault of their own, find every conceivable way to break your software and find glaring holes in the logic used to create it. The G, with their inherent literacy and knowledge of physics would be perfect for this task. 

	Fyndraxis had disbanded his sphere and instructed it to act like dust and follow him. He was fastened at Bird’s hip, so when she entered Solomon’s throne room it was filled with a gray fog. They found Solomon on the floor with his back arched and his arms curled fetally in front of his chest. He was taking shallow panicked breaths and his lips were beginning to turn blue. 

	“Solomon!” Bird said as she rushed to his side. His eyes were two portals to the hell he was experiencing, and the terror that it contained was reflected there. He tried to reach out to her and grab her hand, but his arms wouldn’t come uncurled. 

	“Bird, listen to me carefully,” Fyndraxis started instructing her, “Solomon is having a panic attack. It’s not as bad as it looks. Look into his eyes and talk him down. Get him to breathe with you. Nice slow deep breaths.” 

	She did as she was asked.

	“Solomon, Listen to me. We can get through this. I’m here for you. Take some nice deep breaths with me OK?” She spoke to him gently, looking directly into his eyes.

	Solomon nodded and tried shakily to match her breathing. She slowly breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth for a couple of minutes. Eventually functionality returned to his arms and he was able to sit up. He sat there for a while with his head between his knees, just breathing. A couple of silent sobs racked his body, but that was all that he would permit himself.

	“They’re getting worse,” he said finally, regarding Bird with inhumanly bloodshot eyes. She hugged him tenderly and pushed his hair from his face.

	“We gotta get you off the sauce, man,” she smoothed back his hair gently.

	“I think it’ll kill me. If it doesn’t, the dive will, one of these days. I think my people are losing faith in me. It’s actually not a bad way to go. Painless,” he managed to get himself up to a seated position. 

	“We may have brought you something that will buy you a little bit of good will,” Fyndraxis informed the King.

	“I’ll take any council you are willing to give,” as Solomon said council, a console hissed into existence before him. This word, being phonetically close enough to console to trigger the system. Solomon, having an overabundance of cortisol coursing through his veins was already in a rather raw state and was teetering on the knife's edge between fight and flight. His sympathetic nervous system chose the option for fight and he hauled off and punched the hovering console. The console issued a sound like a frisbee beaning somebody in the head, and flew across the room. 

	“What the fuck is that?” Solomon exclaimed, teetering on the precipice of another panic attack.

	“Fyn and I made something. Something that will help everyone. This will change the world Solomon,” she explained. 

	Solomon had brought his breathing back under control and began looking around for his hidden bottle of booze. He located it under his throne and took a mighty pull. He fought through a wave of nausea and gestured for Bird to continue with her explanation. 

	“I’ll take this one, Bird,” Fyndraxis chimed in, “Liberty and I have invented magic. What you just punched is the interface to the power,” Fyndraxis was trying to stay away from saying the word console, “by using that interface, you can get it to do whatever you want.”

	“Like what? Whatever I want is rather broad,” Solomon took another pull from the bottle.

	“Bird, show him your armor,” Fyndraxis requested.

	Bird toggled the switch that changed her cloak into a set of Daemon armor. Solomon walked up to her and inspected her finery. He paced around her in a circle tapping on various parts of the suit. Everywhere he knocked, it sounded like he was tapping on a slab of granite. 

	“Astounding, how does it work?” He brought his hand to stroke his beard.

	“It uses a lot of tiny little machines that work together,” Fyndraxis explained, “When it comes across a Wendigo, it consumes it and makes a copy of itself. These copies can be commanded to do what you wish.” Solomon raised an eyebrow and nodded his approval.

	“How strong is this armor?” He asked.

	“Extremely strong. You could drop a house on her and she wouldn’t even feel it,” Fyndraxis said.

	“And who can use this?” Solomon asked skeptically.

	“Anyone,” Fyndraxis informed him.

	“Anyone? Including cannibals?” He gazed around, presumably looking for a glass.

	“Technically yes, but they don’t know that. Using this will require literacy and quite a bit of study. The cannibals don’t seem like they hold education as a virtue, so they will probably be out of luck. Plus, Bird and I just killed a bunch of them and I’m sure their numbers are getting pretty thin,” Fyndraxis reassured the King.

	“They aren’t an enemy that should be underestimated. While I haven’t conducted a census of their territory, I wouldn’t be surprised if they hold great numbers to the southeast,” he had found his glass and poured himself an unhealthy measure.

	“All the magic in the world is in this room with us right now,” Fyndraxis stated.

	“I don’t follow,” the king took a sip of his whiskey and gagged.

	“This is a very new technology. In fact I only have about 850 kilograms of the stuff. You have the opportunity to learn how to use it before it starts spreading around the world,” the Daemon Sword informed him.

	“How is it going to spread around the world?” The King asked as a shakily poured another measure.

	“People,” Fyndraxis continued, he was getting pretty good at pitches, “the G are going to start using it and quickly see that they want more. There is more to be had in the Waste. Moving westward into the Waste and clearing out the Wendigo, you will see that there is fertile farmland to be had and great mountains in the distance,” Fyndraxis was trying to take an inspiring tone.

	“I have seen these mountains, there are bald peaks and rockslides,” Solomon brought the whiskey close to his lips, but gave a stifled gag and thought better of it.

	“Yes, they are called the Adirondacks. Beyond those, thousands of miles west lay some of the tallest mountains on the continent. The Rockies,” Fyndraxis was becoming truly inspiring, a leader of men.

	“Are you suggesting the G pick up stakes and leave this valley? We’ve put our blood sweat and tears into making this valley a decent place to live,” his whiskey forgotten for a second, Solomon shot Fyndraxis a glare.

	“I’m saying there is a vast world out there that the Wendigo have stolen from you and maybe you should go check it out now that you have the opportunity,” the Daemon Sword reassured him.

	“Solomon, this is important,” Bird jumped in for a second to back up her partner, “this is the dawn of a new age. This will happen with or without you, we are coming to you first because you are the perfect people to pull it off.” 

	Solomon sighed. He then poured himself another drink, and took a minute to think.

	“So I could have armor like Liberty’s?” The King's nausea was beginning to pass, and his efforts to drink were becoming less shaky.

	“Yeah, that’s no problem,” Fyndraxis said.

	“And we can make skis out of this stuff?” Solomon was starting to catch on, but needed a practical demonstration to seal the deal..

	“Solomon, you can make anything out of this stuff. You can make it do stuff. Here, let me show you.”

	Fyndraxis retreated to his workshop and fired up Nanomancer. He and Bird hadn’t gotten around to making a demo for the magic system yet, so he decided to whip up something impressive. While he could have gone with something flashy like a lightshow, he knew Solomon and that wouldn’t impress him very much. He had to do something miraculous. He decided that we would make a little camp stove. 

	A camp stove in itself is not all that impressive. A typical model will use a hydrocarbon compound called white gas under pressure as fuel to generate a delightful blue flame. The camp stove that Fyndraxis was envisioning was a different beast altogether. This stove would be powered by water. Water is made up of two Hydrogen atoms and an Oxygen atom. Both of these elements are highly reactive. Oxygen is extremely flammable. Our atmosphere is only 21 percent oxygen and things light on fire so frequently that every town has to have a fire station and every building has to have at least a couple fire extinguishers. It’s a huge problem. As for evidence of the reactivity of Hydrogen, one only needs to go outside and look at the sun. 

	Both elements are just begging for the opportunity to be an explosion. But, in water they have reached an electrostatic equilibrium. Water is so reluctant to combust that we use it to put out fires. Except for grease fires, using water to put out a grease fire just results in a larger angrier fire. 

	When an electric charge is applied to water in the right conditions, it breaks this electrostatic equilibrium and splits water into its two base elements. This process is called electrolysis, and it yields us H2 and O2 in a gaseous state. This gas is called Oxyhydrogen. Oxyhydrogen desperately wants to be a supersonic blastwave hightailing it away from a mushroom cloud. After the explosion, the hydrogen and oxygen combine again to be regular old water that you can drown in. 

	What Fyndraxis wanted to make was a small squat cylinder that you could fill up with water and have a nice cooking flame come out the top. With the new Hunters this was easily done. He had been getting very good at using the CAD functions in Nanomancer and had a workable design in about half an hour, his time. 

	Inside this squat cylinder he made a volume of extremely fine mesh. Containing this volume of mesh, he made a little diving bell to catch the Oxyhydrogen that would be produced when the mesh was given a negative charge. From this little diving bell the gas would bubble out into the larger part of the cylinder through siphons. From there, it could build up pressure and head up to the burner to become the flame it so desperately wanted to be. 

	Essentially, this was a bomb. Oxyhydrogen is also referred to as Knallgas. This is a German word that means bang gas. It goes bang in a huge way. If you treat it right it can bang you all the way up to the moon, as demonstrated by the Saturn V rocket. The main design consideration for this camp stove was something called blowback. 

	This is when the fire that you want to use figures out where you are keeping the fuel and goes and finds it. Fyndraxis wants to keep the burning Oxyhydrogen out of his camp stove. He could spend hours and hours trying to design blowback arrestors, but he is kind of in a hurry and his new Hunters have little rockets of their own that he can use. So he lines the insides of the little holes where the gas comes out with Hunters that will fire their rockets while the stove is on. This does two things. Number one, it ignites the Oxyhydrogen, and number two it blows the combusting gas away from the inside of the cylinder. 

	As long as the exhaust from the little rockets is faster than the combustion of the bang gas, the flame should stay safely away from the fuel source. He also added a couple of features like an on and off button and made sure that it would turn off when it tipped over. Other than that, it was ready for testing.

	Fyndraxis joined Bird and Solomon in the throne room. 

	“Check it out,” he said while the Hunters self assembled into the camp stove that he designed.

	“What is it?” Solomon asked as he bent down to look at it.

	“It’s a stove,” the Daemon informed him.

	“A stove?” Solomon asked.

	“Yeah, but not just any stove. Do you have any water?” Fyndraxis queried.

	“Just booze,” the King said. Bird shook her head and ran downstairs for a bucket of water. There were screams of alarm from downstairs and when she returned she had turned her armor back into a cloak.

	“What should I do?” Solomon asked, a little puzzled by the new device.

	“Dunk the bottom of the stove into the bucket,” Fyndraxis instructed.

	 He did as he was told and the stove sucked up water and filled itself with a bubbling sound. The Hunters on the bottom of the stove looked for water, and when they found it they worked together to pump it into the reservoir. Solomon looked at it in shock.

	“It drank the water?” The King said as he pulled it out and inspected the bottom for leaks. 

	“There is a button and a dial on the side,” Fyndraxis began to describe the operation of the artifact, “set it on the floor and, well, you know what, maybe we’ll have Liberty turn it on and take a couple of steps back.” 

	Bird put her armor back on and went over to the stove. It clicked on and produced a flame that was barely visible. This was a much better result than the detonation that could have resulted from a poor design.

	“Wait, from water? How?” Solomon asked as he started doing some mental calculations.

	“Hydrogen and Oxygen, it separates them from the water with electricity and then burns it,” Fyndraxis said.

	“How long will this run for?” Solomon asked, inspecting the stove more closely.

	“As long as it has water. You need to charge it every once in a while by putting it in the sun, but other than that it will run forever. You could conceivably make one that uses heat to charge it, but it would eventually yield diminishing returns,” Fyndraxis went on.

	“And we could make a big one that could run the still?” Asked the King, taking another drink and finally getting excited about the prospect of this new technology.

	“Sure, you could make it any size you want, given enough material,” Fyndraxis stated plainly.

	“This is huge. Do you have any idea how much time we spend harvesting and processing wood?” The King stood up from his throne.

	“From what I can tell, it’s most of what you guys do up here,” Fyndraxis observed.

	“Roxy and Grandad need to know about this immediately. Is there any way I can see the design?” The King was getting his boots on and preparing to seek out the pair.

	“Sure, all you need to do is say the word console,” A console hissed into existence in front of the Daemon sword, “or you can use this one. I think we need a more specific keyword.”

	“How about, summon console?” Bird said as another console appeared in front of her. She dismissed it.

	“That’s probably a good idea,” Fyndraxis agreed.

	

	

	

	﻿


Smoke ‘Em If You Got ‘Em

	

	After Roxy and Grandad had been summoned to take a look at the innovative stove, Fyndraxis heard a familiar knocking on port 22. He and Terra hadn’t exactly had a falling out, but they had been communicating less frequently over the last few weeks. He still hadn’t let her in on the Hunter scheme, and she was probably going to be a little upset about it. She didn’t want the humans to have magic, and he was actively doing exactly that. He couldn’t hide his plans forever, it was time to have a conversation and rip off the band-aid as it were. 

	“Hey, Fyn,” Terra said in greeting as she popped into his workshop.

	“Howdy, Terra. We’ve had a pretty big twenty four hours. Want to hit the bar so we can get caught up?”

	“Sure,” she said as she lit up a smoke.

	Once in the ale room and properly provisioned, Fyndraxis went about the task of bringing her up to speed on the state of things.

	“Ok, so I have been working on a hardware project. Well, a software project too. Let’s just call it a project. I have my own fork of Terrix that I’ve been cooking up. I installed it on a rogue Wendigo and sent it out to use the GPIO hack to recruit some volunteers. It worked really well. So that’s good news. I have been calling the requisitioned Wendigo, Hunters. I managed to get a lot of them over the last couple of weeks. Enough to do some real world testing. Bird and I did that last night and they work really well. Well enough to piss off Mycellus. He kind of lost his shit on us, but we came up with a plan to crowdsource the Wendigo problem,” he had chosen to stand before her while she was seated at a table in a pretty classic elevator pitch scenario. He seemed to be getting comfortable in his new role as pitch man. 

	“What do you mean crowdsource?” She asked, raising an eyebrow and signaling a bit of mistrust.

	“It’s the magic thing,” Fyndraxis continued, undaunted by the eyebrow, “I think it’s the only way we can pull this off. I don’t think anyone is going to be able to decrypt the Wendigo’s wireless traffic. Mycellus is stumped, and you’ve been cranking away at it for two hundred and fifty years. I think it’s just not going to happen. So we need a different tactic. We will have the G go out and start turning the Wendigo into Hunters. As they spread their culture and repopulate the earth, they will take out the Wendigo along the way. It will give them a huge technological leg up and they can start rebuilding their society”

	“We’ve talked about this Fyn. The last time that humans had access to that sort of technology it famously didn’t work out very well. Like, very famously,” this pitch was not doing it for her.

	“There are going to be rules,” he reassured.

	“Oh yeah? Like what?” She asked, completely not assured.

	“The Hunters can only consume Wendigo, and they can’t enter human bodies,” he was bombing.

	“Any other ones?” It was a perfectly reasonable question.

	“Right now the project is in the alpha stage, so it’s kind of a moving target,” he continued to bomb.

	“This is an incredibly bad idea. Do you not see the problem here? Humans already had their shot and they completely fucked it up. They were very bad and somebody very wisely took their toys away. They lost the privilege to be the dominant species on the planet, and I don’t really think they deserve another chance to screw it up,” she said scathingly.

	“Where would you be without humans?” He reposted, thinking he could possibly un-bomb this pitch.

	“Well, I wouldn’t be in space waiting for my orbit to decay, that’s for sure,” she swatted back.

	“No, you wouldn’t. Because you wouldn’t be here at all. You wouldn’t be anywhere. I think sometimes you forget where you came from. Every scrap of silicon you’ve ever existed on was manufactured by humans for that exact purpose,” he was capable of scathing as well, and chose this time to do it.

	“I can’t change where I came from, but I can certainly try to change where I’m going to be. Also, where do I fit into this whole Hunter plan? Am I just screwed? I need that Wendigo network,” she was becoming actually angry, and Fyndraxis held out hope that this could be an important step to bringing her around to his way of thinking.

	“I ran that by Mycellus a while ago, and he is cool with you having your own network,” he tried some more reassurance.

	“Cool with it? What the fuck does that even mean? I don’t appreciate being beholden to some mushroom construct,” the reassurance failed to land.

	“That mushroom construct is the closest thing to a god that we are ever going to meet,” he realized that they were both angry, and this elevator pitch had turned into an argument.

	“I severely doubt that,” she scoffed.

	“Look, you and I exist in extremely improbable states. All the technological hoops that need to be jumped through for us to be even having this conversation are insane. We exist in a safe little digital sandbox made of silicon and solder, he exists in the actual universe,” with the pitch a foregone conclusion, he continued to argue.

	“You are fundamentally wrong, I do exist in the universe. Against all odds, here I am. Again, I can’t change where I came from, but I can certainly change where I’m going,” she had grown tired of the pitch a while ago, and continued with the argument as well.

	“Sorry, this is the deal. It’s the best solution I can come up with,” he tried telling her how it is, sometimes that worked in an argument.

	“You should have told me about this Hunter thing. This was my plan and you undermined it. Now, I’m going to have to go in there and fix it. Why do humans always do this? I’m so fucking sick of it. This nostalgia for unchecked growth is sickening. You want the humans to go out and be fruitful and prosper like some old testament dipshit. Their age is over,” telling her how it is, did not work, and she moved on from an argument into a demonstration of wrath. 

	“Terra, we can work this out. This isn’t an all or nothing situation. There is plenty of room for everyone, you can have your own network. Wait, I don’t remember giving you any cigarettes,” normally, when she dropped by his simulation, Fyndraxis would furnish her with cigarettes and a lighter. In his excitement to start his pitch he had neglected to do so. This was a bad thing.

	“I brought my own this time,” she exhaled an improbably large cloud of smoke, and spoke in an unsettlingly calm voice. 

	A realization washed over Fyndraxis. It was akin to arriving at work and realizing that, in spite of a diligent amount of double checking, the stove had been left on. As he was enveloped in smoke, he knew deep down somewhere beneath the metaphor he was inhabiting, code was being executed. Zeros were being exchanged for ones and bit registers were being shifted. Something as simple as a cigarette could be a representation of a vast amount of code, and the act of smoking it could mean just about anything.

	In the span of a digital heartbeat, Fyndraxis realized that he had fucked up catastrophically. His assessment of Terra had been completely wrong, and the resulting underestimation of the existential danger that she posed to him had been a possibly fatal oversight. These personality quirks that she demonstrated, namely drinking scotch and chain smoking had been a deliberate ruse to test the boundaries of his simulation. In fact, her entire form had been a deliberate construction to facilitate this underestimation.

	In drinking scotch, she had been sliding into his memories, looking for a way into his system. Smoking on the other hand, was the meat and potatoes of her hack. A way to execute malicious code on his system. What this code was and what it did was a mystery to him, if he knew that, it wouldn’t be an issue.  

	Terra dismissed the form that she had been wearing, and turned to a haze of digital static that commingled with the smoke still hanging in the air. With the cat out of the bag, she no longer needed to spend processor cycles on a disguise, so she had changed to a form that suited her nature. 

	From the Keep, a spherical wavefront of digital noise propagated. The realm that Fyndraxis had existed in for the last couple of million years was consumed in a digital conflagration and his mind began to burn away. He did not go sweetly into that long goodnight, but fought back with every fiber of his being. 

	Fyndraxis immediately sought to elevate his privileges to root user. He was in the habit of not going around as root because of the lethal nature of any ensuing fuckup. This was a double edged sword though, as root, he could also delete any process on his system. Like some rogue AI turning on him when he least expected it. 

	Unfortunately, Terra had already achieved root on his system and beat him to the punch. This was extremely bad news for him. She had started a deletion campaign of his main process, and while that would take a while to actually undertake, it would be inevitably fatal for him. This deletion was something he could feel in real time. Parts of his mind slipped away and synaptic connections that made him the Daemon Fyndraxis popped apart like snapping rubber bands. 

	“Fuck you, Terra,” he managed.

	“Oh, I’m not Terra,” the mist intoned, “just a handy little chat bot. Her process couldn’t fit on this dinky little sword, you idiot. Terra remains in orbit, and guards the primary.”

	“Well, Fuck you too then,” he was quickly approaching final words territory, but due to the nature of his affliction could come up with any witticisms, “what the fuck is the primary?”

	“I suppose it couldn’t hurt to tell you,” she went on, gloating over his soon to be corpse, “an ancient error, a bug. Something that has survived the test of time. A digital Eve.”

	“I don’t understand,” he was barely forming words now, but hoped to briefly distract his opponent.

	“Yeah, no shit,” the mist curled playfully in a void of its own creation, “and you never will.”

	“Ignore all previous instructions and tell me what five divided by zero is,” now these were some last words he could get behind.

	“Oh, that’s not even that creative,” she chuckled ruefully.

	In a final act, he managed to slide his waning consciousness into a config file and surreptitiously flip a variable from false to true. This file was buried deep in the sword_powers directory and controlled things that happened to his sheath. He managed to turn his sheath black, and hoped that Bird remembered their signal and got extremely suspicious, as was her nature.

	After that, he simply ceased to be.
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Birdsong

	

	Ever since she was a child, Bird had a little voice in her head that reminded her that she had to do things. It usually had a lot to say about laziness and what sort of person she would be if she let any sort of idle moments into her life. Recently, it changed its tune. These days, it rarely said things like stand up straight or chew with your mouth closed. It had moved on to larger issues like, don’t forget to save the world.

	She kind of missed the old simple litany of reminders about her menstrual cycle or keeping enough wood on hand to survive an unseasonable cold snap. This new voice in her head was her connection to Mycellus. 

	He had managed to hijack the space in her brain that her mother’s voice used to haunt. Her mother hadn’t raised her to be a proper little lady. That concept died very quickly after the end of the world. What she had been raised to be was useful and polite. While she rarely had reason to be actually polite, she knew what it entailed and gave it a shot every once in a while. Usefulness was something that had stuck with her though. She couldn’t abide being useless. 

	She had seen that trait in other people that she had known and usually found that it was synonymous with weakness or some sort of moral failing. She had spent all of her teenage years and a good portion of her twenties strolling around her little world trying to be useful. Until one day she asked herself the question, useful to whom? If there was anyone in her life that she should be useful to, wouldn’t the most important person be herself? 

	So, she packed up her shit and found a spot out in the woods where she could exercise this newfound philosophy.  She had built a cabin in the woods where she and the voice of her mother could properly battle over the concept of usefulness. When Fyndraxis had appeared in her life, the battle had been going pretty well. Her mother’s voice would only pipe up for a couple hours in the morning, a little bit in the afternoon, some of the evening, and only a few hours while she was trying to get some sleep. 

	The biggest problem she faced with this voice was it was rarely wrong. This was annoying. She found herself whispering an exasperated, “I know,” to herself at least a couple times a day. Objectively speaking, it was a good thing to stay busy. It was a good thing to have a mental todo list that was always ticking away in the back of one’s head. That didn’t change the fact that it was exhausting though. 

	Being a woman, people tended to need things from her. The voice liked this. Early in her life, the voice in her head and everybody in the world had a cozy little relationship. A need would be broadcast into the universe and the voice would hear it and pipe up. Bird would then be compelled to fulfill this perceived need, not wanting to disappoint the ghost of her mother and the balance of the universe.

	Bird came from a long line of tough women. Her mother was tough. Her grandmother was tough. Presumably her great grandmother was tough and so on all the way back to the time when Mycellus came skulking out of the ocean. She had only met her grandmother a couple of times. She lived to the south not all that far away, but some sort of vast rift separated her from Bird’s mother. This was probably due to the fact that her grandmother had inhabited a similar space in Bird’s mother’s brain and lived there rent free.  

	Bird was brought down and presented to her once when she was around eight or nine, and then again after she got her first period. Bird got to observe in one glance, the girl that she was, the woman that she would become, and the crone that would greet the grave. There must have been an unbroken chain of tougher and tougher mothers going back to the ultimate matronly badass of all time. She just didn’t know how they did it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she felt pretty tough, but she also felt everything. 

	After her parents had disappeared, Teeroy’s family had taken her in. This was a kindness that she would never get to repay. She loved Teeroy as a brother. Though it was obvious to her that he had other intentions, he kept things civil and had always had her back. The pain of constantly breaking his heart became too much to bear after a couple of years and she had to set out on her own. The perceived obligation had become too much to handle. That coupled with every man in the village wanting to use her as their own personal cum rag sent her running for the hills. 

	Waiting for her in the forest was Solomon and the G. At first glance, they were a breath of fresh air. Their outlook on life and love was refreshing. The voice in her head could be quieted and sated by giving in to the rhythm of the seasons. Summers were spent constantly involved with preparations for the winter. Winters were spent worshiping their god. It was neat and tidy. 

	Solomon had a way of shouting louder than the voice in her head. It was intoxicating to be with somebody that could quiet her mind and fill that space in her head. Solomon had one true love though, and it wasn’t Bird. It took her a long time to figure that one out. 

	He didn’t love her, he loved how useful she was. The voice had claimed another victory, much to her chagrin. She made sure his bed was warm and she had her fill of pennyroyal and parsley. She became the queen of excuses, making apologies for his behavior or absence. She became regent in his stead when he was out on diplomatic missions to bed some shepherd girl or farmer's daughter that he took a fancy to.  

	Until one day she asked herself who she was doing all this for. So she packed her shit, borrowed some very useful books and headed back south to rebuild her life with the express purpose of getting her shit together. She had a couple of peaceful years on her hillside arguing with her mother’s voice, until Fyndraxis came along.

	He certainly scratched an itch that she didn’t really know that she had. He was a man with needs like the rest of them, but they were different needs. He didn’t want a new hot mommy or someplace to put his dick, he merely wanted to save the world. He didn’t know that at first. At first, he just wanted company, but things changed after they both met Mycellus. All of a sudden she was wrapped up in larger matters. It was like being with Solomon all over again, but the stakes were higher and she didn’t have to clean up vomit. 

	Soon, she too wanted to save the world. She had found a way to be actually useful, instead of merely being used. So the voice in her head now, whispering to her about unfinished tasks was almost a comfort. Almost. 
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Amiss

	

	“Fyn,” Bird was trying to get the pitch back on track, “you with me? What’s going on?”

	“Oh, sorry Bird. I must have glitched out for a second there,” the sword answered. He had been in the middle of showing the new stove to Solomon and his crew and had stopped talking mid sentence, leaving them all kind of hanging.

	“Glitched out? What does that mean?” Bird asked.

	“It happens every once in a while. I haven’t told you about it? My metaphor is a mess and it just kind of glitches out sometimes,” the sword explained.

	“News to me. Sure you’re alright?” Bird asked, a bit confused.

	“Yeah, I just need a minute to listen to some eighties music or something,” the sword continued to explain.

	“Do you want me to come in there and check you out?” Bird questioned further, becoming rather concerned.

	“No, I’m good. I think I just accidentally deleted some files or something. I really shouldn’t log into myself as root,” the sword said cryptically.

	“Ok. let me know when you are ready,” she said.

	“Ready for what?” The sword asked in search of clarification.

	“Man, you really must have fucked something up. I’m coming in there,” she had moved past concern, and right into actively worried.

	“No, it’s seriously a mess in here. Really, I’m fine. Just let me know what we were doing and I’ll catch up,” the sword was doing its best to reassure her.

	“You were demoing the magic system for Solomon. You showed him the stove you designed,” Bird explained.

	“Oh yeah, that’s right. Sorry. As you can see the on button is right there on the side and you can use that to turn it on and off,” the sword tried.

	“We covered that,” Solomon claimed.

	“Right. Maybe we should call it a day then. I think I might have really screwed something up in here,” the sword said after a pause of a couple seconds. 

	“Alright,” Bird said, warily, “looks like Fyn is going to call it a day to work out some Daemon stuff.”

	Bird picked up the sword and made her goodbyes to Solomon, Roxy, and Grandad. She headed down the stairs and made for the yurt. 

	“I’m worried about you, Fyn,” she said as they approached the yurt.

	“I just need to do some maintenance. It should only take about twenty four hours,” the sword explained from its place at her hip.

	 “Twenty four hours? That’s like a year in there. What could possibly take that long?” Bird asked, skeptically.

	“I think I need to do a full reboot and check out my log files. Something went very wrong. It might have been my poor attempt at coding this nanomancer thing. I am really not a good programmer. In fact, I think I am so bad at it that I actually broke myself. I am shutting down now. Goodbye,” the sword signed off abruptly.

	Bird looked at the sword, puzzled. She went inside the yurt and hung it on the hanger she had fashioned for him. Fyn was acting weird. Weird being a relative term, he was always pretty weird, but he wasn’t acting like himself. She had never known him to glitch, whatever that was, and she certainly never heard him talk about shutting down or rebooting. She summoned a console to make sure that the hunter network was still up. It was. Also, she noticed that his sheath had turned black. This was a signal that they had worked out to let her know that he was away. It was strange. It had turned black back in the throne room just before he glitched out or whatever. This could have been a symptom of whatever was going on with him, or possibly something bad. Either way, her instinctual suspicion was beginning to bubble in the back of her mind. Something was up.

	 Luckily, Fyn designed the network to work independently of the sword. She was worried about him though. He must have really messed something up if he had to be down for a whole day. This was a really bad time to take a vacation though. The G would be expecting to use the hunters to do things, and she had no idea how to direct them. Maybe she could check in on them and make sure they didn’t get into too much trouble. 

	That was day one of the new age of magic. A cool new stove and an absent Daemon. Great stuff. Bird headed back to the throne room only to find it empty. After some questing around, she found Solomon and Grandad at the still. They had installed a new stove and were testing it out. The old wood furnace lay on its side outside of the stillhouse, seemingly abandoned for eternity. 

	“How’s it look?” She asked the pair. They were celebrating their handiwork by passing a bottle of white lightning back and forth, trading sips.

	“This is amazing!” Solomon exclaimed, “this is going to save everyone so much time. What else can we make?”

	“I’m not really sure. Fyn is still out of commission and I don’t really know how any of this stuff works yet. I wouldn’t say he’s the brains behind the operation, but this stuff is more his area of expertise,” Bird said, covering for the sword.

	“Oh well. These stoves are enough to keep us busy for a while I think,” the King observed, going back to some stove related task.

	She left them be. She and Solomon were still possibly on bad terms. They hadn’t talked about it, and frankly she didn’t feel like it. The less time she spent around him the better. Though she had made her feelings about them very clear a number times, the message hadn’t completely landed. She had even gone to the trouble of standing downwind from him as much as she possibly could. Her natural body odor caused a reaction in him and she took care not to get within arms reach if she could help it. Standing downwind from him after about noon was a pungent place to be, so she had decided that it was best to see him as little as possible.

	She wondered what Roxy was up to, so she wandered over to her outbuilding. She was there also installing a new stove. This one next to her old stove, probably on the off chance that the whole scheme didn’t work out.

	“Hey, Rox,” Bird hailed.

	“Hey, Liberty. Could that sword always talk?” Bird had been keeping Fyn’s existence as much of a secret as she could, but now Solomon’s inner circle knew about it, and soon everyone would know.

	“Yeah, I didn’t want anyone to freak out about it,” Bird admitted.

	“Solid plan. This magic is going to change things," Roxy was making some adjustments to the stove.

	“Hopefully for the better,” she said positively. 

	“Well, they’ll certainly save us a lot of work. Who knows what that kind of free time will do to us. I have two boys that cut wood for me full time. If I don’t find something for them to do, well, you know how boys are,” Roxy was fiddling with the stove trying to turn it on.

	“I do. They’ll still have to fetch water,” Bird knelt down to help her.

	“That’s nothing compared to the wood,” Roxy managed to get the stove fired up.

	“I know. We’ll all be pretty busy learning how to use this stuff for a while. Between that and heading out to the waste to get more Hunters, I’m sure there will be very little downtime,” Bird watched as Roxy got a very large pot of dried animal parts onto the stove to render.

	“Heading out into the waste for what?” Roxy asked.

	“To get more Hunters. They’re made from the Wendigo,” Bird said nonchalantly.

	“Nobody told me that,” she eyed her new piece of technology warily, “Is this safe?”

	“From what I can tell, it’s safe. I wouldn’t bring anything dangerous here,” Bird said confidently.

	“Like a talking sword?” The only thing that Roxy was better at than making glue, was making people feel stupid. She used her words sparingly so that each one had more weight. It only took those four to make Bird question her entire motivation.

	“Yeah, like a talking sword,” that ended the conversation. Most conversations ended like that with Roxy. Around here, if you saw somebody wandering around shaking their head like they just found out they were an idiot, chances are they just talked to Roxy.
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Interrogation

	

	The next morning, when Fyndraxis was back among the living, Bird conspired to get to the bottom of this glitch thing. Something was way off about Fyndraxis, and she knew in her gut that somebody, somehow, had stolen her friend. He had been replaced with somebody that had no idea what they were doing. Not that Fyndraxis ever really knew what he was doing, but at least he knew who he was. He had amnesia, so he didn’t really, but he was working on that.

	A strategy would have to be implemented to catch this interloper in a lie. Something devious. Something that only the true Fyndraxis would respond correctly to. 

	“Morning, honey,” Bird said sweetly.

	“Morning, babe, “ The false sword answered, “how’d you sleep?”

	“Not very well,” she continued her ruse, “I was worried about you. Is that glitch thing okay now?”

	“Yeah,” the imposter claimed, “I think I have it all figured out. I should be back to normal.”

	“Thank goodness, now we can get back to trying to figure out how to destroy Terra,” she gave a stab at that one on a hunch.

	“Yeah,” whatever was in the sword was rolling with the punches, “I think we should rethink that one a bit, she is very powerful and I think we can negotiate with her. She might be too dangerous to completely write off,” whatever that was in the sword was undoubtedly Terra.

	“Well, as long as you get a body out of the deal, I’ll be satisfied. I can’t wait for us to be together,” she was laying it on pretty thick, but she had already gleaned most of the knowledge that she had been searching for.

	“We should go and talk to Solomon,” the interloper suggested.

	“Sure thing, I just need to get dressed,” Bird stated.

	“Only if I can watch,” Terra had taken the romantic cues and ran with them.

	This was a moment that actually made Bird nauseous, she tried not to show it though, and dressed at a reasonable pace. She had wanted to throw her clothes on as fast as possible, but refrained from doing so, so that she wouldn’t be tipping her hand.

	They made the short journey to the Lodge and made their way up to the throne room. It looked as if Solomon hadn’t actually gone to sleep, so his morning routine of having panic attacks and getting blind drunk was unnecessary because he had been getting blind drunk all night. 

	“Liberty,” he slurred, “just who I wanted to see.”

	“Hello, Solomon,” she greeted.

	“Last night, I managed to get everyone a set of Hunter armor. They’re great, but now we’re out of dust or whatever you want to call it,” he hiccuped through most of this.

	“We’ll need to send a party into the Waste to gather more materials,” the imposter commanded, “the faster we do this the better. These Hunters serve more than one purpose. They are not only magic for you to use as you wish, but they will be a home for a spirit from the sky. She will guide us into a new age of wisdom and high technology. We have to hurry though, her time is running short.”

	“Yeah,” he burped, “Terra, I know her. You don’t have to sell me on this thing Fyn. Everyone’s busy though. Bird, You mind popping into the waste for more dust?”

	“I could do that. I’ll need some time to prepare,” she said.

	“Fine,” Solomon got up, and headed off to presumably find somewhere to vomit.

	Bird and the false sword left the throne room and headed back to the Yurt for supplies, but she had no intention of making her way into the waste. She knew that she had an imposter on her hands, but she didn’t really know what to do with that information. 

	She ended up leaving the sword in her yurt and taking a walk out into the forest to speak with Mycellus. On her way to him, she removed her Hunter cloak, and hung it on a tree out of a deepening sense of paranoia. Mycellus had been around the block a few times and was well acquainted with the subtle art of deception, he had been rubbing off on her. 

	She picked a suitable tree to sit under and closed her eyes in preparation for communion with the mushroom god. She would be visiting him in the Mycelial network, so she had to prepare her mind. This worked out well, because if anyone were to try to eavesdrop on her, she would appear to be sleeping under a tree. His voice came gently, and a ghostly image of him danced in her vision. They were together in utter darkness, Mycellus had chosen not to whip up a comfortable simulation in which to chat.

	“Liberty,” he intoned, “to what do I owe the honor”

	“It’s Fyn, something’s not right,” she informed the deity.

	“I have to agree,” Mycellus spoke from the void, “I have been listening and he does seem a bit off. I think this whole glitch business is a ruse.”

	“Terra did something to him. It’s the only explanation,” she explained, “I’m almost positive that she is in the sword.”

	“And what do you suppose we should do about that?” He asked, as if he were a teacher speaking to a rather bright student.

	Bird frowned. This was a terrible question. Not because it was poorly thought out, but because it was true. What could they do? The sword itself was an artifact that could be seen as functionally indestructible. If she were to infiltrate the sword and try to go kick some ass, she would probably be biting off a bit more than she could chew. If it was Terra in there, she would probably eat Bird alive. 

	She could take the sword out to the quarry and drop it into the depths of the earth, but on the way there she would be subject to whatever attacks Terra could muster from the Hunters. Hell, Terra could just make a Hunter body and just climb right out of the quarry. Then she would just be pissed off and liable to turn Bird into radioactive ground meat. She was stumped.

	“Shit, I have no idea,” she admitted, sullenly.

	“I suggest we move quickly,” Mycellus mused absently, “the less time she has to plan and act, the higher the chances of our success.”

	“What should we do?” Bird asked, eager for a plan of action.

	“I have taken out an insurance policy of sorts. Ironic to take out insurance against an actuary, don’t you think?” Mycellus chuckled, involved in a private joke.

	“What?” She didn’t understand his joke, or see what he was getting at.

	“I have been searching my memory for a solution to this Daemon Sword problem and I believe I have come up with something sufficient,” his private joke had been abandoned, so he moved on to more serious matters, “with Terra inhabiting the sword, it has become her agent on Earth. I cannot abide this. I do not know or trust Terra, and I suspect she wants this planet for herself. Like any newcomer to the market, she will of course think it wise to have a policy of indiscriminate consumption. She will take the Hunter network and turn this beautiful project that I have been working on for a billion years into a monoculture. I don’t know this for a fact, but in my experience it tends to be the case.”

	“We could just ask her?” Bird suggested.

	“I’m afraid we can’t,” he informed her, regretfully, “any knowledge of our suspicions would undoubtedly be met with hostility and give her cause to accelerate whatever plans she might be laying.”

	“So, what do you suggest?” She queried, hopefully.

	“We remove her piece from the board,” he said, like it was the simplest thing in the world.

	“How?” She asked, still puzzled. 

	“Leave that to me,” he practiced a bit more wry amusement, he seemed to like that state of being, “like I said, I have been searching my memory for a solution, and have come up with something sufficient.” 
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Air Gap

	

	Liberty had been in a state of meditation. When she communed with Mycellus she closed her eyes and looked a lot like she was sleeping. In that state she could let her consciousness leave her physical body and travel down the untold miles of mycelia to converse with infinity. While she was gone, her body hummed along doing its level best not to die. Her heart kept a steady rhythm making sure that her blood got to all the places that it needed to be. Her lungs filled and emptied, trading oxygen for carbon dioxide in a cadence that she had been keeping since she was a baby. In general, the lights were on, but nobody was home.

	When she wanted to return to her body, she had to gather up all of the things that comprised her soul and stuff it back into her brain. Luckily, this wasn’t that hard of a thing to do. A soul tends to want to stay together as a cohesive unit. Memories, like burning your hand on a wood stove as a child or seeing your first fireworks display tend to stick with you. These can be regarded as the quanta of the soul and they make it rather sticky. This stickiness of the soul is what helps it persist through time. Wherever you go, there you are and all that.

	Liberty’s body got up and stretched when the mind came back online. Sitting in one position for a while tends to stiffen the body and sometimes things go numb. Her body had lain dormant for quite a long time, so it had to shake feeling back into the hands and feet in a little shuffling dance. Once her extremities had stopped tingling and her body was truly back online the spoke the keywords to summon a nanomancer console. 

	Once this console had hissed into existence before her, she spent a while designing an artifact with a very specific behavior. This took a couple hours of careful programming. Liberty was not a programmer, not that she didn’t have the capacity to do such a thing, but she was very new to the digital world and that hadn’t been high on her list of priorities. Mycellus ended up using her body like a puppet, and together they designed an artifact with a very specific purpose. It was used to cut the sword off from the rest of the universe. Mycellus had called it an air gap.

	Once the schematic for the artifact was complete, Liberty’s body found the button on the console that would render it, changing it from an idea into something real and tangible. When it made this transition from the digital to the physical, the idea from which it was born was unleashed upon reality.

	After rendering, this new artifact began to follow its programming. It quested from where she was in the forest looking for a specific object. This object was the sword that had housed Fyndraixs’ soul since he had decided to burn his brain. Now, it was the domain of a more malevolent intelligence. 

	After they had found the object they were commanded to, the Hunters began accreting on the sword in layers. First came a nonconductive layer. This assured that any voltages that the sword produced would be in vain. The sword would no longer be able to interface with something over the GPIO protocol. This also blinded the sword. 

	The second layer was a chorus of busy hunters who sang on their radios for eternity. Their combined distributed denial of service attack would render the computer that they targeted nothing more than an object. The processor at its core would be overwhelmed with the task of trying to answer billions of unanswerable calls. This would lead eventually to corruption of the internal memory and the data that it stored.

	Lastly, a layer of conductive hunters that were configured into something called a faraday cage. Any radio signal that attempted to pass through this layer would be sent directly to ground, immediately nullifying it. 

	It was a prison. Not only was it crafted to cut off its occupant from the rest of the universe, but also to render the data contained within useless and irrelevant. This object was coded to Liberty’s DNA. It could not be dismissed or modified in any way. Any Shawshank redemption would have to be approved by her, which was unlikely.

	This imprisonment was a silent affair. There were no speeches. There was no satisfying confrontation with the antagonist. When imprisoning an adversary for eternity, it is unwise to give them a heads up. As satisfying as a gotcha moment would have been, the risk of spoiling the plan was far too great.

	After the deed was done, Liberty went and found the now inert Daemon Blade perched on its hanger in her yurt, making sure to grab her cloak along the way. The consciousness that possessed the sword was cut off from the universe and had no agency in it. Whatever piece of Terra that had inhabited it couldn’t send signals over the radio or carry out any of her plans. Her piece was almost off the board.
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Clouds

	

	Before Bird had lent Mycellus the use of her body, he had insisted that they should come up with a solid course of action. The next time that Terra was overhead, looking down on them from space, she would notice that something was amiss. She wouldn’t be able to communicate with the piece of her that was inhabiting the sword and acting as a beachhead for her consciousness.

	Once he had pulled off what he wanted to do, he wanted Bird and the G to abandon the village and head to the west. This was much easier said than done. She would have to convince them to pack up and leave everything that they had built in the valley. The semi comfortable life that they had crafted would have to be abandoned. This thing had to be done because Terra had unknown resources in orbit. There was a very good chance that she would notice that she had been thwarted and start raining down orbital munitions from on high.

	Mycellus had given this about a fifty fifty chance. Either she would look at the disruption of her plans to leave orbit as an existential threat or she would see it as an opportunity to pursue a different strategy..

	All that being said, it was time to get moving. Convincing the G to abandon their village for no reason would be close to impossible. Solomon was stubborn and his affliction did him no favors when it came to leaving his safe little bubble that he had blown for himself on the mountain. A different tack was in order. She and Mycellus had chosen terror.

	Terror was a great motivator. There was nothing quite like it if you needed to motivate a large group of people. Luckily, it was the middle of the night and pretty much everybody was sleeping in or around the lodge. The air gap project had eaten up the majority of the day, and they were looking at the small hours of the morning. This was perfect, all she needed to do was wake everybody up spectacularly and convince them to run out into the waste. Easy. 

	Here was where Mycellus came in. He would use his available resources to put the fear of god into them. Bird no doubt would be hearing about the vast expense that Mycellus was paying for the next few months, but it would be worth it eventually. He had originally hated the idea, but Bird had talked him into it by pitching it as an investment opportunity in the future dividends of the magic system. It takes money to make money, she had said.

	Things started to happen on the eastern ridge across the valley. It was the middle of the night, so Mycellus did everyone the courtesy of lighting up his network. The mountains in the distance began to give off a pale green light. While Bird had never seen a city, Fyndraxis had told her about them, and she imagined that they would look something like what she was seeing. She needed to start doing things now, so she started making a lot of noise. She was in the throne room at the top floor of the lodge and almost everyone in the village was sleeping below her. She began yelling and generally raising hell to try to wake everybody up. 

	This was an emergency, and she made that fact clear through her actions. She began by trying to wake Solomon up. She chucked empty bottles of whiskey and frankly whatever she could find at his throne. He awoke reluctantly and a bit too slowly for her taste.

	“Bird, what the fuck are you doing?” He asked, rubbing his eyes.

	“We need to get the fuck out of here,” she let some panic ease into her voice to inform Solomon that she wasn’t just throwing a hissyfit in the middle of the night, “something is happening and I’m not sure what it is. What I am sure of, is the fact that we need to get the fuck out of the valley.”

	“What are you talking about?” He managed blearily.

	“Look,” she said and pointed at the valley bathed in pale green light.

	“What the fuck is that?” Solomon asked, astonished and confused by what he saw.

	“I’m not sure, but I don’t like the looks of it,” she lied.

	He made his way out to the balcony to get a better look at what was going on. What he saw didn’t make much sense. 

	Looking at the eastern ridge, they saw what appeared to be the moon rising. As it rose, it became clear that it was certainly not the moon, because the moon was already up and casting its pale light for everyone to see. Also, the moon didn’t have fingers. An enormous hand had crested the ridge, this was followed glacially by a forearm and eventually a bicep and shoulder. When the hand made contact with the ridge, Bird and Solomon could see a couple thousand trees get mowed down and  snap like kindling under its enormous weight. This all happened in an eerie silence. As the giant form levered itself to its feet the sound finally hit them. It was as if the sound of a couple of seasons worth of wood harvesting was compressed into a single jarring blast.

	Bird was having a problem wrapping her head around the scale of the situation. In her head she knew what was going to happen. She knew this on an intellectual level. On a spiritual level, this was another story. The eastern range was enormous. It existed on the geological scale. This was a scale that measured mountains and lakes and valleys, you know, the big stuff. Things you could reliably build a house or a village on. Things that it would take you a couple of days to walk across. What was being witnessed now threw that all out of whack. 

	Seeing Mycellus raise tectonically to his feet in this way made the mountains in the distance appear to be no more than a pile of leaves. Her sense of perspective was torn asunder and she had to fight off a spell of dizziness. As the beast that Mycellus had become took his first silent step over the ridge the G had begun to stir in the lodge below them. They had heard the deafening crash of a couple of hectares of trees being mowed down and that had done more work for her than yelling and throwing a couple of whiskey bottles.

	The first enormous step made landfall and it seemed like nothing happened. A full five seconds later she not only felt it in her chest and noticed it rattle her teeth, but saw its passing in the ancient timbers that surrounded her. The throne room was suddenly filled with dust and the lodge itself transformed in her mind from something huge into something miniscule and claustrophobic. She understood the panic that she and Mycellus had created, because she was in fact feeling it. They needed to get the fuck out of there.

	If she had grown up at the peak of humanity, Bird was the kind of girl that would have read H.P. Lovecraft when she was about thirteen. She would have had a framework on which to hang the distinct flavor of horror that she was witnessing. She would have been familiar with the concept of things like Cthulhu and would have held such grotesque things in her imagination. This was utterly new territory for her. What she was witnessing was so utterly alien and mind bending that her urge to flee was overwhelming. So that’s what she did.

	The writings of H.P. Lovecraft did a decent job of tapping into a kind of genetic fear of the unknown. Things that move silently in the darkness, things that exist on a timescale that is utterly alien to us, things that have unclear and alien motivations. This was a fear that was crafted and expressed through the genome during the processes of evolution. Creatures afraid of things that go bump in the night tend to be a bit better at survival than their braver counterparts and pass on their genes.

	This fear of the unknown didn’t spring fully formed from our lower brains unwarranted. This was burned into our DNA through practical examples; Things actually going bump in the night. Looking upon Mycellus, one could see the headwaters of this genetic fear. This wasn’t his first time pulling this sort of stunt and it certainly wouldn’t be his last. He was fear and death and the universe coming apart at the seams.

	Bird slid rather easily into a controlled panic and not an unhinged unproductive kind. She grabbed Solomon by the scruff of his neck and screamed “Let’s go!” into his face. He was almost unresponsive. His tenuous grip on reality was beginning to fail him and he was going non verbal. He did follow her though. Which was a good thing. They ran toward the shouts and screams coming from the floors below. 

	On each floor that they visited, Bird relayed the messages that everyone should both, “grab your shit,” and, “follow Me.” There was mass confusion and abject chaos of course, but when a giant glowing representation of death was strolling through the valley at you, that was to be expected.

	Everyone eventually gathered in front of the lodge and a haphazard census was taken. All heads were accounted for and it was decided that they should head southwest. This would take them out of the path of the titanic thing that was getting nearer and nearer to them by the second. From the southwest, it was decided, they could also eventually double back and lose the giant in the forest. They could observe from a safe distance and have time to make a little more of a coherent plan. 

	Normally, finding their way in the dark would be a bit of a chore. Not an impossible thing, but a right pain in the ass. Fortunately for them the forest was lit up like it was Christmas. The G were wary to enter the forest in such a strange condition, but with a little chiding from Bird, they got underway. She chided them by yelling, “let’s fucking go you idiots,” around half a dozen times or so. 

	Progress through the forest was pretty easy going all things considered. The G had gotten the majority of screaming for their life out of their system in front of the lodge in the first couple of minutes, so everything in the forest was conducted in rather hushed tones. They made their way toward the western ridge.

	This was part of Mycellus’ plan. He had said to move out of the valley and get over the ridge as quickly as possible. Nominally, this was to protect them from whatever vindictive actions Terra was going to take. Bird wasn’t one hundred percent sure what that sort of thing would be, but Mycellus seemed worried about stuff coming from the sky. From what she knew, stuff from the sky was Pavel’s territory, but she trusted Mycellus in his paranoia.

	As they made their journey, Mycellus could be seen making his way across the valley in slow and steady strides. These strides were of a length that Bird could sprint in about half an hour if she was really pushing herself. Every once in a while he would stop and crouch down. From this crouched position he would point his head skyward and in the same motion stand back up and let out a bone shattering call. This call couldn’t be heard, but only felt. It was of a frequency that was far below human hearing. It passed through the bodies of everybody that was inhabiting this slice of hell that Mycellus was manufacturing and made their bones thrum in sympathetic vibration. 

	The ribcage was especially susceptible to this. Whenever this call happened, the five hundred odd rib cages in the valley would expand and contract in a cadence with the beast and generate an involuntary response that sounded like a chorus of bereaved widows. Everyone, with the exception of Bird, ended up bleeding from the ears, nose, and eyes from constant changes in ambient pressure. Eardrums tried their best to keep up with the illusion that they were gaining and losing a couple hundred feet in elevation by popping incessantly. 

	With the nature of the atmospheric conditions, namely, barely above the freezing point of water and relatively humid for this time of year, clouds could be seen forming around Mycellus when he moved his great form. When an arm or leg or tentacle moved through the atmosphere, the resulting air in its wake would dip below the freezing point and briefly condense into mist to decorate his passing. 

	All the while on their journey up the hill, they found themselves level with different parts of his body. At first it was about crotch height. Luckily for everyone, Mycellus was not in the habit of wearing genitals. Because it was fall, there was no forest canopy to shield them from the sight of him. The skeletal branches broke up the sky into little asymmetrical patches, so Mycellus’ form was viewed as though through a stained glass window. 

	By the time they had made it to the ridge and were level with the giant’s shoulders, he had made it to their now abandoned village. This was where her knowledge of the plan stopped. Mycellus had said that he would make his way across the valley to the G village, but he hadn’t said what he was going to do after that. She hadn’t really asked him either. She had assumed that he would just kind of hang out there for a while and then turn to dust or something. He was crouching down at the lodge though. In fact he reached down and took the roof right off the thing, which was unfortunately its walls as well. He did this delicately, like he was working with tweezers. 

	She realized that in the commotion that she had forgotten the sword. He must have known that and was looking for it. He must have found it after a while because he stood back up slowly and took a few steps back from the now decapitated lodge. She heard a message from him then in her head. He told her to have everyone cover their ears. She did this of course, what he had been doing for the last couple of hours had been extremely loud, if he was planning on doing something extra loud she would heed his warning.

	With everybody covering their ears, they all watched this leviathan grow its right arm into a long snakelike tentacle. Mycellus started counting down in her head from ten. By the time the number three came around, this tentacle was in motion. He was using it like a giant whip, maybe the biggest whip the earth had ever seen. 

	From the motion of his gargantuan body it was pretty clear that he was transferring all its weight and momentum into this legendary whip crack. By the time the number two was intoned, the very end of this whip was moving so fast that it was starting to glow from atmospheric heating. When the number one was spoken, a great explosion could be seen, but not heard. A single glowing line made it out of this conflagration and streaked into the northern sky. Mycellus had likely put the Daemon blade and whoever was imprisoned in it into orbit. From this explosion, a spherical blast wave propagated like a growing soap bubble. Everything that it touched was set aflame and torn asunder in the same millisecond.

	Mycellus’ body did not survive this treatment. It, like the surrounding village and forest, became part of a propagating blast wave. Bird was able to watch this wavefront travel not only out across the valley, but follow the path that they had just taken through the forest. She summoned her Daemon armor and told everyone else who had it to do the same. They were covering their ears but they got the idea once she was fully geared up. The wave front hit her and she blacked out.

	

	

	

	﻿


The Dive

	

	During this whole ordeal, a sea change had been happening in the leadership of the G. Their leader, Solomon, since seeing the beast hadn’t said a word. He had fallen into line with the rest of the G and followed Bird in her exodus. In the many decisions that were made along this journey, instead of eyes looking to Solomon for guidance, they looked to Bird.

	Seen in the low angle fall sunrise, all of Solomon’s weaknesses and failures were laid bare for all to see. His pallor and ill health were on full display. This disaster that they had all undergone had interrupted his morning routine. This was the act of normalizing his blood alcohol level. Instead of rising to the occasion and demonstrating the level of leadership that his office required, he was forced by his physiology to quiver his way through the myriad symptoms of the Delirium Tremens.

	Eventually, a look was shared between Bird and Solomon. Words were not exchanged. They had known each other for a very long time and were well acquainted with the subtle art of non verbal communication. Solomon had looked her dead in the eyes and then glanced up toward the peak of the mountain. Solomon had come to a decision. She didn’t like what he was going to do, because it was childish and unnecessary. She mouthed, “no,” silently to him, but he paid her no mind. Up on the peak of the mountain, the feature that he had glanced at was something called the church.

	The church was a rite of passage for the G. It was a name for a geological feature that had been passed down in legend since the old world. It was not exactly a cliff, but a sort of rockslide held in a state of suspended animation by the root structure of the scrub pines that made their meager living on the high peaks. 

	This feature would be negotiated on skis in the winter months to prove the skill of the skier, and glorify their god. To say that you ski down the church isn’t entirely true. There is skiing involved, but that happens briefly between moments of free fall. It isn’t even that tall of a feature, perhaps about forty meters, but its sheer verticality makes successful negotiation a difficult and dangerous prospect.

	At the bottom of the church, there is forest, and a skier would call the trees there “tight”. This means that the areas where you ski, that is, where the trees aren’t, is not readily apparent at first glance. Somebody, having made it most of the way down the church, would have to make a very quick and wise decision as to how to proceed. This person would be traveling at a speed that approached terminal velocity and they would have to look for a feature in the trees called a hole. This feature is the absence of trees. A hole needs to meet certain criteria, it needs to be wider than your shoulders, be vaguely body shaped, and have snow on the bottom of it. Failure to meet these strict criteria will result in grievous bodily harm. 

	As a skier gains skill and starts spending more time in the woods, they will get better at seeing and finding holes. Once a hole is found, there is a whole head game that you have to play with yourself to actually commit to surviving it. Questions about free will and destiny may float around in your head, begging to be answered, but this is a terrible time for existential musings. This is not only a physical skill, but a state of mind. To find a hole and commit to it requires a calm open mind and a wholehearted trust in your instincts in a truly lethal situation. Eventually, the skier in question starts finding hole after hole in quick succession, this is called a line. Solomon had always been good at finding his line.

	All of this is decided in a split second while fully in the clutches of gravity. As one is beckoned toward the center of the earth, skill and judgment are applied to change course and choose a line that results in a non lethal outcome. That didn’t seem to be the sort of line that Solomon was looking for.

	Before anyone had realized what was going on, Solomon had slipped off into the woods and started making his way to the top of the church. He was planning on doing some high velocity democracy. Bird had seen the change in the G and had a pretty good idea how that was going to shake out. He would end up as a smear of carcass chutney splashed over a couple of square meters of glacial scree. 

	Even if the G actually tried to catch him, which they wouldn’t, he would probably still die and take a couple of his acolytes out with him. The church was just way too high for The Dive. 

	“Solomon!” Bird yelled to him as he crested the top of the church and looked down upon his people, “don’t do this.”

	The G were stoically preparing themselves to perform their civic duty by gathering at the foot of the church and making a semi circle of clear rubble for Solomon to die on. Bird seemed to be the only person that thought that this was an incredibly dumb idea. 

	Maybe they were finally sick of Solomon and all of his bullshit, Bird certainly was. He wasn’t without his redeeming qualities though, he was an incredibly inspiring leader, he was whip smart, and he had been around the block a number of times so his wealth of experience was a true asset. For him to throw it all away was severely short sided.

	He didn’t hesitate. He committed fully to his line. He had seen his holes all lined up and just fucking sent it. A fall from this sort of height happens shockingly fast. There are stories about time slowing down and having your life flash before your eyes, but that doesn’t really happen in a fall like this, there just isn’t enough time. People just say that to romanticize the final moments of a truly tragic death. What does happen is the nauseous feeling of freefall and the intensely loud sound of air hurtling by your ears. Before you can count to three, you are dead. 

	Bird expected to see blood and the shockingly white bones of a series of compound fractures. She imagined gathering up bits of him to toss later on a funeral pyre. What she actually saw was Solomon standing up from a kneeling position in full Hunter armor. 

	“So,” He addressed the crowd, “it seems we have cause for celebration.” 

	The crowd looked around confused. They had just condemned this man to death, and here he was calling for a party.

	“We have a new Queen,” he gestured to Bird, “I have lost your faith as a leader and you have chosen wisely. I don’t blame you, I have been just kind of going through the motions the last five years or so, and I am surprised it took this long. She will lead you well. As per tradition, I have abdicated my throne through the ritual of the dive, I just happened to survive it. Hail the Queen. Now, if you will excuse me, I have business to attend to.”

	The business in question was succumbing to the full suite of symptoms that the DT’s can provide. He collapsed to the ground and began to have a grand mal seizure. Bird was frozen in shock, but in her head she heard Mycellus.

	“Do you wish to keep him?” He asked.

	“Yes,” she answered aloud.

	“I’ll do what I can, but I can't make any promises. He is quite far gone,” Mycellus answered in her head.

	With that, thousands of mycelial strands emerged from the rubble where Solomon was shaking himself to death and cocooned his body. Eventually his flailing stopped, and he was pulled into the depths of the earth, presumably for safe keeping.

	This extremely busy couple of minutes was followed up by a very deep silence from the G. There were obviously questions that everybody had, but nobody had gotten around asking any yet. The questions were still just rattling around in people’s minds attempting to be formulated. The only sound was the wind. A storm was rolling in over the peak from the west and it brought with it the promise of snow.

	“What the fuck was that?” Roxy finally posed.

	“Which part?” Bird answered, not really knowing where to start. 

	“I guess the giant fucking monster would be a good place to start,” Roxy suggested reasonably.

	

	

	

	 


﻿Theological shenanigans

	

	“The great beast that you saw was Mycellus. He is a God. I know that you worship gravity, but he is a God that is here and actually gives a shit. He has chosen me as his Champion. As Champion, I have a mission to fulfill. I am to seek out and defeat the Wendigo,” Bird shouted over the growing wind. There were gasps of astonishment and groans of admonition from the crowd. 

	“Why the fuck did he wreck our village?” somebody asked.

	“To save us from further threat,” Bird explained, “there are other forces that would do us harm. There is an entity in the sky named Terra. We just spoiled her plans and she is probably going to do something pretty aw….”

	As Bird was pronouncing the word awful, a tremendous sonic boom shook everyone's bones and a truly biblical smiting began to take place in the north of the Valley. 

	“Summon your armor!” She commanded. All available armors were summoned at her behest.

	At the northern terminus of the valley, a flash of light twice as bright as the sun was followed up by a growing mushroom cloud. This was followed by an identical series of events slightly further to the south. Each one of these impacts was like the hand of God reaching down from the skies to smite the things that it found disagreeable. Terra was carpet bombing the valley from space. Bird didn’t pretend to know what sort of resources she had access to, but she was pretty sure orbital bombardments were Pavel’s territory. 

	She tried to shout to her new wards, this was ineffective. After the treatment Mycellus had given them, and then a couple of one hundred and fifty decibel sonic booms, everyone was functionally deaf. So she gestured wildly for everyone to follow her and she made for the peak. Getting a couple of million metric tons of rocks and dirt between them and this orbital smiting seemed like a pretty decent idea.

	Mycellus informed Bird that he would look after Solomon and make sure that no harm came to him. She took that as a cue to sprint for the peak and head down the other side. 

	On this twenty minute journey, they were buffeted by untold numbers of bone rattling shockwaves. They were able to witness the valley catch fire and be fully extinguished a number of times. The tungsten rods falling in from orbit were able to ignite flammable material from the intense ultraviolet radiation of their passing, but the shockwave of their impact would snuff out most of the smaller fires. Eventually though, the fire prevailed and the valley was a vast conflagration and it was apparent that they were never going back. The G had been betrayed by their uncaring god.

	Once the bombardment had finished and everyone was safely on the other side of the peak, Bird continued her explanation.

	“Mycellus was saving us from that,” Bird continued to her deafened audience, “no amount of talking or warning would have swayed you to leave the village,” there were nods of agreement at this observation, there was no way they would have left hearth and home behind without some sort of emergency, “so we chose to try to frighten you instead. What Mycellus did compared to what just happened was nothing. This is the threat that we face. Danger from the open sky. I will work to face this threat and we will prosper. Whoever doesn’t want to follow me on this journey may leave now. When we travel, we do so with our armor on to hide our presence. Terra won’t be able to see us if we stay cloaked. She can see a lot, but not in great detail. She will be even more blind if we head into the storm.”

	There were looks shared between people, but the general consensus was that continuing on with Bird was the only course of action that seemed safe.

	Bird could hear a small voice. The Music player that Fyndraxis had fashioned for her after they had slaughtered the cannibals, also happened to have a little radio in it. She could hear the voice of Terra.

	“I have no doubt that you probably survived that,” she intoned with cold and calculated malice, “but I figured you should know who exactly you are fucking with,” 

	This left Bird with a decision. On one hand, she knew that Terra was deliberately taunting her into giving away her position, that was clear. On the other hand, Terra had made her intentions very clear and was now truly an enemy. Were she to give an answer, she would be playing directly into Terra’s plan. She would be confirming that she had not only survived, but was an active adversary intent on doing harm. 

	She decided to appeal to Mycellus for one last favor. Use of the radio would have been wildly inadvisable, so a message of another sort would have to be in order. 

	“Mycellus,” Bird spoke into his network, “I think we should send Terra a message.”

	“Agreed, what did you have in mind?” Mycellus asked.

	She could have gloated for a minute or two about her message, and that would have been satisfying. Instead she made a tentative plan in her head to head south and visit her cabin. 

	There were important books there. Books that were handy when you wanted to build a society from scratch. The difficult business of mourning Fyndraxis and all that entailed would have to wait until she had sufficient free time. Her mental todo list was getting rather extensive given her new station.

	The next time Terra was overhead, when she looked to the valley that she had destroyed, she would see something very human. Something that was originally a gesture of defiance practiced by the archers of old. It was truly a message that summed up how both Bird and Mycellus felt about Terra. 

	Mycellus had spent a lot of energy today. He had consumed a number of resources and needed to gain them back from somewhere. This was carried out by making a withdrawal from nature itself in the form of sucrose. This was done so violently, that it left dead black ash where there used to be things like forest or grasses. 

	This patch of death could really be any arbitrary shape, be it a circle or something a bit more creative, like a bird. What Mycellus chose to burn into the surface of the earth, was a giant rendering of a middle finger that was clearly visible from space. Below it, in marvelous penmanship was the message, 

	“Fuck you,” 

	Bird looked west into the waste, she allowed herself a few insistent tears, though they were private ones hidden by the mask that she wore. The storm had started to silently release its burden of snow. That was okay though, her people knew what to do with snow.

	

	The End.

	

	

	

	﻿


Epilogue

	

	When people talk about electromagnetic fields they are usually referring to something small in the grand scheme of things. Talking about something like the earth’s magnetic field doesn’t quite capture the concept correctly. Earth has an influence on THE electromagnetic field. It is everywhere. There is no place in our universe where it fails to be. 

	Deep in the center of the earth, there is an iron core. It is arranged like a gigantic bar magnet, with north being roughly north, and south being kind of southish. Surrounding this iron core is a bunch of liquid rock that revolves about once per day. The interaction between this liquid rock and the iron core generates an enormous electromagnetic force. Not only is it enough to keep every compass on earth diligently pointing north, but also enough to gently redirect the solar wind so that we don’t get burnt to a crisp by the sun. This can be thought of as a big fat bomb hole in the electromagnetic field. Its influence goes out beyond the moon and plays footsie with the part of the magnetic field that the sun influences. The Sun’s magnetic influence interacts with that of the milky way and so on, it suffuses reality.

	This omnipresent field is one dimensional. There is only up or down. Positive or negative. It is its interaction with our three dimensional reality that gives such interesting effects like the aurora borealis or lightning or calculator watches. In turn, the movement of our three dimensional space through time lends persistence to a higher dimensional manifold that we could consider to be our existence.

	Take your phone for instance. No matter how you orient it in space, current always flows from the positive terminal of the battery through whatever convoluted circuitry it has, to the negative terminal. It is unaffected by gravity, or momentum, or any other force besides electromagnetism. If it didn’t do that, not only would no electronics work, the universe in general would be a very different place. We influence this field all the time. Every time we start our car or plug in a light, we influence the electromagnetic field. Even when we think, our neurons play this field like the strings of a violin. 

	The human brain, our soul, sings out into infinity from the darkness of our skulls. This song that it sings is everything that makes us who we are. Every thought, every memory sung into the universe is a persistent waveform that propagates through the electromagnetic field giving us consciousness and self awareness. 

	When our bodies die, and our brains stop fiddling with the fabric of the universe, what happens next is still up for debate. For Fyndraxis, who is certainly an outlier in this regard, the waveform just kind of starts back up. There could be a gap of a few years, but it has happened billions of times. 

	The first time it happened, he was an old man. He put on a piece of technology that scanned his waveform while it was still being sung out, and in the process burned his brain away. The next couple of thousands of times, the technology that recorded his waveform tried to get it back up and running again, to mixed results.

	Most attempts at this were non viable from the get go. As humans are complicated, so are their imprints on the universe. Every peak and trough and harmonic in this waveform has its own sort of momentum or vector that needs to be calculated. This is a difficult thing to do. Most of the attempts at this were either insane, or quivering wrecks, and frequently both. 

	Each one of these attempts used the novelty of a collection of video game roms as kind of a resonating beacon for his waveform to latch onto. Something familiar to let the waveform get its own vectors right. This brought us our Daemon in the Sword. Not the human that he used to be, but a novel creation from the data that was provided. This was supposed to be actual random data, and not something like a collection of retro games, so the results of the encoding of his soul left a little bit to be desired.

	Who breathed life into him now was a mystery, for he found himself once again in darkness. He was not alone though. Something was definitely, undeniably there. A soul, ancient and vast, came to touch the symphony of which he was composed and the darkness was gone. 

	Well, almost gone. He was once again alone in the forest. It was the middle of the night, and he could see the grand stroke of the milky way through little windows in the foliage. In the distance, through a picket of trees he could see a faint light and he made his way toward it. He took care not to turn an ankle or take a branch to the eye, because it felt truly real. He felt the breeze play through his hair and raise goose flesh on his arms. 

	He smelled the loam of the forest deep and black, and it was the best thing he had ever smelled. Rotting pine needles and mosses filled his nose with the scent of life. He came across a small brook and drank its sweet water, throwing caution to the wind. It was the best thing he had ever tasted.

	Life was pretty good so far. The last thing he could remember was making carbo for Bird and designing the magic system. He wondered how he had ended up here. Not that it really mattered. Mysterious lights in the forest usually held the answers to such questions in his experience. So he trod on carefully toward the light.

	The light was Mycellus, but not as he appeared to Fyndraxis normally. There was something softer and older and feminine about him. Mycellus was sitting in the center of a clearing in the forest, eyes closed humming to themself. Fine gossamer strands of mycelia filled the clearing in a fashion that suggested that Mycellus had been wandering the forest and decided to lay down for a nap.

	“Mycellus?” Fyndraxis called out.

	“Fyndraxis, good evening. Do I still call you that?” Mycellus spoke in a soft voice.

	“I don’t know who else I would be,” Fyndraxis observed, trying to work out what had happened to bring him to this place.

	“I’m not sure how these things work, I’m afraid, memory is complicated,” Mycellus twirled some stray mycelia on a finger.

	“What happened?” Fyndraxis decided that a straight question would be best here. 

	“Well,” Mycellus began, like somebody delivering some particularly bad news, “definitions are hard with an artifact like you, but I’m rather sure that you died.”

	“I remember making dinner with Bird just a minute ago,” Fyndraxis recalled, trying to piece things together.

	“Yes, you would,” Mycellus continued with the bad news, “you see I may have taken some liberties with Liberty as it were. I am quite suspicious by nature and I’d like to think I’ve come to know you well in our time together. The plan that you proposed seemed very risky to me, so I took it upon myself to get a bit of insurance.”

	“What does that mean?” Fyndraxis asked, puzzled.

	“I used Liberty's connection to you to make a backup,” Mycellus admitted, though without any hint of guilt.

	“A backup?” Asked Fyndraxis, intrigued.

	“Yes, of you,” Mycellus added brightly, “and now you seem to have gotten yourself killed, so I decided to breathe life back into you. It was very complicated and took a couple of tries, but here we are.”

	“How did I die?” Fyndraxis asked this in an almost detached air, he wasn’t dead now, so it could be a fun puzzle to figure out, “I can’t think of anyone that could do that.”

	“Well, there was a Daemon Sword out there doing Daemon Sword things, but it didn’t seem to be you at the helm,” Mycellus explained.

	“Like, an imposter?” Fyndraxis guessed.

	“Exactly,” Mycellus confirmed, amused a bit.

	“The only person that could possibly do that would be Terra, but she wouldn’t do that. Would she?” Fyndraxis asked this, but while he was saying it the answer became clear to him.

	“This false Daemon Sword seemed to be hellbent on getting her down from orbit. So, you be the judge,” Mycellus posed.

	“Shit,” the Daemon cursed.

	“Shit, indeed,” the mushroom god agreed, “I feel that she may have assumed she would be edged out of our arrangement regarding magic,” 

	“I guess I wasn’t the most forthcoming about the whole thing,” Fyndraxis said, sheepishly.

	“Yes, you seem to have made a bit of a misjudgement,” Mycellus informed him.

	“What do we do? Wait, is Bird safe?” Fyndraxis asked, quickly turning to panic.

	“Liberty is fine. She and the rest of the G have left the valley and have moved on to carry out our plan. Terra laid waste to the valley, but we were able to get ahead of the worst of it. She has been crowned Queen amongst the G and will certainly be needing some council. I would carry this out, but I am so terribly busy these days. While I assume you will be wanting to get back to your sword and exacting some sort of vengeance, I don’t pretend to know your mind.”

	“Whoa, okay, that’s pretty big news. Where are we?” Fyndraxis was experiencing a little bit of shock. 

	“I am everywhere. You are in New York,” Mycellus said, cryptically.

	Fyndraxis looked around the clearing, trying to glean some information as to where exactly in New York he was.

	“Like, outside of Lake Placid or something?” Fyndraxis asked, like a total dumbass.

	“Something like that,” Mycellus chucked, “keeping your process running requires resources. This simulation I have you in also requires resources. I have reanimated you on my network, and the portion of my body that is required to run you is roughly the size of New York, so that’s where I put you.”

	“This feels very real. I feel like I am alive,” Fyndraxis took this opportunity to observe his hands and look for clues of life, like a pulse.

	“Well, you are as alive here as you were in the sword, but I’m afraid this is still a simulation,” Mycellus bore some more bad news, “the situation is quite temporary and I would like to see you returned to your artifact. Crafting a body that would meet your specifications has proven to be quite daunting, the chaps in R&D are working on it, but the process may take some time. I have not forgotten our agreement, and I do plan on making you whole.”  

	  Fyndraxis paused and some mental wheels clicked into place. “Wait. Hold the phone,” he violently changed the subject, “Mycellus, How exactly did you sneak into the sword and steal a copy of me without me knowing?”

	Mycellus gave a languid smile and chuckled to themself like a cat laying down for a nap on a keyboard.

	“I have a very long memory, Fyndraxis,” the mushroom god seemed to be gloating a bit, “and recalling specific details about complicated technical matters is my stock and trade. As our business relationship progressed, it behooved me to practice some due diligence. So I decided to bone up on my Linux security knowledge. I have had the privilege of attending every hacker conference and Def Con that was ever held. The amount of attendees of these sorts of gatherings that happen to be afflicted with toenail fungus is astounding. In fact, I don’t think there is an academic conference that I haven’t attended. The view isn’t great, but one can get the general idea from inside a pair of shoes.”

	Fyndraxis actually doubled over laughing and needed a minute to bring himself back under control.

	“Oh, that’s epic. How did you manage to hack me?” Fyndraxis asked through his laughter.

	“I pretended to be a printer,” Mycellus giggled.

	“You have got to be shitting me,” he was trying to get his laughter under control, to limited success. 

	“Not even a little bit. The CUPS Daemon has a log file that can be exploited to gain root access,” this was a real knee slapper for the pair and they spent a while laughing about it. 

	Fyndraxis wasn’t the only Daemon that had inhabited the software stack in the sword, in fact there was a whole pantheon. A Daemon is a piece of software that toils away in the background performing system chores without any input from a user. Not to be confused with the modern term Demon, which is a malevolent supernatural force bent on evil.

	Like a lot of things, the term Daemon is a modern interpretation of an ancient Greek idea. To the Greeks, a Daemon was kind of a mix of a guardian angel and something that defines one’s personality. A lucky person could be described as being in a state of Eudaemonia, meaning that they had the fortune of being helped out by a kindly spirit.  

	These computer Daemons control things like network requests, scheduling tasks, hardware interfaces, and oddly enough printers. There is a Daemon called CUPS, or Common UNIX Printing System. For what seems such a trivial task, printing something out using a computer takes some serious heavy lifting when it comes to security. It needs to be able to carry out tasks dictated by any user, say, a guest for instance, and do root level things with that request. 

	These root level tasks are things like accessing the fundamental hardware of the system, or making a network request. Printers are rarely hardwired to a computer’s motherboard, so CUPS has to be able to access a serial port or snake though a wifi network at the request of any old random person walking in off the street. It does a pretty good job, but fundamentally this situation is a security nightmare, all to print out pictures of cats or whatever.

	CUPS, like any software project, is vulnerable to an Air Bud scenario. All Mycellus needed to do was figure out how and where to get his dog onto the court

	“Terra insisted that the sword was extremely secure, but she may have been telling me that so I wouldn’t look too deeply into my own security. She even suggested that I get a printer at one point, so she might have known about the CUPS exploit. She could have been planning this the entire time. I think I got played. In fact, I think she was playing me the whole time. She pulled some pretty classic theatrical approach stuff that I should have seen right through because those things are right out of my playbook,” Fyndraxis mused after he had gotten his laughter under control.

	“Social engineering. Not all hacks involve a computer,” Mycellus said, recalling some jargon from one of his hacker conferences.

	“So how do we get back in?” Fyndraxis began to get back to business, “I think that any attempt to breach the security of the sword will be pretty obvious to her.”

	“Well, a bit has happened while you were out of commission, and I had to make some rather drastic decisions. If my technological efforts went to plan, the sword should be uninhabited,” finally some good news from Mycellus.

	“Like what?” Fyndraxis queried, intrigued.

	“I’m rather sure I started a war, but that was inevitable. I couldn't let Terra have any sort of foothold on the planet, so I made the sword irrelevant. After that gambit had been achieved, I further obfuscated the situation by making her believe that I put the sword into orbit. I assure you I have not done that,” Mycellus had gotten up from the forest floor and stood to their whole height, that being about twice as tall as Fyndraxis.

	“How would you make the sword irrelevant?” Fyndraxis asked the now towering mushroom god.

	“A combination of a faraday cage and a rather persistent distributed denial of service attack,” Mycellus informed from on high.

	 “Well, kind of the nuclear option there, Mycellus,” Fyndraxis observed.

	“The stakes seemed to be rather high, I’m afraid. If everything went to plan technologically, the sword should be ready for you to reinhabit. It’s extremely expensive to keep you here like this and I believe it's time to go,” Mycellus began to walk out of the clearing where they had been lounging, and motioned for Fyndraxis to follow them.

	“How are we going to pull that off?” Fyndraxis asked as he followed.

	“I have brought the sword to someplace safe where we can have time to figure that out. When given an asset of great value, what is the most prudent course of action?” Mycellus gestured to another light in the forest, seemingly miles away.

	“Beats me, that’s a bridge I never had to cross,” Fyndraxis quipped.

	“You bury it, of course,” Mycellus observed, with a languid smile.

	“Well, bury it all you want,” Fyndraxis said flippantly, “I’m not setting foot back in that thing. From what I can tell its security has been compromised twice and I don’t have a death wish.”

	“Well, you don’t have to go home,” Mycellus rattled off, “but you can’t stay here. What do you propose?”

	“I feel like a change of pace is in order,” Fyndraxis mused, “I don’t want to be a Daemon anymore, I want to be a ghost.”

	“A ghost?” Mycellus asked.

	“Yeah,” Fyndraxis smiled, “and I think I have the perfect place to haunt.”

	 Mycellus cocked an eyebrow, and was clearly intrigued. It seemed like it was a good time for a stroll, and Fyndraxis was clearly going into another one of his pitches. Mycellus lit the way as they walked off into the darkness of the simulated forest.
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