	An unnatural silence gripped the barren grey landscape, fauna's chatter and wind's song sucked away in one violent moment.  A massive and impenetrable wall of smoke replaced the view of mighty pine trees, billowing outward and soon yielding to complete darkness.  Silence gave way to a low, constant rumble, quiet at first but growing in intensity, puncuated by the sound of raining debris and thundering bursts and snaps as ever larger objects fell from the sky.  The rumble droned on, and the rain continued.  Other strange noises joined the chorus, high-pitched metallic groans screaming from within.  Orange and red clusters of varying sizes appeared at random within the darkness.  Eventually they disappaeared back into blackness, the loud thunder-clasps receded into the silence, and again there was only the rain.  The rumbling also began to fade into a monotonous hum, which, after a long while, was once again was replaced by silence.





	The darkness lingered for a long time, graduating at some point to a veil of deep grey.  The grey wall became littered with whitish shapes, like clouds, until landscape and winter sky merged into a single texture.  Now one could see the dim black outline of nearby hill, or far off mountain.  At first it was little more than a blur, but gradually sharpened until high and low points were easily distinguished, and thin lines could be seen jutting up and out of its mass.  When the day's light finally penetrated this cloud, glistening irregular specks appeared, flickering with the rhythmic waves of cloud and smoke above.  Finally the lanscape reappeared, and the sky reclaimed its position above.  A fine haze mediated the gap between clouds and earth, and hovered for many months.  Now the mountain in the distance could be seen clearly as a mound of sharp, hulking shapes merging into a single crooked horizon.  Forms of all kinds grew out it—sharply angled fingers, razor thin lines intertwined with wispy hair-like protrusions.  A chaotic mass such as this is not created by nature, who prefers to whittle soft curves from the earth over impossibly long stretches of time.  No, this was an unnatural shape forced upon the earth, ripped violently from the eternal void and thrust into existence.





	A lone silouhette pierced the grey horizon, its form protruding like some monument atop the wasteland of black steel and shimmering glass, now clearly visible.  From above one could see that in every direction lay the burnt masses of once living machines, spiraling outward for about three miles from a mound at the center fifty meters tall.  The figure stood atop this heap, motionless, for many days.  The grey sky went dark, revealing a glittering ray of dots along the figure's arms and legs, and down his back, with two glowing red circles for eyes.  Dawn came again, drowning out the lights, and one could perceive the faintest green hue of the figure, almost grey, but marred by black burst patterns and long black scars, edges gleaming in the morning light.  Birds alighted on his shoulders and head, but never stayed long.  A smoldering heat below the figure attracted them, and many animals too, for it was winter in this wasteland.  But they were soon driven away by potent fumes rising from the wreckage.  It was unusual to see so many animals in one place, even for such brief moments.  This was man's earth now.  In fact this earth now belonged to one man.





	A pale sun rose and fell many times before the figure finally moved, slowly, almost imperceivably.  His head turned slowly in a radius apparently surveying the battered landscape.  Within this statue was the heart and flesh of a man who had lived for many years, gradually accumulating this thick green-gray skin like some perverted snail in human form.  He moved now like a snail, for there was no hurry.  It was a peaceful scene, this man-like figure atop a pile of metal and glass.  All that could be heard was the ominous creak and groan of metal as it yielded to gravity's will.  Ten days of such quiet went by before this man—the chancellor—felt compelled to move.  After two hundred years of life this time passed like an instant, and after all, there was very little that required his immediate attention.





	Having looked left and right, the chancellor remembered how he came to be atop this pile of junk.  As he looked down, he recognized that he was standing on the remains of a shattered gunship, its battered and blackened hull freckled with razor-edged holes.  He remembered this twisted piece of burned metal, this exact machine, one of many which he had brought into this world.  He remembered everything that had happened for the last century in excruciating detail.  But it was the previous ten-year stretch that came most immediately to his mind, the events that had led him to this exact point.  He saw the chain of events so clearly it was inconceivable that anything else could have happened.  This dead machine below him was one of many strewn across the plain, dicrepit remnants of the last great army to oppose him.  Even he, the chancellor of Terra Prime, could not have withstood their assault had it not been for such foresight.  He remembered the moment ten years earlier when he first perceived this assault and began to mount his defense.





	The chancellor was an old man, but hardly frail.  He'd cheated time long ago and shed many skins before adorning this armor.  It had been a time of great peace for many years leading up to the insurrection.  Much blood had been shed to achieve this utopia, but he always knew it was necessary.  He had always been able to see the future so clearly that he was never plagued by hesitation or doubt.  Those who opposed him also opposed peace and prosperity for all of mankind.  This had been his guiding principle since even before the ascent to immortality.  Yet he he had always sensed a shadow looming over him—around a corner, or crouched in the dim alleyways below his citadel.  It was so faint.  He'd always felt it was the approach of self-doubt, somehow penetrating his mind as he grew older.  For though he had evaded death many times, he was not so naïve to think that any single thing could last forever.  He simply felt it was weakness coming over him, something to resist.  Ironically it was the result of his strength—the sum total of anger, fear and envy all around him.  He knew now, standing atop this wretched heap, that such things could never be driven away.  How had he allowed this to happen?  More importantly, why had he allowed it?





	It had been a quiet morning ten years ago, like all mornings, when he saw the shadow for what it was.  Atop Mt. Talerus the citadel jutted skyward, like the hand of some silver giant attempting to escape the rock.  It's finger-shaped towers of chrome and glass reflected dawn's pink glow, dulled by thin lines of clouds at its highest peaks.  Numerous shuttles and airships flew in and out of the smaller structures near its base, where a faint glow of lighted dots could still be seen in the dim morning light.  Within the uppermost chamber of the central tower, sat the chancellor.  He dwelled in a spartan, circular chamber, devoid of extraneous decoration.  Along one half of the were six-foot thick windows extending from floor to ceiling, and the other half was a wall of vid-screens, which automatically flickered to life with the coming dawn.  In the center was a padded, hexagonal mat where the chancellor sat, asleep.  As he awoke his servants attended him like always; the chancellor required an elaborate grooming process that included giving him his morning metamine injections, initializing several dozen electronic components, calibrating a wide array of hydraulics and pistons, and delivering his morning tea.  He'd sip silently and slowly, at regular intervals, as a half-dozen white-skinned maidens manipulated a sea of cords protruding from the back of his skull, a coiffure of glittering fiberoptics extending into the ceiling thirty feet above.  It was a morning like every other morning that had come and gone for the past half-century, except for a faint shiver that swept over him as a servant slotted his base functions behind the ear.  The cylindrical cartridge locked into place with a triple-chirp, followed by the soft slick of metal on metal, and the faintest rustle of his concubine's finger against the skin of his neck.  His neurons fired wildly with the tingle of injected knowledge, the friction of the finger's surface against his neck becoming a roaring wildfire, her pulse reverberating throughout his skull.  An echoing flood of  whispers echoed and then vanished.  The chancellor, for whom routine was religion and paid heed to such unusual sensations, immediately knew this was a morning like no other before it.  It was instant realization of the approaching winter.





	From that moment on he had prepared his defense, subtly, beneath the notice of even his concubines.  Underneath a stony visage the chancellor concealed his every thought, as was his habit.  A man like this rarely needs to speak, such is the iron grip of protocol.   He would communicate the most profound decisions with a glance or a nod.  Even his inner-circle of guardians never could never guess at the true intentions of the chancellor, nor would they ever wish to speculate.  These were men whose status granted them the lives as deities, noblemen among the Terran people.  They alone had been selected by the chancellor himself, for duty among the highest order of warriors, earning them the gift of strength and immortality.  Such luxury exceeds the confines of material wealth, bestowing a sense of contentment unlike any other, and loyalty too, for  it was the chancellor who had provided these gifts.  Each guardian's cybernetic armor, whose cost in resources and effort rivaled many amries, was bestowed upon him with great fanfare and ritual.  Each one of them had ascended the ranks of the military and only earned this knighting after much sacrifice and years of distinguished service.  Though the chancellor had given them much, he had witheld the most advanced technology from them and everyone, and now the reason was clear.  Alas, while a guardian of the elite class may be capable of satisfaction, a chancellor is not.  For he is a class unto himself, a class whose only qualification is to be the most powerful being.  The chancellor had known since the beginning that his battle would never be over, that true satisfaction would always elude him.  Masters of many colors had taught him, so long ago, that although a beast may eat prey and thus achieved completion, a true man can never be complete.





	The chancellor furrowed his brow in contemplation of his lowliest subjects. They too lived in unimaginable luxury; indeed the lowliest were afforded freedom unkown to the guardians, for they could not perceive the shackles of protocol and heirarchy.  But of course even the guardians knew not the constraints of absolute empowerment.  And truly some among them too were capable of being men, for whom material wealth and a full belly can never be enough.  With great consternation the chancellor stared, the glow of digits and other images reflected down the edge of his steep grey nose and the tip of his sharp cheekbone.





	In the coming years there were many signs of the armageddon to come—the fleeting glances among certain servants, the nervous pulse he could hear beating within each of them, contrasted against blank compliant faces of those not included in the rebellion. It was so obvious to him he found it almost humourous that his guardians continued their charade, veiled in a practiced display of loyalty, occasionally hearing their sub-conscious whispers when he walked among their ranks.  A flickering ripple would appear in their synchronized salute—the heel of a metallic boot clanging too early, a hand lowered to late.  Only the chancellor's carefully harvested eyes could perceive such irregularities, and he did.





	As months went by he witnessed the staged emergence of concern among his dignitaries, who claimed awareness of certain unpatriotic chatter.  In accordance with protocol, surveillance was implemented in certain regions of known social instability, which of course would reveal an organized dissent.  Whether the data was digital forgery or planned theatre he did know, because he had deliberately ignored its preparation to allow the seed of rebellion to grow.  The vids and sound-captures portrayed a people unsatisfied with their wealth.  He chuckled silently to himself--it was not lack of wealth that would drive these people to disobedience, but lack of power.  The chancellor found himself ashamed at the flawed reasoning of his treacherous diginitaries, of their faulty attempt at deception.  This enraged him even more than the deception itself, which was playing out exactly as he had forseen.  Yet he stemmed his anger in favor of continuing the dance.   He witnessed the implementation of strict laws supposedly aimed and squelching the rebellious impulses of his subjects, but that he knew would only enrage them more, if indeed this was all really happening.  In reality the people of Terra Prime continued their lives blissfully ignorant of the growing insurrection within the citadel.  But the chancellor only knew his people as images on vid-screens, as he would never actually walk among them.  It was not out of arrogance, or fear, that he remained the high tower of his citadel.  He simply saw no need to feign personal concern for his people, or display forged compatriotism by interacting with them.  That was mere politics, an art he had extinguished long ago.





	Predictably a wave of discontentment swept over his people, who were agitated by new curfews and brutal laws against open displays against the Terran oligarchy. One young boy in the Europan province was apparently executed on the spot when he laughed in the presence of a sentinel, one of an army of genetically enhanced police forces.  The boy became a dark symbol for the Europan people, who were massing in great numbers at worship halls to plot demonstrations and other acts of defiance.  These acts were a precursor to the forming of militias among the people.  At least all of this is what the chancellor was led to believe.  But how could these people ever hope to overcome vast armies of sentinels?  The could not, he was told, but their passion would not stop them from trying, and the rising polarization of the people would lead to social unreset and devastate economic productivity.  A broad expression of power was required to remind the people of their servitude.  The chancellor seethed with outrage, for this was a ridiculous proposotion.  Could his dignitaries really be serious?  Did they believe him so easily manipulated that he would accept this train of thought?  Insulted, he contemplated horrific methods of execution for his highest ministers.  But retribution was a still a long way off.





	And so he saw the creation of new military technology, so powerful that it would drive away any disobedient feelings among his people.  The chancellor's servants convinced him—or believed they had—that rebellion could arise at any moment, and they must push these initiatives forward.   Had the people really witnessed the development of these weapons--orbital weapons platforms and monitoring systems, hand-held rifles that could dessimate a city block--indeed they have been concerned.





	The chancellor was told that news of unrest in Europa had spread to the Asiatic provinces and inflamed the people there.  The Asiatic provinces had always opposed him, they said, and it wouldn't take much to foment their rebellious passions.  This too was a ridiculous notion, of course, and the chancellor fought his impulse to end this charade and behead his diginataries in one fatal stroke.  The passions of the Asiatics were always tempered by simple recognition of their autonomy and acknowledgement of their strength.  He had granted this in the form of several dozen council seats and many other concessions.  It didn't matter if they had several dozen or several hundred; the Asiatics respected strength above all else.  Indeed they feared humiliation more than destruction and were easily controlled with gestures of humility.  It was laughable to think they would rise against him, but he allowed the dance to continue.





	Besides, it was an opportunity to witness the birth of new military technologies.  The chancellor appreciated efficiency, and as long as he was biding time planning for his defense he might as well see what new discoveries could be chiseled from the collective mind of his servants.  To his surprise they developed many ingenius contrivances, such as a composite skin resistant to nearly all forms of heat and magnetism, something he had never fully succeeded in attaining.  But they were driven by their growing resentment, and he saw a chance to harness that motivation.  He realized later, standing atop their broken army, that he would never have attained it himself.  Motivation was not something that could be faked, or forced, and though he was always driven forward by desire for personal conquest, that desire inevitably weakened over time.  His subjects had unknowingly reinvigorated him.





	During this time he was able to arm himself under the guise of propriety.  As the chancellor of Terra Prime, he always insisted on possessing the first of every invention.  In this way his growing power escaped the notice of his subjects, and they never imagined he would be making his own modifications with this newfound passion.  Somehow they still had confidence that he believed their stories.  He did not find it difficult to hide his work, because the chancellor knew a level of privacy that none dared question.  It was not unusual for him to retreat into his tower chamber for weeks at a time, refusing visitors and even his concubines.  They knew he was no longer capable of the physical pleasures, though he was deft at imitating them for the sake of their delight, something he still relished.  He toiled for days at a time, rejoining his scientists and engineers now and then when he felt the need for inspiration.  It was strange to be feeling these things again after so many years, and his jubilance was most difficult to hide.  Old memories surfaced from the time before his enhancement, a time when an animal lust propelled him forward.  His joy was tempered, though, as an image of the coming storm grew ever more clear in his mind.





	Within a few years several new technologies had been perfected.  Along with the unbreakable skin was a perfected plasma cannon with fifty times the concussive force of previous models.  At this point he was working his people, engaged in a dynamic none could perceive.  He would pontificate about certain scientific principles, feigning arrogant ignorance, but knowing that it would plant a seed in the great minds of his engineers.  Such psychological games were trivial to him—he had been playing those games even in the old time, and in his old age he had grown quite adept at manipulating the minds of others.  He watched his seeds bear fruit, always concealing his satisfaction.





	One such seed led to the creation of a compact, magnetic propulsion system,  the final realization of which always seemed to elude his great engineers.  But of course this too was by design; over several years he deliberately followed a flawed train of thought, pretending to be siezed with obsession over this technology.  His enginners and scientists would toil for months at a time, pursuing avenues of thought which he initiated, but their prototypes always failed.  One such model experienced a power surge that could not be contained and violently exploded, obliterating the research facility and killing twenty-seven of his top scientists.  The chancellor killed them with a simple suggestion about conduit alignment, knowing what the result would be.  Their deaths served dual purposes--for one, it would eliminate extremely talented men whom he knew to be his enemies; secondly, the tragedy would send ripples of fear through his various thinktanks and discourage them from ever pursuing the technology further.  This allowed him to take exclusive possession of the technology, secretly developing and perfecting it in his tower.





	Although he had been a benevolent leader, the chancellor had always cultivated a sub-conscious fear in his people.   It was an almost instinctive precaution, and he knew it would be useful one day.  This was a subtle art, accomplished by displays of growing impatience and contained rage.  The chancellor's pale blue eyes, though artificial, were capable of great expression.  The gaze of these eyes was as cold as an Arctic winter, and when it fell upon his servants they couldn't help but believe that death would soon follow.  Horrendous tales of his past brutality ran wild among his subjects, but none of had ever witnessed it except on the battlefield, where he killed without hesitation.  Once it became clear that his society had no future he decided to expand upon this practice, moving it into the realm of the conscious, adding an irrational temper to his repertroire.  When a messenger delivered news of the failed propulsion system he sneered, twitched, and sliced off the messenger's arm in a blindingly quick stroke.  The audience in his chamber didn't even see the blade emerge from the side of his cybernetic forearm, sweep upward toward the messenger's shoulder and then retract again.  They gasped, but only because it was unusal for the chancellor do display such emotion, and clearly he appeared upset.  Even the messenger himself had not noticed, the diamond edged blade passed so cleanly through his flesh.  But the thump of the dead arm falling to the ground and the flow of blood that followed made clear what had happened.  This one act was enough to chill the hearts of his subjects.  Better yet, it would accelerate their plans to overcome him.





	For the next several years the chancellor found himself solely devoted to protecting himself from the coming rebellion.  This pursuit was taxing, even for him, as he plotted his defense in plain sight, diverting his people with clever acts of misdirection.  During this time he experienced many sensations that were long forgotten; he became fatigued, frustrated and desperate, but all of this served merely to fuel his commitment to retaining his power.  He eventually realized this was all as it should be, for nothing else could have stirred these passions.  He felt pride as the pieces fell into place, as he saw the emergence of the most powerful army ever to exist.  Paradoxically this was also a cause for concern, but ingrained in his spirit was the knowledge—no, the certainty—that he could never be defeated head-on.  And of course it was impossible to deceive him.  There was nothing on this world or any other that could stand in his way.





	The final years leading up to the insurrection were routine, like the final phase of a piece of artwork whose most difficult strokes had already been painted.  He watched the final testing of his new weapons, supposedly done in secret, but deliberately exposed to Asiatic and Europan espionage units for the sake of a false war.  He feigned a display concern—as much as he ever showed—when these nation-states threatened to withdraw their support for the Terran Order, on the grounds that his empire had violated long-standing peace treaties.  He reacted decisively, as always, when they made an open display of  opposition, mobilizing fifty guardians to their borders and five hundred more to surround the borders of each of the other provinces.  He donned his armor and stood at the fore of those stationed at Asiata Prime, the most populous and influential metropolis.  It was all rote, pre-ordained action; during the time he reviewed the works of the great strategists and meditated on ancient texts.  Wisdom and serenity flowed from his implants into the soft tissue as he prepared for the real conflict ahead.  The Asiatic ground forces were so obviously lacking their usual might that he was almost insulted.  He laid waste to twenty land-cruisers in a matter of minutes, felling them each with a single graceful stroke.  And he felt the earliest signs of rage as the dogs of war called to him...





	Though he now fought a false army he allowed his rage to grow, hoping with each death-stroke to perhaps reveal his true insight into this theatrical conflict.  But he could not let flow with all his might, yet his true enemy be made aware of his intentions.  He would know the arrival of his genuine adversary, and wasted know time worrying.  This too was a lesson of the ancient masters, to act without thinking, to be guided by instinct, not strategy.  Strategy would emerge out of insinct; it would become obvious at the right time, and preconceptions or anticipation could only inhibit that possibility.  The Asiatic straw soldiers crumbled within an hour, and the Europans, right on cue, staged their assault.  





	But this was still theatre.  By all appearances he was still fighting alongside his guardian brothers, to suppress a rebellion that threatened the Terran Order.  It reminded him of  battle simulations from days long past—genuine practice excercises, not the bottled binary experiences that were constantly pumped through his nervous system.  The pitter-patter of tiny shells hitting his exterior brought back memories of the simulated “hits” he would take during those simulations, and they were equally harmless.  It was a faint, chaotic drum rythmn that seemed to hypnotize him.  Any real threat of harm was still far away, but he had to keep up the act.  It was difficult; thousand-pound bombs fell to his right and left, and any within a fifty-meter radius were instantly vaporized by his shoulder-cannons.  He tried to maintain the continuity between the events leading to this moment and what lie ahead.  Soon the strategy became clear, and even to his eyes it was rather clever: while he and his guardians were distracted with one conflict, the defeated regrouped.  All communications being pumped through his cortical lobe were counterfeit, probably even pre-recorded.  He didn't need his genetically enhanced mind to detect this—he felt it.





	


