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Harkit gave ground, step by shambling step.  The other Arakan was a Vor – bigger, stronger, faster, by nature a superior being.  If it were not for Vortak’s decadent lifestyle and his own superb conditioning, Harkit would have been dead already, his limbs and tentacles scattered, his memory pods swallowed whole or, worse yet, trampled to meaningless pulp beneath Vortak’s powerful legs.


Harkit fought for pride now.  Hope was gone but pride goes only during the final collapse.  It was the last thing every Arakan felt before dissolution.  He searched his memories and those of his ancestors and of every Arakan whose memory pods he himself had consumed, searching desperately for some last.  If he could find a way to hurt Vortak maybe he could anger him.  Enough to ensure his continuance.


Maybe it was better to cease, to dissolve into the primordial non-awareness.  Better that than have his memories, his essence, at the service of General Vortak  If this is the best the Empire has left, maybe it is truly dead and he should join it.


No.  Arakans were born fighting and fight we must until our death – in whatever form it takes.


Harkit concentrated on the fight.  He darted forward, his great claw seeking the vulnerable spot where limb joined torso, but Vortak batted him aside as he would a child grown too precocious, using enough force to stop his attack with no attempt at a counter.


Vortak was playing with him, barely engaged in the battle.  He had no intention of letting his instincts overcome his judgment.  Harkit would not continue.  He would end here, on this stinking backwater planet, far from the glorious swamps of Arak, forgetting and forgotten.  His stores of energy were burning.  Soon, he would not retain enough to keep his parts united, his thoughts coherent.


It was happening.  His mind was splitting.  One part here fighting while another drifted in pools of memory.  And a third was singing.
***


Harkit kept one eye on the computer display as it scrolled through the list of cargo being unloaded from The Conveyor of Worlds while another watched the view screen listing the disembarking passengers.  With his third, he scanned the routine orders necessary to keep the colony operating.  Although he appreciated his staff, it sometimes felt, if he wanted something done right, he had to do it himself.  He amended orders in light of what was on, or more specifically not on, the manifest, and affixed his seal. 


“Hold the passengers for my personal interview,” Harkit said to his adjutant as he handed him the order pad.


“As you command, Imperator,” replied Burkus, dipping his forelimbs in respect.


Harkit felt his lower porbins inflate – a bit embarrassing for such a minor show of deference but Harkit couldn’t help it.  Even after two cycles in charge of Arak 945, Sol as the locals called it, he still flushed to hear himself called Imperator.

 
Not that all the titles in the empire would help if things didn’t improve soon.  The Conveyor was eighty days behind schedule and had less than half the supplies Harkit had ordered.  The luxuries from home he could live without – if you call this living one of his ancestor’s pods whispered – but the spare parts situation was getting desperate.  Arakan technology was robust.  It could run on the makeshift repairs the locals were so good at making but sooner or later the jury rigging would fail.  


Still, he would find a way through as he always did, finding new ways to work with the half dozen species that occupied the ghettoes of Alpha.  Evolve or die wasn’t just an Arakan motto, it was a biological imperative.


More troubling than the lack of supplies was the lack of re-enforcements.  He had asked for eight staff, hoping for at least an officer-level Bur and a couple of competent Yers.  Instead all they had sent were a pair of slavish Tirs, the lowest level of Arakan that could claim sentience.  What was he supposed to do with them?  He had aliens to do the work, what he needed were overseers.  Especially since the Terran diaspora had begun to flood back to their recently identified home planet.  Nearly four thousand of the smelly beasts had crowded the last passenger vessel to make port and even The Conveyor, a military freighter, for Vorbar’s Sake, had a dozen on board.


No help for it.  He would do his best, as he had in every posting in his long climb up the career ladder.  Aliens could be worked with, even tolerated and occasionally respected.  And they were always challenging.  If only the Terrans weren’t so, Harkit searched for the unfamiliar concept, resistant.

***

There were fifteen new arrivals on The Conveyor of Worlds.  Harkit passed the Tirs onto Burkus for assignment, certain his adjutant would find some use for their skills or at least their parts.  The Arrinian merchant displayed too much arrogance for Harkit’s liking, so he put him and his cargo of alien foodstuffs in quarantine for a few hours.  One could never let the scum get too sure of themselves.  That only led to pointless uprisings and wasteful, if somewhat pleasant, cullings.


As for the Terrans, most were exactly what Harkit had come to expect – smelly complainers with few skills and fewer assets.  He dispatched them to their sector – let the Terran governor deal with them and their grievances.


The one exception was a female who knew enough to mask her scent in Arakan-pleasing colognes and came with a recommendation from a Har-level professor on Arak 7.  She had even visited Arak Prime, a goal that Harkit only dreamed of achieving.


He checked her identification papers again and formed his speaking orifice into a shape compatible with the Terran vocal range.


“You are Kasha Bronzian?” he said.


The human dipped her head and shoulders in a fair imitation of a deference gesture.  Harkit felt ridiculously pleased at the effort.


“The Imperator does me honour by speaking my name,” she said in barely understandable Arakan.  Still, it was remarkably good given she only had one set of vocal apparatus.


He gestured expansively and Bronzian flinched.  They are easy to scare, thought Harkit, it must come with being so breakable.


“Let’s save the strain on our orifices and stick to trade talk,” he said,


“Thank you, Imperator.”   


“What brings you to Arak 945 Alpha?”


“I came to… Earth to complete my doctoral thesis,” she said.


Had he misread her papers?  He checked them again with his rear eye.  


“But your studies are in music.  Earth has no music worth studying.”


Bronzian’s facial surface reddened – a change that confusingly signaled either embarrassment or anger.  The former made sense; the latter was of course unacceptable and deserved punishment.  He decided to give her the benefit of the doubt.


“I must dis… defer to your superior knowledge of Earth’s culture, of course,” said Bronzian.  “You have been here almost two years – this is my first visit.”


“An understandable mistake,” said Harkit.  


“Besides I’m here to study Arakan music.”  Harkit brought all three eyes to bear on Bronzian.  She certainly appeared to be serious.  He began to fear that his hopes of pleasant afternoon conversation on the sophistication of Arakan thought were about to be dashed.


“That would be an odd choice,” he said.  “Are you sure you understood your proctor’s instructions?  Scholars are known for the subtlety of their language.”


“It wasn’t my proctor’s idea for me to come; it was mine.  And he agreed.  In fact, we were to make this trip together but he was held up at meetings on Arak 4.  But once I discovered the truth in the central library on Arak Prime, I really had no choice but to come without him.”


“The truth?” asked Harkit.  He suspected he wasn’t going to like what he heard next.  His experience with aliens who knew the Truth about anything Arakan had seldom been pleasant.  


“About the beginnings of Arakan sacred music.  It's not native to Arakan culture.  It originated here on earth.”


“Nonsense,” said Harkit, bristling in irritation.  

“Haven’t you ever wondered why only Vor become priests?  The Vor never created anything in their lives so why can only they can sing the most sacred songs.”

“I don’t know where you get your information.  All Arakans…

“…can learn the minor songs.  The Vor know sing deep in their pods.  The Vor conquer – everything else is done by the Har and the Bur. The Vor must have…"
“Enough!  I may not be a regular attendee of the rites but I know genuine Arakan themes and emotions when I hear them.  The ritual music of Arak is acknowledged to be the only true music in all the galaxy.”


“And anyone who doesn’t agree gets their head ripped off.”

You have no idea how close you are to a real Arakan truth, thought Harkit, willing his killing limbs to stay quiescent.  

“You only believe what the priests have made you swallow,” she said.  The human used the Arakan word for swallow.  The way she said it was positively vulgar,  It made Harkit’s pods quiver with memories of his last mating.  “The truth is, your so-called sacred music came to Arak when some Vor ate the brain of a human musician named Branson Twist."   

“You are treading on dangerous ground.  It is both immoral and illegal to consume the memories of aliens.”

“You wouldn’t need a law if no-one had ever done it,” said Bronzian.  “And you Arakans don’t even do it right.  Jazz wasn’t supposed to be ritual and unchanging – it was meant to be played.”

“You are exactly one word away from a capital offence,” Harkit said, letting the tip of his great claw slip from its sheath.  Bronzian’s mouth snapped shut.  She backed away from him, showing as much deference as a human ever could.

“If it were not for your proctor’s recommendation, I would throw you in jail.  But I will be watching you.  Cause even the hint of trouble…" Harkit felt no need to complete his threat.  From the paleness of the human’s skin, he knew she understood.

Vorbar's Pods, thought Harkit after she left, as if the Terran sector weren't enough trouble without another crackpot searching for the glory that never was Earth.  And a religious heretic, too.  He really should rip her head off and be done with it.  But if he killed every human who deserved it, the planet would fall even farther behind in its quotas to the Empire.

Besides it would be worth it to see the gills on old Vordot’s forelimbs turn blue when the priest heard this one.  

***
The trouble came sooner than Harkit predicted.  Less than three days after her arrival in the Terran quarter, Kasha Bronzian started a riot.  At least, he presumed she was the source of the disturbance to which Captain Burtop had urgently summoned him.  Burtop was under strict orders not to use deadly force unless Harkit personally authorized it.  He must be in a killing frenzy to interrupt Harkit’s mud bath.

When he arrived, Harkit found the human standing less than a tentacle-length from the old priest, yelling at him in her execrable Arakan.  Vordot's vow of non-violence was pushed to the limit with the alien so far within his killing zone.  He truly was a spiritual Arak.  Off to the side, Burtop was dancing from leg to leg to leg, holding both his great and lesser claws tight to his torso.  If his flanges were any more swollen, he would explode.  The presence of over a hundred grumbling Terrans wasn’t helping matters.

“Report to the arena, Captain.  One of the Tir hasn’t worked out.”  It was the least he could do.  Burtop was a loyal if somewhat unimaginative officer.  No need to make him suffer more than necessary.

“Perhaps you should step back a little, Kasha Bronzian,” Harkit said, using all three of his voices to make sure he had her attention.

She shook herself, as if she only now realized her dangerous position.  She ducked her head and lowered her shoulders and arms as she scuttled backward.  Only when the priest relaxed did Harkit see how close Vordot had been to ending the discussion with his own self-excommunication.  Harkit didn’t know what the punishment was for violating priestly vows but given how vile the vows, the punishment must be horrendous.

“Perhaps you people would like to disperse, “ Harkit belied the calmness of his voice by slowly unfurling one of his own lesser claws, bigger by half than Burtop’s great one.  The Terrans began to drift away, still grumbling but careful not to make eye contact or turn their backs.  Now was not the time for insults.  In a few moments only a few remained, apparently Bronzian’s closest adherents.  Even they moved back a dozen paces.


Vordot twirled in place to face Harkit.  His gills were a very satisfying shade of blue.  His two main eyes were fixed and glaring at the Imperator but his third never wavered from the primary source of his irritation, Kasha Bronzian.  For her part, the young Terran woman had retreated well outside the priest’s personal space.  Having conceded that much, she stood with her feet apart, her arms crossed and her shoulders held high.  Challenging enough to be provocative; submissive enough to be safe.  Harkit’s estimation of Bronzian went up a notch.  Whatever the merits of her study of Arakan music, she had certainly mastered Arakan psychology.


Before the priest could launch into what was certain to be a lengthy sermon about the sacred nature of Arakan ritual and the deficiencies of the current Arakan government – meaning Harkit, of course. Harkit flicked several tentacles for silence.  The old priest might be a Vor and the leader in religious matters but in the end he was only a priest and Harkit was Imperator.


Harkit didn’t need to be told what was wrong.  He saw it in the defiant stance of the small group of Terrans, all of whom now imitated their leader.  Others hid in the shadows at the far side of the square, peering from alleys and half-shuttered windows, and not just humans but other aliens too.  Two cycles on this unruly world had sharpened Harkit’s instincts.  He was no Vor but he had learned to read situations with a strategic eye.  Something had put the whole city on edge and he didn’t need his memory pods to tell him it was the woman standing not ten paces away.  How, Harkit had no idea, but he intended to find out.


He was about to signal his Yers to draw their weapons.  He would personally take Bronzian into custody.  If some of her supporters objected, all the better.  Nothing took the will out of a mob than the dramatic dismemberment of an overeager follower.


His transponder sounded on the emergency channel.


What now!


Burkus’s image flicked into his rear eye.  His adjutant was excited.  All his frills were extended and vibrating and his forelimbs were glowing bright green.


“Imperator!  Great news.  A warship has arrived from Arak Prime.  The Navy has returned.”


An Arakan warship hadn’t visited in twenty years.  The empire’s navy was spread thin.  The Terrans were rebellious but no threat.  What in Vorbar’s Name could have brought a Slaughtergod to Earth?


Harkit gestured to Vordot to join him and signaled Captain Burtop to return to the square and supervise the roundup of the Terran troublemakers.  “No deaths,” he commanded.  He wanted that pleasure for himself.

***

More fragmentation.


Not three or four or even five but dozens, all demanding attention, all demanding to be Harkit.  It was an odd feeling – hard to describe even to himself.  Now he was fighting, now he was watching himself fight.  Now he was singing, now he was listening to himself sing.  Now he was remembering his first awareness when his parts coalesced into himself, now it seemed he was a Bur miner digging in the ground – some underling an ancestor had consumed and yet, frighteningly real and independent, with its own dreams and desires.  He, the Harkit he, the one recording his scattering thoughts and observations, had never thought of Burs that way before.  It gave him pause.


Harkit spun away, avoiding the leisurely sweep of Vortak’s great claw.  His opponent’s lesser claw swept in and clipped a dozen of Harkit’s tentacles.  They slithered away to hide in the corners, abandoning their host to his own devices.  He should let it end, refuse to dart away from the next attack.  The Vor might not want him dead yet but Harkit didn’t have to cooperate.


The singing was getting louder.  Harkit was pleased.  Kasha was wrong – the sacred songs were as much a part of him as any Vor.  Listen to him!  His voices were playing off against each other, finding harmony and dissonance as well as any priest.  His primary was carrying the melody; his secondary, a base line; his third, weaving in and out in counterpoint.  And his fourth…


His fourth?

***

The Death Cloud might have the call signal of a warship but the pitted mass of metal sitting on the landing field was little more than a light cruiser with armament augments.  But there was no question of the provenance of its captain.

Vortak was not a Slaughtergod; he was Lord High Slaughtergod, only a few steps below the Emperor himself.  Given the current state of  imperial affairs, he might be Emperor someday.  Continuance in an emperor’s pod might be a great honour, but Harkit had no desire to advance to the Obsidian Throne.  He gave Vortak every courtesy the manual called for and a few besides. 


Vortak paid little mind to Harkit’s greeting but crossed the room to brush tentacles with Vordot.  That done, he swept from the room pausing only to order the finest food and drink for his quarters – Harkit’s quarters commandeered for imperial usage – and the preparation of a mudbath.


“Hot and with a couple of Yers to attend me.”


Harkit dipped low in obedience but he could feel his claws yearning to leap free.  The mud of Arak Prime was a rare luxury and to supply such a large Vor would take Harkit’s entire horde.  He could ill afford the Yers either; something about the Vor’s manner suggested they would not be seen again.  He suppressed a shudder – to consume three layers below one’s class was a perversion.


“How could one like that become Lord High Slaughtergod?” asked Vordot after the huge Arakan left the room.  “His touch was… tainted.  ”


“It is said many of the aristocracy carry the taint from the old days,” said Harkit.


“This is not some pale shadow from before the days of the great Vorbar,” said the priest.  “This was fresh.”


“What will you do?”


Vordot’s colour ebbed to a pale green.  “He has violated the most sacred of our laws.  I have no choice but to challenge him.”

“He is a Slaughtergod; he will kill you.”


“At least, my friend you will not have to listen to any more boring sermons.”


Harkit was moved by the gentleness of the old Vor’s voice and by his use of an honorific greater than Imperator.


“I will miss you,” he said.  “My friend.”


Vordot turned to go, his forelimbs held high and his flanges open.

“But why did he come here, Vordot?  Why would a Slaughtergod come to this backwater?”


“He transmitted his orders when he touched me.  He is here for the Terran, Kasha Bronzian..  She is wanted for questioning on Arak Prime.  By the Oracle.”


“Then I had better fetch her.  The Vor will want to leave as soon as possible.”


Harkit signed to Burkus to contact the governor of the Terran sector about the impending arrest.  They were touchy about such matters and he didn’t need a riot while the Slaughtergod and his weapons were nearby.


“There is no rush,” said Vordot.  “I do not think the creature will see Arak Prime."

Harkit felt his claws stir again.  Kasha Bronzian might be a wanted criminal but she was his wanted criminal!

***

Bronzian and her followers were gone.  Neither Captain Burtop nor his underlings had any idea how.  One moment they were there, the next vanished as if into the ether.  Burtop offered himself up for disposal but Harkit waved him away.  The planet was already woefully understaffed.  His administration could ill afford the loss of a competent officer.  Besides, Harkit was pleased that the Slaughtergod’s plans would, temporarily, be delayed.  With the flitter ports closed and ground transportation closely monitored, there were few places for her to hide.  He would track her down when the time was ripe.


His greater concern was what to tell Vortak.  Slaughtergods were notoriously impatient with the bearers of bad news.  Informing him of the temporary absence of his prisoner would be a delicate matter.  He could send Burtop to do it but, since he was unwilling to kill the Captain himself, it made little sense to send him to Vortak.  Harkit would do this particular task himself – even if it was the last one he ever performed.


Maybe there was an alternative to a direct approach to Vortak.  The Slaughtergod was a stranger to Arak 945; he would have little idea how to track down one Terran among the teeming millions.  His immediate resort to force would generate nothing but sullen resentment and deliberate misdirection.  If he could be delayed until Vordot could inform the Oracle or even the Emperor (who ever that might currently be) of their envoy’s predilections….


Had he lost his mind?


Quite apart from the fact that the Oracle had sent Vortak and must, therefore, know what he was and what he had done, how could he even think of matching his will to that of a Slaughtergod.? They were meant to be obeyed.  A million cycles of Arakan evolution had established the order of things.  Tirs slave, Yers work freely, Burs oversee both, Hars administer and Vors rule or pray.  And Slaughtergods rule and prey on them all.  Determined by biology and codified by the edicts of Vorbar a hundred thousand cycles ago, this had propelled the Arakan race to dominance over half a galaxy.


Just as its rigidity and decadent decline now condemned the Empire to collapse.


I’ve spent too many years working with aliens, thought Harkit.  I’ve been corrupted as surely as if I had eaten their brains.  


This wasn’t helping.  These are thoughts for later, thoughts to be considered in the warm comfort of a mudbath.


Now he needed a plan, an approach for telling Vortak the bad news.  A plan that wouldn’t leave him scattered across half a room with his pods consumed.


But still… was it wrong to defy one so corrupt, so impure?  Was it wrong to keep this one system intact and working even if Arak Prime were to fall and the Empire collapse?  Was that not why we first ventured into space – to bring order and the beauty of Arakan culture to the universe?


Joy of conquest, whispered one of his most ancient pods.  Harkit ignored it.  He knew that what he was doing here – finding a way to keep Arakan values alive – was worth doing, worth fighting for.


His lower limbs trembled at the thought.  They understood where thoughts of fighting a Slaughtergod led even if Harkit was in denial.


“Captain Burtop, fetch our priest.  Vordat should be finished the mid-day ritual.”  Harkit had spotted the Terran governor entering the square.


“I beg the Imperator’s pardon,” replied the officer, “the songs must just now be starting.”


Harkit turned sharply, causing his Captain to scuttle back.  Arakans did not lose track of time.  Nothing but religious ecstasy and a few highly illegal and dangerous drugs could effect an Arakan’s internal clock.


Harkit gestured Burtop closer and entwined their tentacles.  There were no signs of unusual chemicals and they were far from priest or temple.  Still, Burtop had lost over twenty two minutes from his day.  All the Yers had the same gap in their memories.


No wonder Vortak had been sent in search of Kasha Bronzian.  She had stolen or stumbled across a new weapon – one that threw Arakans into narcolepsy.  Harkit had a sudden vision of his soldiers frozen at their posts while Terran terrorists commandeered their weapons and ships and hacked their helpless bodies into insensate bits.  It was unthinkable.  While aliens had ambushed or assassinated individual Arakans –including an Emperor – they had never won an open battle in the fifty thousand years since the first Vor left Arak Prime.  All that could change if Kasha Bronzian was not stopped.


Though none of the Arakans had actually been harmed.  Or their weapons taken.


No matter.  She must be stopped.


The Terran governor was a reasonable man.  Surely he would understand the necessity of…  


A human screamed.  Harkit swivelled his eyes to see the headless body of Governor Sawyer hit the paving stones.  


“This one wanted to negotiate,” Vortak’s bellow was audible from a hundred strides away.  “That is how an Arakan negotiates.  A real Arakan at least.”  Harkit had no doubt at whom the last comment was directed.


“Now,” said Vortak, scooping up two of the scattering Terrans.  “does anyone else wish to negotiate?”


Harkit scanned the square.  Vortak;s troops had blocked every exit – every street and alley, every door and window.  Harkit had not seen so many Arakans in one place for a score of years.  Nearly a hundred Terrans and more than fifty other aliens from the half dozen resident species were trapped.  Among them were the most prominent citizens of the planet.  Harkit had no time to wonder at that for Vortak had killed his two prisoners and was looking around for his next victim.


Vortak would kill them all.  He would kill them whether or not they turned over Bronzian.  He needed no reason.  He was a Slaughtergod and he did as he pleased.  And nothing pleased a Slaughtergod more than destruction.


Everything Harkit had built here on Arak 945 would be taken from him.  This outpost of Arakan civilization – all the best that was Arak – would be lost because of the fear and paranoia of a corrupt and dying empire.  It would be destroyed by this… this monster.  This alien.


Damn the Emperor.  Damn the Oracle.  Vortak must be stopped.

***

It had been hopeless from the start and now it was over.  Vortak held him now, almost as one might hold a youngling in need of discipline.  Harkit struggled and felt the Vor’s amusement at his efforts.  The big Arakan’s claws brushed against Harkit’s flesh, stroking and pinching his tentacles and eye stalks without damaging them.  It was a perversion.  Why didn’t Vortak destroy him and be done with it?


“Because, little fool, I want you to witness my triumph.  I will find the Terran and I will make her part of my own greatness.  And then I will return to Arak Prime,  The Obsidian Throne will…”


Vortak paused.  Harkit was singing but he knew the music did not come from him.  He was an echo of a larger song.  


The Vor released him, dropping him to the ground like a discarded doll.  Harkit tried to stand, tried to move away but his limbs were weak and uncooperative.  It was all he could do to hold himself together.


The music surged.  Harkit turned a single eye to the source.  Kasha Bronzian and several more, both Terran and other.  They were not singing but producing the songs with instruments of metal and wood.  It was the sacred music and it was not.  The spirit of Arak ran through it and under but there was more – themes and thoughts that were odd, alien, beautiful.  It should not have meshed, should have been discordant.  It was the opposite.  Every line wove together into a web of sound and feeling.  Worlds were talking to each other.  Not talking but communicating, understanding.  The whole was greater than the sum of the parts.  He saw it now.  Kasha was right.  The music was not Arakan, it was from elsewhere.  Yet it was Arakan, too.  It made sense of the Arakan spirit, gave meaning to their meaningless life.  Like this music, Arakans were more than the sum of their parts.  And they could be so much more if only they could learn to play it right.


Vortak towered above the players, his claws raised in a killing pose but he did not move, merely swayed from one lower limb to the other.  Harkit too was enthralled but also aware.  He stood; felt new strength flow through his limbs.  Vortak held back, poised, not striking.  But there was tension in his stance.  He was no Bur or Yer to be mesmerized.  He was a Vor; a Lord High Slaughtergod.  He would not be held forever.


One of the players faltered and Vortak’s greater claw twitched.  Drops of moisture formed on Kasha’s face.  She was tiring.  


A chasm opened in Harkit’s mind.  On one side was all he knew – empire and order and tradition.  On the other was a new world.  Not an Arakan world.  On one side, he was the Imperator; on the other, only another player in the song.  It would be so easy to stay where he was, to let the Vor win as he was meant to do, to cease to be so the galaxy could go on unchanged.


Arakans were never meant to do the easy thing.


Harkit leapt upon the motionless Vor.  The Slaughtergod shuddered but did not respond.  Harkit tore at him, cutting away flesh and tentacles and eye stalks.  It was cowardly and dishonorable but it was right.  The music rose to a crescendo.  Harkit severed the Vor’s lesser claw, then his greater.  One forelimb fell free and then a second, then it was over.  Vortak fell to pieces – his parts dying or seeking shelter.  


Harkit tore open the Slaughtergod’s pod sack.  He could not stop his instincts.  In all the history of Arak, had a Har defeated a Vor?  Had a Har ever tasted of a Vor’s memories?  They called to him.  Vortak’s shattering mind pleaded with him to be continued.


Then he touched them and felt only revulsion.  He crushed one and then another and another.  Vortak’s mind withered and died.  There were many pods and Harkit crushed them until only one remained.  It was ancient and small.  And it was pure.  Harkit could not abandon it.  He opened his great maw and swallowed it.


The song ended.  


“I knew, when I met you, you were different,” said Kasha.  “There are others, you know, who have heard the true song.  The time of the Vor is passing; the Empire is becoming something else.  The universe is evolving.”


“I’m afraid,” said Harkit.  “What will Vordot say?”


“What can he say?” replied Kasha, “You are the Imperator.  Don’t worry.  You have what it takes.”


Do I? wondered Harkit.


Yes, whispered the ancient pod.  You have soul, brother.  Now play on.  Play on.
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