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      "Watchman is almost on her. You need to hurry," Banok said to Nyx as he leaned against the wall. In the distance he could see the lifeforce of the guard on patrol, a pulsing tangle of green and grey that was growing closer to the familiar red and green of Cleo's life energy. Druid training, this wasn't the intended purpose, but it did come in handy.

      "Do you want to do this with those freakishly large fumble fingers?" Nyx asked, wings fluttering and the tools on her belt tinkling as she hovered outside the junction box. The tiny fairy was a genius engineer. "They're supposed to have a T50. I prepared for a T50. This piece of garbage is a P17."

      "Don't understand. Don't care," Banok said, peering at his perfectly normal human hand for a second before shaking his head and tapping his comm to activate it. "Bad intel on the system. Be ready if you need to take the guard."

      "I like Klink. This job is just like the last one we got from him. Nothing going to plan," Cleo said through the comm. "I need a little more time."

      The job was supposed to be an easy one. A warehouse filled with antiquities. The Ganola museum stored its donated pieces here when rotated off exhibit. During the day it was well guarded, but at night it had just two guards, and a control system for which Banok thought they'd had the specs.

      "Come on, Nyx. You're the best," Banok said.

      "Flattery only works if I think you're being honest," Nyx said, wings straining as she unplugged a wire from its socket. The connector at the end was nearly as large as she was. "We both know you're not. Do you know why nobody uses P17s anymore?"

      "I've heard they're pieces of garbage," Banok said dryly.

      "Don't be clever. I don't like it when you try to be clever. Not honest, not clever," Nyx said, her wings buzzing angrily. "I on the other hand am both honest and clever. However, they are pieces of garbage. They break down and you have to fix them all the time. Someone has jury-rigged this one a good dozen times to keep it going, and now nothing is where it is supposed to be." The fairy grunted as she shoved the connector into a new socket.

      The guard was almost on Cleo.

      Sixty-three seconds. That was the estimated response time from the security contractors to a breach of the perimeter. The guards were locked in at night. The client wanted a minimum of fuss, so a daytime robbery was out and besides, no matter how they'd run the numbers, there just wasn't time to break in, grab what they needed, and get out before reinforcements arrived.

      Getting Cleo into a shipping container with a statue of Queen Garona the Twelfth had required a whole different break in. And she'd sat there for six hours until their window finally arrived.

      If Cleo had to take down the guard there was a good chance his biosensors would register a problem. The operation might still be in that window of safety, but it wasn't the plan.

      Banok glanced back towards the panel as Nyx ignited a plasma torch, the edge of brilliant fire slicing through a wire.

      In the distance the guard stopped. Another few feet to the doorway and he'd have seen Cleo at work, but instead he turned towards elsewhere in the warehouse.

      "Looks like you got it?" Banok asked.

      "Even now the temperature sensors are going crazy on the document vault. It's time to be the brute force of this operation. I'm getting our ride," Nyx said, as she fluttered away from the panel and zoomed off down the alley.

      "You're clear," Banok said with a tap of his comm, moving fast. He'd stayed to guard Nyx while she worked on the panel, just in case, but his part of this plan involved the freight doors. The warehouse was well protected, and the freight doors were also armored and reinforced.

      If Banok was a different sort of druid this might have been straightforward. Some druids were deeply attuned to the element of earth, and a door of metal would have been a simple thing to reshape. Instead, although he could get a dull sense of its dimensions, things wouldn't be quite that easy. Still, his abilities would help.

      Focusing inward Banok expanded his awareness. Life was almost everywhere, if you looked for it. Fungi, bacteria, little things that normally would pose no threat to a door like this except over the span of thousands of years. Cleo wasn't that slow.

      Drawing on his life energy Banok fed it through to the other side, accelerating the growth of the fungi in every little crack and weak spots of the metal.

      "I've got the package. On my way to you," Cleo said through the comms.

      It was go time. Banok next focused on his muscles, feeding them energy as he bent down to grasp the bottom of the door. A sharp crack came, deafeningly loud, and with his awareness Banok could tell how one of the door supports had just fractured. Even with the boosted strength he couldn't get it up much, lifting the door only a foot or so.

      Sirens began to blare. The breach had triggered the alarm and now the clock was properly ticking.

      Behind him Banok could hear the shuttle settle into place. He perceived the brilliant white and gold swirls of Nyx's life energy.

      A cloth-wrapped bundle slid under the door and a moment later Cleo followed it. The lithe woman wore a tight-fitting bodysuit that muted all sound, rendering her movements completely silent.

      With a twist Cleo didn't so much clamber as leap to her feet. Although her people were essentially human, close bonds with animal spirits had altered their kind. Cleo's nimbleness, pointed ears, spotted-skin and tail, all pointed to her connection to the jaguar spirit.

      Banok let the door crash back down, metal ringing out.

      Cleo laughed and leaned in to steal a kiss from his lips, a brief and breathless thing.

      Banok knew from experience nothing got her blood pumping quite like a good robbery. Together they ran for the shuttle, already hovering off the ground and with the hatch open. They flung themselves forward, the door sliding shut as soon as they were through.

      "That was fun," Cleo said with a grin, tail lashing. "Absolutely nothing was where that bastard said it would be."

      "You enjoy trouble way too much," Banok said.

      "Why we're a good team," Cleo said.

      A sudden rapid acceleration of the shuttle knocked Banok from his feet and pressed him against the compartment wall. Cleo didn't even seem to notice, keeping her balance easily.

      "You got it though?" Banok asked.

      Cleo unwrapped the bundle she was holding. The statue didn't look worth all the trouble they'd just gone to. Carved green stone depicting a young woman dressed in robes, staring off with a serene expression into the distance.

      "The Lady of Calina. One of Rothberschet's lesser works, but a rare example of his early period. I don't know why they wanted it, but this is what they're looking for," Cleo said, covering the statue carefully in cloth again.

      A sharp swerve of the shuttle sent Banok flying across the cabin to impact the opposite wall, hard enough it almost knocked the breath from him.

      "Do you think she's trying to kill me?" Banok asked.

      "You let Nyx drive, you know the risks," Cleo said, still not bothered in the least as she walked with sure steps across the cabin to secure the statue in a cargo locker.

      A sudden dive of the shuttle sent Banok crashing into the ceiling. Cleo had reached a seat just in time to strap herself in.

      When a moment later another change in altitude sent him flying towards the floor she reached out, pulling on his arm sharply to haul him into the seat beside her.

      Banok wasn't one to waste the opportunity, grabbing the safety straps and tugging them into place. Strength was something his druid abilities offered him, but Cleo's agility was something Banok just couldn't match.

      It was part of the reason they made such a good team, and for all that Nyx was—in his opinion—obviously completely and totally insane, the fairy's grasp of technology was the perfect match for Banok's magical gifts.

      If Nyx was following the plan they should be in the city's underground by now. The large tunnels were meant for trains,  and taking a shuttle into them was something no sane pilot would ever do. They were off the sensor grid though, and as long as the security company didn't have someone as insane and skilled as Nyx in their employ, they should get clear.
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      The next half-hour was misery on Banok's stomach. From the cockpit came the sounds of one very tiny fairy whooping, and on a few terrifying occasions cursing.

      Cleo just grinned like a maniac through the entire thing, looking to be having way too much fun with the countless close calls evident through the shuttle portholes.

      By the time they finally came to a stop it was a huge relief for Banok.

      They'd docked the Catspaw underground. The space had once been the food court of an underground mall. Overhead screens could depict a sky from any world and in the mall's prime had done just that. The stores were centuries-abandoned, faded signs hawking brands long forgotten.

      The ship was fast, shiny, and packed a lot more of a punch than one would expect. It was a lot like Cleo in that way, which made sense—given it was hers.

      "The escape was only supposed to take ten minutes," Banok said, as he staggered out of the hatch.

      "I was having fun. You should let me drive more often. I'm really good at it," Nyx said, zipping around his head before flying off.

      "Maybe we should find a tech whiz who isn't insane?" Banok said to Cleo.

      "They don't make tech whizzes who are sane. Besides, my ship, my rules and I like the excitement," Cleo said. "You going to call Klink or am I?"

      "You do it. Give me a few hours," Banok said with a yawn.

      Druid abilities weren't free to use. Lifeforce was a limited resource and even minor demands upon it came with a cost. A frequent user would take decades off their life, or have to find some way to top up afterwards. Using as much as Banok had today put him close to the safety limits. To compensate, a few hours of deep slumber would give his body time to passively draw from the surroundings.

      Stumbling back aboard the Catspaw Banok found his bunk and was soon out.
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      Banok awoke with a headache. With good cause, because there was a fairy busy kicking at his head.

      "Wake up, wake up, wake up," Nyx said, buzzing around his face before delivering a kick to his ear

      It hadn't been long enough. However much time had passed, it wasn't enough for his life energy to be refilled. The fumes Banok's body had been running on had exhausted themselves. A druid’s slumber was not to be lightly interrupted.

      "I'm awake," Banok said, trying to swat at Nyx, who avoided his hand with ease.

      There was trouble. He could see that with a glance at Nyx. Fairies didn't have much in the way of offensive magic. If it came to a fight Nyx donned power armor with a jetpack taking the place of her wings. Right now, the fairy was dressed for war.

      "Problem with Klink. Come onnnn, dummy," Nyx said, kicking his ear one more time. That really hurt.

      "Stop kicking me," Banok said, before drawing in a deep breath and trying to clear his head. "She did the meet? Already?"

      "It’s been hours," Nyx said.

      Banok glanced at the clock near his bunk. Over three hours had passed since he'd settled down. Even if Banok weren't up to full charge he should have been close, not as exhausted as he felt. Something was wrong and he didn't have time to figure out what, not if Cleo was in trouble.

      Reaching down into himself Banok tapped his core, the very source of his life energy. It wasn't something one was supposed to do. It was the sort of thing that started shaving time off your life. Still, it wouldn't be the first time he'd done it. It meant a bit less time as an old man, one day.

      The fog clouding his mind lifted, the muted colors of the world around him springing into sharper relief.

      "What have we got?" Banok asked as he rose to his feet.

      "Klink says we brought him a counterfeit, not the real thing. Real upset about it. Has Cleo, says he wants to talk to her whole crew. We're going to shoot him, right? Blow the place up. Set fire to people?" Nyx asked excitedly, as she flew around on a pillar of blue fire.

      "Stop that! I'm flammable," Banok said.

      Counterfeit? If it was, it wasn't their fault—they'd stolen the thing fair and square. Could Cleo have tried to pull a fast one on Klink? It was possible, but the real statue didn't seem valuable enough to have gone to that trouble.

      "Can I use the explosives? Cleo only let me use them that one time," Nyx asked hopefully.

      That had resulted in a building falling on Banok, as he recalled. Fortunately, rapid healing was something druid abilities allowed.

      Klink wasn't much of a crime lord, but even a minor crime lord was a problem. They'd be on his turf, and Klink's people would be expecting trouble. Druid abilities and a crazy, tech-loving fairy didn't even-up the odds.

      "Do it," Banok decided. The explosives locker was sealed by several magical wards glowing dimly. To the fairy they were a formidable obstacle, but they faded with a pass of Banok's hand.

      "Sometimes you're okay. I mean, not the best, because I'm the best," Nyx said, flying around the bundles of explosives with glee.

      "Think you can avoid their patrols? Rig the place to blow?" Banok asked.

      "I can pull the schematics, hack their surveillance, no problem," Nyx said. She began to rig drone carriers to blocks of explosives.

      "Good. Hang back and provide support."

      "He wants to see her whole crew," Nyx said.

      "Don't care what he wants. Just make sure that when I walk through that door I've got some leverage."

      Preparing for a fight meant Banok dressing for trouble too. Body armor was something they carried for all of them, according to their tastes. Nyx liked her power armor, and it actually made the fairy the best among them to soak fire. Cleo preferred her outfits light and barely there. Banok went for something in between, lightweight plates of spelled armor sewn into cloth. It left him with some mobility and didn't interfere with his magic.

      Weaponry was a more complicated choice. While he would normally use his abilities for any ranged combat, always drawing on his core, given these circumstances he didn't think it worthwhile to shave anything off his life. A better option was a gun and he added a heavy pistol on one waist. Melee weapons were also standard—many magical creatures were immune to bullets—and for Banok this was an easy decision. A staff was the traditional druid weapon, and for all that Banok had few dealings with the Order these days, he hadn't forgotten those skills.

      Within the hour he was prepared. Klink operated out of an old lighthouse, a gray stone tower rising high over a jagged cliff face. Ships hadn't sailed the waters below for centuries, and the village nearby was long-abandoned.

      It was almost impossible to sneak up. Banok would just have to hope that Nyx was as good as she claimed to be and had planted the explosives successfully.

      Approaching the tower, two well-armed and rough-looking men blocked their way, one aiming a pistol at Banok's head.

      "Where is the other one?" asked one of the thugs.

      "Just me," Banok said.

      "Boss won't like it," said the other thug, spitting to the side. "Turn over your weapons."

      "Nope," Banok said.

      "I've got a gun aimed at your fool head. You really want to argue about this? Turn over your damn weapons."

      "You've taken my companion captive and I think you probably mean to kill us both. You're not getting my gun. Try to force it, I drop you. Kill Cleo, I kill all of you," Banok said.

      With lifeforce flowing through his system Banok was aware of the tiniest muscle changes of the thug holding the gun. Before it even began, he detected the movement to aim at his shoulder, the tensing of tendons that would pull the trigger.

      Lifeforce couldn't make Banok faster, but by other means it could make him faster than the thug. A focus of will slowed the ruffian just enough for Banok to draw his own pistol.

      The thug was trying to wound him, not kill him. Perhaps Klink didn't want him dead? Maybe that wasn't what this was all about. It didn't matter, Banok's threats had been voiced and he had to prove he would carry them out.

      Banok put a round between the eyes of the man aiming a gun at him, sending him stumbling backward in a spray of blood as Banok rushed forward, taking advantage of the slowed reaction times of the other thug to get behind him and prod him in the back with the barrel of his gun.

      "I keep my threats. Try anything, I kill you too. Your boss wants to see me, take me inside," Banok said.
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      With the thug leading the way Banok followed him to the top of the lighthouse. What sort of crime lord decided this many stairs was acceptable? The entire point of crime was to not have to make this much effort.

      The trip did at least give Banok time to get a sense of the guards in the tower. By the time they reached the top he was aware of the position of all Klink's people.

      The top floor looked more like a luxury apartment than a den of inequity. A massive round room with furnishings, a bed, hot tub, and enormous windows showing the ocean.

      Klink was behind a desk, a well-built and bald man in a dark gray suit. He looked more like muscle than any sort of leader. This wasn't the first job they'd worked with him on, and Banok knew better.

      Cleo was on the other side of the desk, sprawled in an oversized chair and wearing a grin that seemed just a little too wide.

      By reading her lifeforce Banok could tell she hadn't been hurt, and wasn't even uncomfortable. That and her grin changed the dynamics quite a bit. Banok believed he was playing rescuer, but a smile like that made him think that somehow things were working out exactly like Cleo expected.

      "Banok! About time. I expected you half an hour ago. Kill anyone yet?" Cleo asked.

      "I told you, I needed a nap. One dead—one of his guards. Tried to take my weapons," Banok said with a shrug.

      Klink frowned and glanced to the guard accompanying Banok. "You shouldn't have done that. Things didn't have to get ugly. Me and Miss Cleo here were being all civilized about things."

      "And Nyx?" Cleo asked.

      "Out there somewhere. I let her into the explosives locker. We don't leave this place with all our pieces intact, she'll wipe this place out and everyone in it," Banok said.

      Klink cursed and reached for his comm.

      Cleo leaned over the desk to place a hand on his arm. "Really, Klink. Do you think she won't set them off, if your people go looking for the bombs?"

      "You could be lying," Klink said.

      "One of us here is a liar, but it isn't me," Cleo said, withdrawing her hand and offering a sunny smile now.

      "Care to fill me in?" Banok asked, keeping a watchful eye on the life energy of the guards.

      "Klink here accused me of bringing him a counterfeit. I didn't, but that isn't the odd thing. If he were only trying to rip us off, I wouldn't have come," Cleo said.

      "That statue isn't real. Bring in any appraiser you like," Klink said.

      Cleo said, "I was supposed to steal a counterfeit, you see? Of course, I spotted it at once. The stone is entirely the wrong composition."

      "Is that what took you so long inside?" Banok asked.

      "Once I saw the statue was a counterfeit, I saw the crate was a counterfeit too. Better built than the ones the museum uses. Might be that some thieves before us had just swapped it out, but the crate was a better forgery than the statue. Odd, that, don't you think?" Cleo asked, sitting back in her chair and eyeing Klink.

      "I don't know how this went from me accusing you, to you accusing me," Klink said.

      "This all leading up to me killing him?" Banok asked.

      "Might be. When I saw the fake, I thought another team might have just beat us to the score, but there could also be something else going on. I found another crate, the real crate with the real statue inside of it. I wasn't sure Klink had anything to do with it, you see," Cleo said.

      "And then you brought that here?" Banok said.

      "And this sad little excuse for a crime lord doesn't even have a proper appraiser on hand to tell him I brought the genuine statue. Instead, he goes with the counterfeit line he had prepared, because that's what we were expected to come back with," Cleo said.

      "We were set up," Banok said flatly.

      Klink glanced back and forth between them and let out a low growl. "Not set up. Tested. Got a client offering a small fortune for a job, but they're very specific about the crew. I told them you weren't amateurs, but they wanted proof. You shouldn't have killed my man."

      "You shouldn't have thrown us at a job with bad intelligence. You shouldn't have tried to kidnap me to get my people to show," Cleo said, leaning forward. "What kind of job and what kind of small fortune?"

      "Half a million on delivery," Klink said, pulling a binder from his desk and sliding it over. "An old tomb."

      Cleo opened the binder and flipped through, studying it for several long moments in silence. "This is in the Fade, Klink."

      The Fade. It was a blank spot on star charts, a zone for every spacer with a bit of sense to avoid.

      Klink settled back."Half a million. They know the risks, and they're paying you to take them. They want the best for a reason."

      Cleo scanned the pages. "But we aren't the first team you referred. Are we, Klink?"

      Klink forced a smile. "Don't know what you mean."

      "You already offered the job to Aubrey as well. Did she take it?"

      Aubrey Kincaid, she and her crew were completely different sort of thieves. Where Cleo kind of liked things to go wrong for the excitement it would bring, Aubrey was pure professional. Her jobs tended to go like clockwork.

      "You think she was the one that beat us into the warehouse?" Banok asked.

      "That alarm hadn't been tripped recently, and we couldn't figure out how to bypass it. Who else do you know that could pull that off?" Cleo asked.

      Klink admitted, "Original job was hers. Get in, plant the forgery, get out quiet and prove herself. You were always the backup plan." He allowed after a moment, "No offense. When she saw what the real job was about, she turned it down."

      Banok wasn't surprised. The word was that Aubrey liked to plan every detail, and the Fade was filled with unknowns.

      "We shouldn't take this," Banok said.

      "Has your greed finally found its limits?" Cleo asked.

      "The Fade isn't your normal kind of bad. The Void Queen might be millennia in her grave, but her magic has yet to diminish and that place is still the home of nightmares," Banok said.

      It was true. Most vessels that ventured into the Fade never returned. The few that did had horror stories to tell.

      Cleo was still flipping through the binder. "No notes on who is offering the contract."

      "Not something you need to know. No cutting out the middleman," Klink said.

      "I'd appreciate an answer," Cleo said absently to Banok.

      A tiny burning of life energy. Enough to slow Klink's reactions as Banok twirled his staff and with an overhead swing brought it crashing down on the man's fingers with enough force to break bone.

      Klink howled in pain.

      Banok caught the motion of the guard reaching for his weapon. Out of position to do anything about it himself, he slowed the man's reaction.

      It was enough for Cleo to grab the pistol from his waist, shooting the man twice in the chest and sending him sprawling to the floor.

      That had more guards on the way from the levels below.

      Cleo was at least aware of the pot she'd stirred, the pistol shifting to aim at Klink's head.

      "Broken fingers are bad. This can end worse. Your client?" Cleo said.

      "Baxter Williams," Klink said.

      That was a familiar name. An industrialist, and one of the wealthiest men alive. His company manufactured more than a good quarter of the ships that took to space.

      Cleo squeezed the trigger and Klink was thrown backwards, missing most of his face.

      "And here I thought you were going to make us play nice," Banok said.

      "With half a million at stake? We brought him what he wanted, he'd have seen us dead," Cleo said, bouncing to her feet. "Besides, I don't like being second choice. We're leaving out the window. Trust me."

      With guards rushing upwards, the stairs weren't an option. Besides, he did trust Cleo. Being a part of her crew wasn't his second choice. Running towards the window he boosted his strength just before flinging himself at it. Glass shattered around him and Banok was in the air, jagged rocks and turbulent seas filling the scene below.

      A few long, agonizing seconds of falling and he crashed hard onto the roof of a shuttle, the breath knocked from his lungs. Seconds later Cleo landed nimbly beside him in a crouch, her hand already moving to her comm.

      "We're clear, Nyx. Have fun," Cleo said.

      The overextending of his lifeforce was finally getting to him. The last thing Banok saw before the druid sleep claimed him was the explosions tearing not just the tower, but the entire cliff apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Banok woke up in his own bed on the Catspaw. Lifeforce swirled comfortably around him. This time it seemed his rest had been successful—and there wasn't a crazy fairy kicking him.

      He could tell they must be in space. A quick check with the ship computer confirmed it and he went in search of Cleo.

      Banok found her in the exercise room. Heat lamps had the whole place sweltering. Cleo was in shorts and a tank top, punching it out with a combat droid.

      "Guess we're wasting no time," Banok said.

      "We needed to get off-world. Klink might have had friends. We'll head back to Rockholm and figure out our next steps," Cleo said, ducking under a droid punch and delivering a series of blows to its midsection.

      "You obviously want to take the job. Since we don't need the money," Banok said.

      "I never need the money. You know it's always about something else," Cleo said.

      "We don't need the adventure either. Not if it takes us all the way into the Fade."

      Cleo gave him a long look, ducking instinctively under a punch before delivering an uppercut to the droid's head. "End training. Come on, Banok, talk to me. If there's anything I can usually depend on, it's you wanting a big payday. Is this druid stuff?"

      Banok rubbed at his eyes and took a seat on one of the benches. "The Fade is bad, magic bad. I know you probably think of my abilities as something of a novelty."

      Cleo grinned at that and sat beside him, pulling up one knee to tuck under her chin. "Never assume I just think of anything as a novelty. If I didn't respect what you brought to the table, you wouldn't be here."

      "But most of the druids are jokes these days. They worship nature, but almost never leave Ellesadril. They never see the worlds outside their own," Banok said.

      "While you're a murderous badass who is almost nothing like them. I said I respect what you bring to the table, so talk to me," Cleo said.

      "They might be a joke, but magic isn't. There is real power there, for all that we see very little of it these days."

      "Because most of it is locked up in the Fade. Taken into the darkness along with the Void Queen after she fell. I know all of this," Cleo said.

      "Then why are you even thinking of doing this job?" Banok said.

      Cleo tilted her head. Her green eyes were especially brilliant as she stared him down. "Because it doesn't make sense. People wander into the Fade, most don't make it. A few have returned with power and wealth."

      "You can already have both."

      Cleo waved that off. "You know I don't care."

      Banok knew that much was true, Cleo didn't. It was one of the most admirable and infuriating things about her. She had a disdain of wealth that only the truly wealthy could ever manage.

      "Then what is it? You're asking me to explain myself, but you already know what I'm going to say and why. You already know I'm right. Why are you not listening?" Banok asked.

      Cleo chuckled and gave him a wry smile. Cleo really was beautiful when she smiled, along with her dark hair and pale skin marked with its jaguar-like spots.

      Banok made it a point to not dwell on that beauty. Apart from frequent teasing, things had never gone any further with Cleo. There was magnetism there, a bit too much to be safe. It was the right decision, and one he regretted every time she smiled.

      "It's like in the warehouse. I can't help opening the box, and when I see the forgery I know the mystery is bigger. Fools wander into the Fade all the time looking for glory, but that isn't what this is. We have coordinates—a definite time and place for something to be found. Don't you want to know why?" Cleo asked.

      There it was. Curiosity, mystery. If there was anything Cleo was absolutely powerless to ignore, it was a good mystery.

      Banok had to admit that this was a good one. The Fade was unknown—that was part of its very nature. Really, it shouldn't be possible for Cleo to have been provided a precise time and location.

      "What else did the briefing say?" Banok asked.

      "Traps, both technological and magical. And defenders—again both technological and magical. What we seek to be found is on the fourth level, and in a sarcophagus. Aside from that, a lot of speculation and a sad lack of detail," Cleo said.

      "No wonder Aubrey turned it down."

      "Klink was stupid to think it suited her more than us. Without a plan she's useless, and she doesn't have magic on her team," Cleo said.

      "No, she's good even without a plan," Banok said.

      Cleo uncurled and bounced back to her feet. "So whoever put all this together had some details, but not all. Don't you want to know how? What they want?"

      "We could find out all of that without taking a trip into the Fade. Now that we know who was doing the hiring, we could go after them directly," Banok said.

      Cleo began to pace. "We might, but I think getting what they want first is the better lead. Once we have some leverage, we can really pry out some secrets."

      "If they talk to us at all after what we did to Klink."

      Cleo shrugged that off. "If we didn’t, they would have. With half a million credits on the line you know the middleman wasn't staying alive, not on something like this. As the contractors, we might."

      It was probably true. Middleman was at times the perfect position to be in, and at others you were always the loose end that needed tying up. The bigger and more secret the job, the more the latter became true. Klink never should have signed up for that deal. Greed had clouded his judgment.

      "So we're doing the job," Banok said.

      Cleo paused for a moment. "Maybe. I did want to talk to you. You are our magical big guns. Nyx is magic, but she turned her back on that whole spirit side of things. If you say this can't be done, I'm going to listen."

      Great, if Banok had ever wanted to make the choices, he'd be in charge. It wasn't just for Cleo's brains and the fancy ship he stuck around. It was nice to let someone else make the hard decisions.

      "We do it, we need to be prepared," Banok said.

      Cleo beamed. "That's why we are on our way to Rockholm."

      Rockholm was home, so much as any place could be called that. Originally the Dwarves devoted themselves to mining the large asteroid, but when the resources ran out the isolated location, well away from law enforcement and with excellent booze, made it a home to smugglers, criminals, and all the worst sorts. What Dwarves remained were mercenaries, and damned good ones.

      "The stuff I need is going to be expensive," Banok warned.

      "When has that ever been an issue? The important thing is to be quick about getting it. Our target arrives in one week, and we'll be travelling three days to get to the Fade," Cleo said.

      It wasn't the best news. Magical implements and provisions were both rare and expensive. With Cleo footing the bill the latter wasn't an issue, but the lack of supply meant he might not have time to get what he wanted.

      "We'll want mercenaries too, if any are foolish enough to go," Banok said.

      "You know Dwarves. Their sins of excess are ones of greed, not cowardice. I have the coin, and they'll go wherever we point them," Cleo said.

      It was true.

      "Just because I am saying it's possible doesn't mean it is a good idea. The smartest thing for us to do would be to stay far, far away from whatever this is," Banok said.

      "Oh, but our sins aren't cowardice either. I want to find out what's worth all this bother," Cleo said.

      "Don't go throwing all your fortune at this either. Scatter too much money around, you'll bring out the predators."

      "They want to try to take a bite out of us, we'll take a bigger one out of them. Same as always. I know we should be subtle, but we don't have the luxury of time."

      Banok thought it was good that he'd had his sleep. It sounded like he was going to be spending a lot of time awake making sure that Cleo and the ship were safe. Everybody knew she had money, but very few were aware just how much. Banok himself wasn't sure, but if her purse had a bottom he hadn't found it yet.

      It was another reason he stuck around.
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      Rockholm was dug out of the massive asteroid. Dwarves had always enjoyed digging tunnels and space travel hadn't changed that. Ornate stonework covered every wall, centuries of work detailing every surface.

      Banok was alone. He thought it best to get his business out of the way quickly so he could later devote himself to guarding the ship. Besides, although difficult to source, his supplies shouldn't take that long to locate.

      A faded sign proclaiming "Fortunes told" in peeling, yellow letters barely caught the eye in a dark, trash-strewn alley. Banok slipped inside. Dim lighting, colored beads, and the scent of old gin defined the space.

      A voice came from the back room. "One moment and the spirits will be with you."

      "It's Banok, and the only spirits you have come in bottles. Save the show, Calla," Banok called out.

      With an answering grunt a young woman stepped out. Golden hair and breezy white robes combined to give her a majestic appearance that seemed totally unsuited to the surroundings.

      "Banok, didn't know you were in port," Calla said.

      Banok found it difficult to focus on her too long. The white and gold of her life force was nearly blinding. Immortals were few and far between outside of Elven territory, and when a druid met one it was enough to make them wish for sunglasses.

      "Just got in. Needed to do some shopping," Banok said.

      "No fortune told?"

      Banok had made that mistake once. Calla's readings had a way of coming true, and he wasn't convinced that they foretold the future so much as shaped it. Whatever his destiny might be, he'd rather it not come about as a result of Calla's whims.

      "You know better," Banok said.

      Calla snorted and grabbed a bottle from a shelf, popping the cap and taking a swig before idly gesturing with her free hand. The surroundings rippled. The dull and tacky squalor of a cut-rate fortune teller vanished to be replaced by a much more resplendent chamber. The stone carvings on the walls were partly of Calla herself, often standing near a lake with mountains in the background.

      Banok had never quite figured out just who she was—what she was. The pointed ears suggested Elven, but he was quite sure she wasn't. Whatever she was, the Dwarves had venerated her for longer than anyone could say, and when they'd come here, she'd come with them.

      "You've lost a month or two of lifeforce since I last saw you. You shouldn't do that," Calla said.

      "Lose a month or two at the end, or lose the whole thing at once when someone shoots me. Easy choice to make," Banok said.

      "I can return them. You know I can. Entering my service is not so onerous as you fear," Calla said.

      Banok knew better than that, too. Elder beings never quite saw the world in the same way mortals did—or the concept of "service". If he ever accepted Calla's offer, he might get back a few lost years or even gain thousands more. It was also possible he'd be standing guard on the door the entire time. If he'd had minutes left of life, he might consider it, but not now.

      "Talk to me when I'm more desperate. For now, I'm after magic I can take with me. I'll be running into some magical obstacles," Banok said.

      Calla motioned and led him back through the doorway into a small hall lined with an absurd amount of statues, then to a side room filled with shelves.

      "You came on a good day. I have the usual, but also a few items more. Warning charms, ward breakers. Two swords and a spear—both enchanted. Pistol ammunition, twenty-four shots," Calla said.

      That was mostly what Banok had expected. Warning charms were something any criminal wanted in their possession. They'd usually notify the holder in some way when danger approached. They tended to only have a few charges, but even a single use could save one from disaster. Ward breakers were a crude way to get past magical defenses, simply overpowering the spell with a raw release of magical energy. The results tended to be explosive. Banok had no need of those, his own magic allowed him to unweave wards properly even if the process was more time-consuming.

      The weapons were another matter. Banok had hoped she might have something; the swords and spear were more than he'd hoped for, but the ammunition was the real prize.

      While guns typically worked well against mortal flesh, they were far less effective against magical creatures. The reasons were complex, but it was a real problem and why Banok preferred his magic for ranged encounters. Enchanted rounds of ammunition made a big difference, but were frightfully expensive. The detailed work of carving runes on the bullet itself required a skilled professional, and the magical investiture onto something that small to have a large effect was complicated. That was the thing with magic, it always had a cost. Druid magic drained lifeforce. All magic-users paid in something.

      "I'll take all of them," Banok said.

      Calla raised an eyebrow. "Cleo is paying then. How is the girl?"

      "She is. You can send the bill to the ship."

      Calla clicked her tonge and said, "So free with other people’s money. Other people's power. You shouldn't be. This isn't like you, all of this. Why do a bunch of thieves need to clean out my entire inventory?"

      "You asking or demanding?"

      "Whichever I have to. You plan on waging war against someone with what I sell you, I'd rather know," Calla said.

      Banok suspected that with Calla her services weren't really about the money. Money was just one sort of offering, one form of power. The old ones, the really old ones, liked to be worshiped. It was part of the reason they were often such a problem to the younger races with different ideas.

      "We're planning an expedition into the Fade," Banok said after a moment.

      Calla frowned at that, looking at the table. "You're a damned fool, and you know better than that. Cleo—that girl will be the death of you."

      "You know it's not like that."

      "Just because I'm not doing a reading, don't think I can't see the truth about you, boy. I know exactly what it is like, and if it were anyone else but Cleo, you'd refuse," Calla said, letting out a low breath.

      Banok had no answer for that.

      "You selling to me or not?" Banok asked.

      She said, "Even here on a rock in the depths of space I sometimes get a taste of the wind. There is a change in it, druid. There is darkness. If you want my advice, you'll take that girl of yours and fly far from the planets of men. You'll run and not look back."

      It was uncomfortably close to a reading. Uncomfortably close to a prophecy.

      "I've heard you. I'll keep it in mind. But run or stay, I'd rather do it well-armed," Banok said.

      Calla gave a weary sigh. "And I know when I am being put off. I'll sell to you, and I'll charge Cleo a fortune for her foolishness. We both know that spirit inside of her won't let Cleo turn away once she's caught a scent."

      "Do you know what's coming? Not like me to ask, I know, but ..." Banok said.

      "The Elven kingdom once spread across the stars. That was until the High King Eleoas fell to the darkness taking so many with him. The Dwarves ruled next before, from the Dwarve's own darkness, came the dragons. Now the race of man looks outward with such confidence, but all ages must end," Calla said heavily.

      "We defeated the Void Queen," Banok said.

      "Please, boy. You know better than that, too. If you'd truly done that, there would be no Fade and you'd not be buying me out. You beat your darkness back and weakened it severely, and then you turned your back and pretended it no longer existed."

      "And here you are encouraging me to do just that," Banok said.

      Calla flashed a weak smile. "I like you, druid. Always have, but you're no hero. Whatever is coming will need the idealistic and the foolish to stand in its path."

      "You think it is the Fade then?"

      Calla almost answered, at the last moment shaking her head ruefully. "No, not truly. Darkness on the wind. I don't think any of the ancient nightmares are making their return, but they could surprise me. I shouldn't share this, but I've done ten readings this week."

      "And?" Banok asked, fearing the answer.

      "Not a one of them lives out this year. They are all doomed."

      "Now I'm really glad I didn't let you read me. Don't worry, Calla. I'm stubborn and I'm mean, and I've got a lot of years left to burn," Banok said.
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      The next few days passed quickly. There were currently two mercenary squads in port, the Green Hawks and the Crimson Blade, and it didn't long for both to be on the payroll. Their transports were slower than the Catspaw so Cleo sent them off at once. Even leaving now they'd still arrive a day after the Catspaw was expected to reach the tomb in the Fade.

      Banok wasn't happy about that on a few levels. It seemed a mistake to give that location to anyone else, especially mercenaries. It also left them without any support in port after they'd just thrown a lot of money around.

      The cargo hold was getting filled with supplies. The equipment for any robbery was often bulkier than honest people would think, but usually it was manageable because you knew exactly what you were likely to be dealing with. In this case, the tomb was a lot of unknowns, and the bewildering array of supplies reflected that.

      Five hours before their departure Banok found himself escorting Cleo as she made a last-minute deal. An industrial drill designed for work on military starship hulls, capable of sustained boring through even armored plating. They were strictly regulated, for obvious reasons.

      It was unusual for one to be even available, and Banok didn't feel any better about it when the bearded merchant spent minutes dickering before even letting Cleo get a look at the unit.

      Banok expanded his senses outward. There was nothing untoward, but there was an uncomfortable echo.

      Cleo glanced up at him. "Problem?"

      Probing at that echo wasn't getting him anywhere, and that was suspicious. Living space in the asteroid was at a premium, and yet he wasn't detecting any nearby life energy outside of the room.

      "Think so. They've got a magic-user," Banok said.

      "There is no problem here," said the merchant.

      Cleo pulled her pistol. The merchant reached into his robes, but Cleo didn't draw her gun just to point it. Three shots dropped the man to the floor.

      Banok did appreciate that about Cleo. Some people would cling to the idea of a situation working out even long after it had gone sour. Cleo was like a switch. Once it was clear things were bad she did whatever it took to come out on top.

      A door swung open and a grenade rolled through. It exploded in a spray of fine mist. Gas? No, something else. Cleo went to kick it out of the room and slipped, surprised even as she curled up to hit the ground at a roll.

      "Don't move," Cleo said.

      Banok froze. A figure with a rifle appeared at the doorway. There was still no sense of lifeforce and without being able to manipulate that, he couldn't freeze muscles.

      Nothing was stopping him from working with his own. It was a bigger expenditure than Banok wanted, but it would do. Channeling his energy into a barrier, it formed just in time. A pair of darts fired from the rifle bounced off, clattering to the floor.

      "What is this stuff?" Banok asked.

      "Slick grenade. Coated us and everything in the room with a slippery film. Go for your weapon and it will slither right out of your hand. Try to walk, you'll go down," Cleo said.

      The armored figure at the doorway was pulling back, replaced by a woman in red robes.

      That would be the spellcaster, come to do something about his barrier.

      Banok could work with that.

      "Brace," Banok said. Cleo was still curled up. He boosted his muscles. With shove he sent Cleo—still in a ball—hurtling across the super-slick floor towards the doorway.

      Cleo couldn't get to her feet, but there was nothing wrong with her reflexes. Uncurling just before she hit the sorceress she delivered a double-heeled kick to the woman's midsection. It flung the sorceress backward, wheezing for air, and Cleo spinning back wildly into the room.

      It was enough. The blur clouding Banok's senses lifted—there were two dozen of them outside the doorway.

      Too many. His magic might be able to handle a few, but before it could take out half that many he'd be forced to sleep for a week.

      Could Nyx back them up? They'd left the fairy back at the ship, making preparations for launch. While she might have a weapon that could handle a group this big, she was too far away.

      There was only the one exit from the room. They'd planned this ambush well.

      "Too many of them," Banok said.

      "Can you get me out that door? They'll have a solvent. They'd need one to capture us," Cleo said.

      Banok doubted he could shift Cleo again by staying standing. He also didn't like throwing Cleo into the danger instead of going himself, but she'd know what they were looking for. He wouldn't.

      With a leap he flung himself towards the wall closest to Cleo. The jump wasn't quite far enough and as soon as his boots hit the floor they slid right out from beneath him. He didn't hit the floor nearly as gracefully as Cleo had, landing with a bone-jarring thud, and smashing into the wall an instant later.

      Good enough. Bracing his back he pushed Cleo with his feet and sent her sliding towards the doorway once again.

      Before she was out he could almost see two of her. The Cleo he knew, and the jaguar spirit within her unleashing. It was rare for her to let it out this fully, and her features were already shifting to reflect it. Looking less human and more cat-like.

      Outside, she roared. Banok heard the sound of tranquilizer darts being fired, followed by a man's scream and a body hitting the floor.

      Not more than thirty seconds had passed before a second grenade rolled into the room. It puffed, just like the first. Banok wiped his hand against the wall. It was still slick, but not the impossible slippery of before.

      Banok pulled his staff from his back as he ran from the room. Three bodies on the ground. One was the sorceress, her throat torn open by claws. Two in armor. Cleo was still up but had three darts sticking in her—three that Banok could see. Another grenade on the ground here, she must have already neutralized her own coating.

      Reaching out with his lifeforce Banok could feel the drugs already coursing through her system, slowing her reaction time. Neutralizing them would burn more energy than he should, but there wasn't a choice. They both needed to keep their feet if they were going to get out of this.

      Crouching low he delivered a sharp jab from the staff to the armored visor of an attacker. Backed with his strength and the magic of the weapon, the face plate shattered and bones cracked as the man collapsed.

      Banok hit his comm. "Nyx. We're on our way back, we need to launch as soon as we're aboard."

      "This about the jerks that tried to board us? I set them on fire," Nyx said.

      Of course, they'd hit the ship as well. Why take chances?

      "Got a few more," Banok said.

      Cleo was fighting three of the armored men. All had drawn stun batons and were doing their best to take her down. One wouldn't have been a problem for Cleo, but three meant more blows than even she could dodge. More were closing in from the corridor.

      Banok drew in a surge of lifeforce and sent the attackers at the other end of the hall flying. The close quarters worked to his advantage here.

      "Cleo, we need to go," Banok shouted.

      Cleo hissed, making no move to withdraw from her losing battle.

      Cats, they didn't always know when to give up the fight. Cleo was fully in the grip of her spirit, it wasn't her head making the choices.

      Banok boosted his strength and grabbed her, tossing her over a shoulder before taking off at a sprint.

      Cleo was having none of it, claws scratching and tearing at his flesh as he moved, and he was fairly sure she was burying a set of fangs into his upper arm.

      There wasn't time to stop. Burning yet more lifeforce he dulled the pain so that he could keep moving. Into his reserves again—this would cost him.

      The hatch of the Catspaw sealed the instant he passed through still carrying Cleo. The ship began vibrating beneath him. Nyx was taking them away from here in a hurry, and it was just in time. Banok could already feel himself losing consciousness.
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      Banok awoke as a chill took hold of his body. His life energy hadn't fully restored, not yet, and he didn't think it was going to. From the deadened cold he felt surrounding the Catspaw on all sides, the ship must have passed into the Fade while he was out of it.

      The energy of both Cleo and Nyx were on the bridge, so he headed in that direction.

      Most of the work of flying the ship was automated and as such the bridge was largely there for emergencies. It was a spherical room in the center of the ship correlating the sensors in all directions and projecting them on view-screens. A barely visible walkway led to a half-dozen chairs that seemed to float in a void. In normal space one would be surrounded by stars, or the sights of the system they were in. In the Fade all the view-screens were displaying an unsettling darkness.

      "You're awake," Cleo said, catching sight of him and bouncing to her feet. "I thought you'd need longer. Oh, they haven't healed yet."

      The scratches she'd given him. No, they hadn't. The sleep hadn't been long enough for that.

      "Don't worry about it. You weren't yourself," Banok said.

      "We both know that isn't exactly true. In some ways I was more myself than ever," Cleo said.

      "I still say that if you get to claw him to shreds, then I should get to set him on fire. We're a team," Nyx said, buzzing about in the air.

      "We got away clean?" Banok asked.

      "If you being bleeding everywhere and them shooting at us a lot is clean," Nyx said. "And they did some damage to us."

      That said something about the quality of their ship. The Catspaw wasn't easy to hit.

      "Do we know who they were?" Banok asked.

      "They were loaded up with non-lethal weapons. High-end ones too. Too many to be bounty hunters. Along with a sorceress that was a match for you ..." Cleo said.

      "Better than me. I was blocked until we knocked the wind out of her," Banok said.

      "Not bounty hunters. They don't work in teams that big. And not just thieves after my money, not with that kind of equipment," Cleo said.

      "Someone wanting to interfere in our doing this job? Something personal with one of you?" Banok asked.

      Cleo frowned. "Maybe. I'm worth a lot if someone knows where to sell me, but I keep a low profile, as you people all know."

      Since her own crew didn't really know anything about Cleo, they couldn't argue.

      "Nobody wants me that much. If anyone were sending teams, it would be to keep me away, not capture me," Banok said.

      "Same," Nyx said, landing on the back of a chair.

      "Aren't we just the crew of misfits? We should hear more about each other, just to rule you two out. Why not? We've three hours until we hit our destination," Cleo said.

      "People usually ask for a background story before inviting the thieving murders to live on their ship," Banok said.

      "I'm a non-traditionalist," Cleo said with a straight face. "I'll even share a little too. Make it fair."

      That was novel.

      "The big cat coming out break something in you?" Banok asked.

      Cleo flashed a weak smile. "Maybe, it was a close one. We're usually ahead of the game enough that the risks we take don't register. It just feels—well, it feels like something is changing."

      Nyx sprawled out on her stomach, wings fluttering above her. "I've got no shame. I'll start. What do you want to know?"

      "You're the only fairy engineer I've ever seen. How did that happen?" Banok asked.

      "Fairy magic is all about ... representing something. We're all really, really good at one thing and just one thing. Most pick really good things like healing or helping people. Others pick things like music," Nyx said.

      "And you picked machines?" Cleo asked.

      "Yep. There was a huge storm and a flood. All the adults had their wings, but we kids didn't yet. The nursery wound up being swept away, carried into a cavern deep underground. It was three days, and we all thought we were going to die there." Nyx spoke quietly, growing more somber than her usual bravado.

      "The others left you that long?" Cleo asked.

      "Can't sing kids out of a cave. Can't heal them out either. The humans had a settlement. Well, an operation. Smugglers. Still, when they heard, they came. They didn't sleep for two days while they built this drone submersible that could explore the caverns. Once it found us it even had a little chamber to carry us out, one at a time," Nyx said.

      "They saved you," Cleo said.

      Nyx nodded. "For a while after that the humans were kind of heroes. It didn't really work out. When the others who were rescued had to choose, most picked things like being guides, or water spirits, or anything that might have helped in the flood. I picked technology."

      "Surprised that worked. Magic and technology don't tend to play well together," Banok said.

      Nyx gave a shrug of her tiny shoulders. "I wasn't sure it would, but it did. It took. Thing is, once it took, there really wasn't a place there for me anymore. I ended up taking off on the first ship that set down."

      "How soon after that did I find you?" Cleo asked.

      "Six months? Maybe. I was working for pirates when you came to rescue those hostages."

      "I never heard this story. Cleo was playing hero?" Banok asked.

      "Happens," Cleo said. "Besides, one of the hostages was the son of a planetary governor and I needed his biometrics to access the estate."

      Nyx said, "Anyways, nobody is after me. The fairies don't love my choice, but they don't hate me either. We're just in two very different places."

      "What about you, Banok? I know you called it quits with the Druids. Knowing you, it's hard to imagine you ever got along," Cleo said.

      "You'd be surprised. I wasn't the strongest magically, but I did have more of a connection to life than most. It made me a Tender. Tenders keep the Groves, and sometimes travel off-world to advise on fixing broken biospheres," Banok said.

      That seemed a long time ago, but had only been a few years.

      "That really doesn't sound like you," Cleo said.

      "Like I said, surprised. I hated just staying on Druid worlds, so I became one of those that traveled. The Order makes a lot of the money that it uses to sustain itself off the services of its traveling Tenders and Healers," Banok said.

      "So, what happened?" Cleo asked, turning to face him.

      "Raiders. Not more than a dozen of them in a rusty old ship, but they had guns and the colonists didn't. We weren't supposed to interfere. Defend ourselves, yes, if anyone were stupid enough to attack us, but not others," Banok said.

      "Cleo wasn't the only one stupid enough to play hero?" Nyx asked.

      Banok could still see it, if he closed his eyes. The woman stumbling towards him with the hole blown in her chest. The skies of Carabon had been red. It was a world of ash and death just barely being brought back to life.

      "You're good in a fight, but you aren't kill-a-dozen-raiders good," Cleo said.

      "I lost it. I lost control. There are things druids are ... never supposed to do. Not interfering is demanded of us, in part so we never cross those lines," Banok said, and he shook his head. "I drained them. Reached into them and pulled out their lifeforce. Sucked them dry, each and every one."

      "If you did that, it would be no shock if the Druids wanted you dead," Cleo said, serious.

      "I'm not running from them, Cleo. When every raider was dead I boarded my ship and returned. Turned myself in to the Druid Council for my crimes."

      "You're full of surprises."

      "They should have killed me, but they don't have it in them. Not anymore. They held me prisoner for a year. Brought in a specialist to train me how to hold my darkness inside. Then they showed me the door," Banok said.

      "I don't get that," Cleo said, frowning.

      "Course you don't. If you thought I was a threat to life itself, you would have shot me a dozen times and felt mild remorse for all of thirty seconds. It's part of the reason I stick around here," Banok said.

      "I always knew you were a terrible person," Nyx said brightly. "I'd kill you too. I wouldn't need a reason though."

      "So, what about you?" Banok asked Cleo.

      "Nothing like you two. Rich and powerful, and of a great lineage. That and being the apple that came from the pear tree," Cleo said.

      "A crew of misfits and disappointments," Banok said.

      "To others, maybe," Cleo said, and changed the subject. "I don't know who came after us, yet. But when I find out they'll learn nobody messes with my outfit."
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      They'd found a planet. It was small, no larger than the average moon, although there was an atmosphere. It floated free in the darkness of the Void, the surface almost entirely gray water. Nothing else was within sensor range, certainly no sustaining suns. The planet was exactly at the coordinates they'd been provided. Whatever tomb they were meant to find, it was here, somewhere.

      "Do you sense anything from the surface?" Cleo asked Banok.

      "Death. If someone thought we'd find something living here, they were wrong. The Void ... it drains life. I can feel it. Whatever lived here died a long time ago," Banok said.

      "I've found something useful," Nyx said, as she buzzed around the bridge. One panel of the displays zoomed in, magnifying a part of the waters.

      It was an island. The only land visible anywhere on the surface. There were structures, and enough space for a shuttle.

      "That is it," Banok said.

      "Must be. Drop a buoy for the mercenaries. At the rate this planet is moving, it won't be here by the time they arrive," Cleo said.

      "On it," Nyx said.
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      Two hours later and they had set down on the surface.

      They weren't the first to arrive. Two other shuttles were on the small island, and they weren't recent arrivals—far from it.

      Everyone was equipped for war. Cleo had a magic sword at her hip as well as a pistol loaded with the magical rounds. Banok had his staff, and while Nyx lacked magical weaponry, she was in her power armor with a full array of weaponry that was formidable, despite being tiny.

      "Recognize these shuttles?" Cleo asked.

      Nyx zipped around them on a pillar of flame. "This one is a Canid Zorkal. You still see some in collections, but they went out of service two centuries ago. Even with my encyclopedic kickass knowledge of the classics, I don't recognize the other."

      "There weren't any other ships in orbit?" Banok asked.

      "Not enough gravity to hold them. Actually, it has to be magic keeping the water on the surface at all," Cleo said.

      "Our ship's power is draining too. A month here and we wouldn't be able to leave," Nyx said.

      It made sense. The Void drained lifeforce, energy, but then ... why was whatever magic this world held still active?

      A building of white stone stood at the end of a tiled path, flanked by statues of two imperious-looking women. One held a set of scales, the other a burning flame.

      The entrance to the tomb was a jagged hole, the remains of two doors thick doors laying flattened.

      Banok knelt to inspect them. Intricate rune-work had been heavily scarred, marred by some sort of corrosive that had eaten away the stone.

      "They were magically sealed. I can still feel the traces of the power. Someone used some sort of spelled fluid to burn the runes away," Banok said.

      "I've heard of the approach. Subtler than blowing away the magic, not as subtle as unraveling it," Cleo said.

      "I don't think either of the others would have been an option. There was a lot of power sealing these shut," Banok said. He couldn't hide how much that troubled him.

      "Worried?" Cleo asked.

      "Of course, I'm worried. This just keeps getting worse. It isn't too late for us to leave."

      Cleo stared at the doorway. "We're at least the third expedition to find this place. If you are so afraid of what's here, do you want someone else getting a hold of it?"

      "I'm not so much afraid of what this place holds as I am what might still be standing between us and it," Banok said.

      "Other magical defenses besides the door," Cleo said.

      "Fun," Nyx said, zooming through the door, lights on her armor turning her into a brilliant flying light.

      A long sloped tunnel led down, circling several times. When it finally ended they found themselves in a vast rounded chamber. Marble plinths lined the walls, bare of any decorations. The remains of statues were scattered about the chamber. Golden fragments, some recognizable as parts of animals. There was the head of a bird, the hoof of a bull.

      There were bodies too, a dozen skeletons glimpsed through rents torn in combat armor.

      Nyx hovered around them, darting from one to the other.

      Banok focused his attention on the remains of the statue. There were traces of magic.

      "This was quite a fight," Cleo said.

      "Gutted. Conventional weapons. Not even anything fun—like a plasma thrower," Nyx said.

      "That wouldn't have stopped these guardians. I don't see any with magical equipment," Banok said.

      "They had mages with them?" Cleo asked.

      "That, or the mages came later. Either way, we can be grateful these defenses are neutralized," Banok said.

      A spiral staircase in the center of the room led farther down.

      It was fifteen minutes of winding steps until they discovered another room the same size of the first.

      The walls here were lined with text, glowing faintly with a green light. There were yet more stairs going down, the staircase winding around the perimeter of the room.

      There were bodies here as well, three skeletons in black robes sprawled on the floor.

      "Here are the mages," Banok said.

      "Some of them at least," Cleo said.

      "I can't read the walls," Nyx said, skimming along the text.

      "Ancient Elven," Cleo said with a grimace.

      Banok knew a few words. Much of the knowledge that the Druids possessed was based upon that of the ancient Elves. That said, it had been so long ago that most of it had been reinterpreted. A druid scholar might have been able to understand these walls, but that had never been Banok's skill.

      "Tell me you don't speak it," Banok said to Cleo.

      "A few words, poorly. Read it? A bit," Cleo said. "They're riddles, I think. All riddles."

      "That doesn't make sense. If you want to protect something, why allow a way past it that anyone might guess?"

      "For anyone that speaks ancient Elven, which idiots like you don't," Nyx said.

      "You don't either," Banok said.

      Cleo said, "I'm guessing even with that ability, it took them a few tries. Each failure cost them a life."

      "But they succeeded eventually, and the door stayed open when they were done," Banok said.

      "Onward, then. What we are searching for is supposed to be on the fourth level," Cleo said.

      "If they got that right. If the people who sent us were working off the same knowledge as those who came before, they obviously didn't have enough," Banok said.

      "Are they counting the surface of the island as a level?" Nyx asked.

      "Let's find out," Cleo said.

      The next floor was dominated by four pillars. Earth, water, fire, and air. Statues of living elementals entwined in each. More bodies were here, three skeletons in the same black robes as they'd seen above.

      Unlike previously, there was no way farther downwards.

      "I guess the free ride is over," Cleo said.

      Apart from the statues, the only notable thing was a mosaic along one wall showing a tree reaching towards the heavens.

      "I can blast a hole in the floor," Nyx said.

      "I wouldn't chance it," Banok said.

      "Any of this making sense to you? Cleo asked him.

      It was, more than Banok liked. There was strong elemental magic running through all the pillars. While elemental magic wasn't Banok's specialty, it was magic he was familiar with, a staple of the Druids. So too was the symbol on the wall.

      "This was made by druids. I'm almost certain."

      "That makes sense," Cleo said.

      "Does it?"

      "The first floor was animated metal. We didn't see the challenge, but I'm guessing that it was Dwarven," Cleo said.

      "And the second was Elven," Banok said.

      "Probably not ancient Elven, at the time. And now magic that is distinctly human," Cleo said.

      Banok said, "This entire place was meant to require cooperation. The coming together of the magics of several different disciplines, level by level."

      "So, are you actually smart enough to solve the simplest one meant for you?" Nyx asked.

      It was a good question. It was a very good question.

      Elemental magic. The mages that had entered this chamber probably tried to access it, manipulate it. They'd died for their efforts.

      Why elemental magic? Druids might excel at it, but of all the magics they practiced that one was by no means exclusive to them. Sorcerers were also able to manipulate the elements. It powered much of their magic.

      And those mages probably were sorcerers.

      It was a trap, misdirection. The statues were meant to make one think the challenge was elemental, but it wasn't.

      The tree on the wall. There was no lifeforce. Whatever life had been here had long since drained away—but there, in the stone. Spores, long dead, and not something he'd sensed anywhere else. Tiny enough to only be detected if you were looking for them.

      Drawing from his well, Banok let a trickle of power into them. This drained more energy than it should have, given they were technically dead. It required a deft touch, but Banok had once been a Tender.

      The spores sprouted into vines, wrapping up and forming the outline of the tree. With a bright flash of green the stone parted to reveal another sloping pathway downwards.
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      Banok led the way through, the walls outlined in tendrils of green light.

      It was a full hour this time, winding spirals leading them deeper and deeper into the planet's core. When they finally reached the end it was into a well-lit chamber.

      This one was smaller than any of the others, white stone everywhere and a raised platform in the center holding a massive sarcophagus. The lid was a frieze of a young armored woman in repose, hands clasped around the hilt of a sword.

      "Do you see what I see?" Cleo asked.

      "Arya of Delore," Banok said.

      "Who?" Nyx asked, zooming around the sarcophagus at high speed.

      "She was key to stopping the Lady of the Void long ago. Might have been High Queen, had she survived," Cleo said.

      "Oh, nobles. Nobles are boring. I mean, not you, but mostly," Nyx said, as she continued to explore the sarcophagus.

      "She wasn't a noble, not exactly."

      "A farmer turned soldier. In the wrong spot at the right time, or the contrary," Banok said.

      "You know what it means?" Cleo asked.

      "It means I was right and we should never have come here," Banok said.

      It was hard to even think with the magical buzz coming from the sarcophagus. What could be faintly sensed before was overpowering here. Power whispering ... calling.

      "When did he get to be such a wimp?" Nyx asked.

      "He has his reasons. If it is here, we can't leave it," Cleo said.

      "If what is here?" Nyx asked.

      Cleo said reverently, "The Amulet of Dawn. It has once been the Amulet of Dusk when worn by one of the Nightborn, the greatest generals of the Lady of the Void. It was picked up by Arya on a battlefield, then purified by her noble spirit and the greatest mages of the age."

      It was more power than anyone with any sense would want to be near.

      Banok said, "This has all been wrong, Cleo. A path cleared for us straight to the one puzzle I was capable of solving. Me, being one of the few exiled druids out in the universe."

      "You're right. You were meant to open that door, and this chamber was probably meant to kill us, if we don't simply run without disturbing anything more. We were never the second choice at all, not really. The whole thing was set up to make me curious and get you here," Cleo said, as she walked around the sarcophagus, trailing her fingers on the surface.

      "You two can be a little full of yourselves," Nyx said indignantly. "Maybe it is all actually about me, somehow."

      "I don't like being played," Banok said.

      "We'll make them regret it. This cover has indentations, keyholes, I think," Cleo said.

      "Something you could pick?" Banok asked.

      "Probably, but if we get the wrong one, we set off whatever fatal traps are no doubt filling this room."

      "Now you want to open this thing up? Here?" Nyx asked.

      "Whoever sent us here knew exactly when we'd arrive, since they gave us the time. They'll be along eventually. I want nothing to do with what may be inside this thing, but I don't want them to have it either—and I hate being used," Banok said.

      "We've equipment on the Catspaw to image the inside of locks. We might be able to figure out the correct mechanism to activate," Cleo said.

      "That will take time," Banok said. Unfortunately, his magic wasn't helping him. Some of the defenses likely were magical, given all the others had been, but the power coming off the sarcophagus was blinding him to everything else.

      "We don't need it. People spend so much money on the fancy locks and forget what actually holds a door shut. Two seals, Elven watersteel. Ten minutes with a torch and I can get you through both," Nyx said, moving to land lightly atop the sarcophagus.

      "That can't work, can it?" Cleo asked.

      "You know the arses that build things like this. Overthink the big things and miss the little," Banok said.

      "Even if traps aren't rigged to the seals, surely there would be one for lifting the lid?" Cleo asked.

      "You stand outside the room. Nyx cuts the seals and gets out. I lift the lid, get what we need, throw it out and you two move, fast as you can. I'll be behind you if I'm able," Banok said.

      "I'm tougher than you are," Nyx said.

      "But not as strong. How much does that lid weigh? I can get it off there, you can't. I might not be as durable, but I heal better and I'll have my wards up," Banok said.

      "We do it, I'm not leaving you," Cleo said.

      "You will. You said you'd listen to me about when it's time to cut and run. If it's in there, the amulet? When you have it hand? It is time. I don't make it out, you get it to the Druid Council. They might be pansy-ass wimps, but they know a lot," Banok said.

      Cleo nodded. "Fine. Nyx, do it."

      Nyx engaged her plasma torch and flew in. Banok suspected that her technology was more than just technology. To do the things Nyx did with weapons so small just wouldn't make sense with any standard power source. They were feeding off her fairy magic in some way.

      Cleo stepped out of the room, waiting at the foot of the passage.

      Sparks flew as the plasma torch began to cut into the sarcophagus.

      Banok drew his lifeforce from within. This was a major drain, but if ever there was a time it was now. Defense wards rippling into place around him, accelerated healing powered by lifeforce pulsing through his veins.

      Despite all the caution nothing happened as Nyx cut. When she was done the room was quiet and still.

      "Get out," Banok said.

      Nyx flew near and kicked him in the shoulder, "Don't die, idiot." She went off to join Cleo just outside the room.

      Banok waited a moment to take a deep breath, fingers curling beneath the lid of the sarcophagus. Then with a lifeforce-enhanced surge to his muscles he lifted it up and flung it against the far wall.

      Arya wasn't a skeleton. That was unexpected. The woman was in the same posture as depicted on the lid, and while he detected no hint of lifeforce, she was perfectly preserved. Pretty, blonde, smaller than one would expect for a woman renowned to be such a great warrior. And there upon her neck, a golden band that radiated magical power.

      Banok gasped as his wards were broken. Spears flew—whether they had been hidden in the walls or magically conjured he didn't know—and he was now impaled by three of them. Enchanted spearheads.

      They should have killed him instantly, and would have if not for the healing that he'd already set in place. It was keeping tissue working even with a punctured heart that no longer pumped, kept him moving with lungs quickly filling with blood.

      Banok grunted, blood frothing from his mouth as he reached down to grab the amulet and tear it from Arya's neck.

      The rush was dizzying, intoxicating. It was power, but it was so much more than that. There was something seductive to the touch of that energy, like a brush of silk against the skin or a whisper of a lover in one's ear.

      So much power. Banok didn't so much draw on it purposely—he was unable to resist it anyway, waves cascading in. Refilling his well with lifeforce to spare.

      It was tempting to hold onto the amulet. To keep it and never let it go.

      Straining against a spear he managed to pull his arm back and fling it in Cleo's direction. With a nimble maneuver she grabbed it, giving him a long look before turning and running.

      Cleo knew how to keep to a plan.

      With boosted strength Banok shifted, snapping the spears as he moved. It left fragments inside him, but he was already mending his flesh, forcing the shards out. Arya was splattered with blood—his. Even in this moment he felt a little guilty about that, but nothing was to be done.

      Banok limped towards the door, moving into a sprint halfway as torn muscles reknit themselves.

      Healing this quick wouldn't have normally been possible for him. Even a brief touch of the amulet had made so much possible.

      Almost to the doorway another spear caught him in the back, this time passing right through him and out his chest. A spray of blood and viscera erupting into the hall.

      This grievous wound healing almost as soon as it was suffered, Banok hurried onward, putting some distance between himself and the chamber. Past the door no more spears followed him, and he was clear of whatever defenses had been triggered.

      The floor rocked beneath his feet. There was no time to waste. With the amulet gone something was happening to this place. He fled.
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      Banok ran as the ground trembled, the magical light in the halls flickering. Cleo and Nyx were gone, both were faster than him and with a head start. At least with the bountiful lifeforce flowing through his system endurance was no issue. His legs felt like they could run forever.

      Up ahead in the distance he heard gunshots. When he finally reached the chamber of the elements there was still no sign of Cleo or Nyx, but indications of recent combat. The three robed corpses on the floor had moved. The robe of one was still smoldering. The skeletons were shifting and stirring, a thin layer of flesh growing on the bones.

      Necromancy. It was said that in the Fade the dead didn't always stay dead. Given what they'd seen when they'd arrived Banok had assumed that to be just rumor. Instead, it must have been the amulet, while it was still attached to Arya, its powers shielding this place from some of the effects of the Fade. With that connection broken, things were quickly changing.

      If these corpses were animate it meant the ones in the next level would be as well, and they were more plentiful and better armored.

      Banok headed for the stairs, hoping that his boosted endurance meant he was catching up with the others.

      More gunshots from ahead, louder.

      Banok could sense it now. The magic, undeath. The stairs ended just ahead.

      The room of the golden statues. Cleo and Nyx were backed into a corner, a wave of bodies blocking them from the steps leading further up. Nyx was using her torch as a flamethrower, billowing blue flame holding the undead back. Cleo snapped off a shot at one of the undead, but it caught on the armor, the magical round deflecting away.

      These undead were already looking more filled-in than the ones below. The more time that had passed, the more the Fade affected them, and the stronger they were becoming.

      Banok channeled lifeforce into a bolt of flame, cradling into his palm for an instant before hurling it into the back of one of the undead soldiers.

      It melted through the armor, finding the flesh beneath. Undead didn't like fire of any sort, and magical fire was especially potent. It screamed, blue flame erupting from the rents in its armor before it collapsed flailing to the ground.

      Banok readied his staff and landed a spinning blow to the head of one of the undead that came surging towards him.

      "About time you got here. We thought you'd decided to take one of your stupid little naps," Nyx said.

      "I'm almost out of those bullets," Cleo said.

      They'd been well spent, but even with these and the bolt of fire Banok had thrown there were still five undead on their feet. Positioning themselves with seeming intelligence, keeping the passage upward blocked.

      Time was working to the undead's advantage. The longer this fight went on, the stronger they'd become. Banok knew that between healing himself from several life-threatening spear wounds, summoning enhanced strength and a lot of endurance, and conjuring that fire dart, even the surge of energy the amulet had given him must start to run out.

      Getting the amulet back from Cleo would give him the power to win this fight, but he was reluctant. Magic was never free, and power like that could quickly become addictive.

      Banok gave a surge of power to his muscles and with a lunging sweep of his staff he caught the knees of one of the undead from behind, sending it crashing hard to the stone floor.

      Nyx flew in, pouring her flamethrower over the fallen figure. It might not be magical fire, but it was good enough. Rattling howls came from the undead.

      "I'm going to open you a way. Get through and then get them off me," Banok said.

      "Will do," Cleo said.

      Banok spun his staff around him as he approached the stairs. The last surges of the lifeforce from the amulet were enhancing his strength and flowing into his staff to boost its properties.

      He fell upon the undead blocking the path, and they in turn fell upon him. Whatever intelligence was animating these things, they made no attempts to use the weapons they'd died with, and instead they were attempting to tear him apart with their bare hands. Given their strength, it was possible.

      It wasn't a fight that favored Banok. Where his staff met undead flesh he could hurt them, but most of the bodies were still covered in armor. Of course, his strength was a help, but they were strong as well. In a battle of attrition the undead would win. There were more of them and their individual tolerance for punishment was higher.

      But winning wasn't Banok's goal—it was just to get them on the ground. When an opportunity came to sweep the legs he took it, even if it meant taking a hit himself.

      After a rapid flurry of exchanged blows he was fairly sure they'd broken two of his ribs, his left arm, and given him a minor concussion. The arm was the only one he rushed lifeforce to fix right now. Lose hold of his staff and he would be dead.

      A solid blow to his head sent Banok crashing to the floor. At least the low angle allowed him to drive the staff hard at one of the last undead still standing, up through a rent in armor, resulting in a brilliant green flare of light as it found flesh. It went down.

      Cleo took off at a run, leaping over him. Nyx flew along behind her, bursts of her flame thrower catching Banok as well as the undead.

      Robes aflame he rolled to put them out, the undead arms grasping for him.

      Cleo knelt a safe distance away, using the stance to steady her shots as she fired off the few remaining rounds she had. Each shot found their mark, striking the grasping hands and keeping them away from Banok.

      With a final surge of strength he wedged his staff against one of the undead, using it as a brace as he lifted himself to his feet. Not to waste that last surge he drove the staff down into the helmeted skull, shattering the visor and engulfing the head in green flame.

      Then he was beyond them, limping, the world already starting to become a blur. This had all been a bit much and those reserves were finally gone.

      Cleo was there, one arm slipping around his waist and helping to support him as they made their way forward.

      Nothing else intercepted them on their way back to the surface, although the trembles were growing worse.

      As they left the tomb the ocean was showing tall waves, the roar almost deafening as they crashed against the shore. The island was smaller than when they arrived, one of the shuttles already gone. Swept out to sea.

      Cleo helped him up the hatch and sealed it as soon as they were aboard, Nyx zipping past to the cockpit. Waves buffeted the shuttle, almost toppling it over as Nyx engaged the engines and they lifted from the surface.

      "Another close one," Banok wheezed, the words hard to get out as a spasm of violent coughing overtook him.

      "You don't look good, Banok. You need this thing?" Cleo said, dangling the amulet in her gloved hand.

      He wanted it. Oh how he wanted it. If it were death or taking another dose of the amulet's power, he'd choose life, but he didn't think he was there. Not yet.

      "Once we get clear of the Fade I'll sleep," Banok said with a grunt. "Get us to the Druid Council."

      "You sure that's the right play? They don't like you. There is my family instead? Or the Elves?" Cleo asked.

      "You don't want that trouble coming to your family’s door. And if the Druids are wimps, Elves are wimps with massive sticks up their asses," Banok said, struggling to stay awake as a wave of dizziness overcame him.

      "I don't trust either of them. I trust you," Cleo said.

      It was flattering. Banok could also agree—he didn't trust the Druids, not really. If it came to trusting someone to do what was necessary he'd trust Cleo over the whole Order. But it wasn't just about the willingness to make the hard choices, it was a matter of knowledge and power.

      For all that Cleo seemed to know everything, she really didn't. The Druids had been involved in sealing the amulet away before, and that meant they'd known why it had to be done. They'd know what to do again.

      "Druids," Banok said, as the world spun again. This time he couldn't fight it anymore, sleep overcoming him.
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      "Wake up, wake up, WAKE UP," Nyx said, kicking violently at one of Banok's ears.

      Given how his head was ringing she must have been at it for awhile. Again, not enough time for sleep. Although his wounds had healed, so a few days must have passed.

      No, wait, the ringing wasn't in his head at all. The shipboard alarms were wailing.

      The surrounding lifeforce readings came pouring into him. If they were in orbit around Ellesadril he should feel the Grove even from orbit, but there was nothing.

      "I'm awake, you crazy fairy," Banok said, massaging his head, "Why aren't we where we're supposed to be?"

      Nyx abandoned her kicking, taking to the air with her wings twitching in agitation.

      "Cleo got one of her feelings. Thought they'd be looking for us heading that way. Brought us to Rockholm first. Figured those jerks who attacked you were probably on the good guy's side and might still be here," Nyx said.

      In retrospect they probably were. They'd tried to stop them from ever getting to the tomb, from disarming the last of the defenses.

      "And?" Banok asked.

      "Long story really, really, quick. Rockholm got invaded, lots of people are dead, we're shot to pieces and the whole asteroid is about to fall into the sun, okay?" Nyx said.

      That was a lot. That was really a lot.

      "I need to stop going to sleep," Banok said.

      Nyx flew in to kick him in the ear again, hard. "I always say that! I keep saying that! I can fix the ship, but Cleo is out there hurt and the bad guys have the amulet, and I can't do it all alone."

      Cleo was out there hurt.

      Banok tapped his well. The disorientation and the aches of his body faded, the last remnants of the wounds disappearing.

      That alone was a week of future life, and it sounded like he might be burning a lot more if things were as bad as Nyx said.

      "Can we fly?" Banok asked.

      "They fired salvos at the docks. Half the hangar kind of collapsed and the other half sort of exploded. We were in the exploding half," Nyx said.

      "Can we fly?" Banok repeated, louder.

      "No, but if I stop having to explain everything to you I can get us there. Half an hour. And it's only about thirty-three minutes until we pass the point of no return for falling into the sun," Nyx said.

      That wasn't much time.

      "Where is Cleo?" Banok asked.

      "She was in the Galleria when the shooting started," Nyx said.

      Every moment he delayed Nyx was a moment she wasn't working on getting the ship ready to fly.

      "That's all I need to know," Banok said, getting out of bed. His armor and robes were mended and he quickly slipped into both and grabbed his staff.

      It was foolish to just charge in without any idea who was attacking Rockholm. He could ask Nyx, but she had been aboard the ship the whole time, and again he needed to not distract her further.

      Banok hit his comm. Calla hated using them, but that didn't mean she didn't have one. If anyone would still be alive it would be the immortal.

      "Banok, about time you woke up," Calla answered.

      Banok made his way to the airlock and, boosting his lungs just in case, opened the outer hatch. It was good he did. There was still atmosphere, they hadn't vented to space, but the air was incredibly toxic from the burning fuel. Billowing clouds of black smoke obscured everything.

      Another week of his life burned away to keep his lungs working as he made his way through the thick smoke.

      "Calla? You want a life off this rock, we're offering. You'll need to get to the docks. I'm going after Cleo. You know what I'm walking into?" Banok asked.

      "Orcs. And no, I'm drained, I can't move. The falling into the sun is my doing. I've got the amulet, I can't let them have it," Calla said.

      Banok broke through the smoke. Bodies. Lots of bodies. Blood smeared the floor, the walls. People had died, and died violently.

      Why did Calla have the amulet? Because Banok trusted her, of course, and when Banok was unconscious and out of commission, and the Druid Council wasn't an option, Cleo must have done the best she could, giving it to Calla.

      "I could get to you," Banok said.

      "Could. Could save me, claim this amulet. Wouldn't mind that, I've lived a very long time and I'm really not ready to die," Calla said.

      Calla's shop was in the old quarter, and that was almost on the other side of the asteroid from the Galleria. Half an hour, it wasn't enough time. Not to get to both her and Cleo.

      "Cleo is in the Galleria," Banok said. He knew how grim his tone was, and that Calla would understand.

      "Probably for the best, druid. For the best this thing burns. They won't have it from me, not while I still draw breath," Calla said.

      Orcs, she had said. Orcs were almost creatures of legend. Creations of the Lady of the Void, crude and brutish, and built purely for war. There were no signs of them here. These dead looked to have been running for the docks when they'd been gunned down from behind.

      If the Orcs hadn't boarded through the main docks, then where? It had to be the Galleria. They had small private docks there for the shops to restock. Once upon a time that had been ore processing and the refined product had been loaded there.

      Cleo had been at ground zero of this invasion, where the bulk of the enemy forces would have come through. It wasn't good news for her survival.

      "You can use the amulet. I did, in the tomb, and the power it offered helped me live when I would have died," Banok said.

      "Of course, I already tapped it. Tasted of it. How do you think the Orcs found us?" Calla said, her voice weary through the comm. "I am too powerful, druid, and too strong already. I tasted power I had not known for a thousand years and if I taste of it again I shall never give it up. Let me do the right thing."

      Banok expanded his senses as far as he could. There, red and black, like embers burning in the night. There was something odd, and strangely uniform about them.

      They were in groups, moving through the asteroid. They weren't evacuating even though they could. They must still be searching for the amulet.

      "I'm sorry," Banok said.

      "Don't be. I'm not entirely sure a fall into a star will kill me, druid. I may be reborn anew. I wouldn't mind a new beginning. Do what you need to do." With a click the line went dead.

      Abrupt. But then, not everyone wanted someone else by their side as they died.

      It was probably for the best Banok moved silently anyways.

      Avoiding the patrols took him time, but less than combat would have. It allowed him to reach the Galleria without a fight.

      The stone ceiling towered far overhead, the doors of shops carved into the rock and with brightly colored advertising above them.

      The slaughter had continued here, bodies were everywhere. At least those defending Rockholm had clearly scored some kills of their own. The dead Orcs were a bit taller than men and more much thickly built, with greenish skin. Lore said they'd barely been capable of using only crude weapons, but these were in advanced battle armor and wielded powerful-looking rifles.

      There, in one of the shops. Red and green in a familiar whirl, weak but not fading. Cleo was alive, but hurt.

      Banok kept low and made his way in that direction. Near the entrance to the shop two Orcs were kneeling beside a wounded comrade.

      Medics? Did they have medics now? Why not, if they had guns?

      It had already been twelve minutes, and he'd likely be carrying Cleo back.

      Banok didn't have time to wait for the Orcs to move on. He certainly didn't have time to figure out their combat capabilities. That meant going in with his best strike and hoping it would be enough.

      Stone was by far the strongest element here, and the easiest to reach out to and draw upon. Banok reached out with his lifeforce and drew it in, filling his hands with the power.

      This was a high-powered technique, one that with his ability level he should never really attempt. Drawing on his well like this, a year of his life would be lost, consumed by the power.

      Banok charged.

      The Orcs were fast, faster than one would think given their size. One shouted a warning and the other spun, a hand raised to defend himself. Banok's fist met the Orc's hand and from that point of impact stone blossomed, flowing down the Orc's body. It just had time to look surprised before the stone reached its face, forever preserving the expression. Well, at least for the next eighteen minutes.

      Banok was past him, ducking low as his fist slammed into the midsection of the second Orc. It fared no better than the first.

      The wounded Orc on the ground was already struggling to get up. He was leaking guts through tears in his armor. It looked like a Dwarven slug gun had gotten the better of him. No need for elemental magic, enhanced strength would do. Banok boosted his strength and plunged his hand through, grabbing a hold of the Orc's innards, twisting and squeezing before tearing his hand back out.

      The Orc died sputtering blood and Banok was already moving on.

      Cleo was buried beneath a stone column, pinning her in place. Moving the column and healing two broken ribs burned away another six months of Banok's life. It was just that kind of day.

      Cradling her unconscious form he ran for the Catspaw.
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      The Orc patrols had started to pull back. There wasn't time for them to find the amulet and survive, and they knew it. It displayed a level of intelligence and concern for their well-being that again didn't mesh with history.

      It made Banok's job easier at least, his route back to the Catspaw could be far more direct. He made it with minutes to spare, more of his life burning away to keep his and Cleo's lungs working as he once more had to go through the toxic smoke.

      As soon as the ship's hatch had closed behind him Banok hit the comms. "We're here, Nyx."

      "Took you long enough. Do you know we're still accelerating? Falling into the sun isn't enough, someone wants to do it faster," Nyx replied.

      Cleo coughed, long and ragged, rasping as her hands flailed in a panic at her chest.

      "You're okay. You're back on the ship," Banok said.

      "My chest ... Banok? You woke up. We need to get the amulet," Cleo said breathlessly, rushed and panicked.

      "A pillar fell on you. You were kind of crushed. I healed you, but your body isn't connected to the magic. It doesn't really accept it has been healed yet. It is expecting to die and is panicking," Banok said.

      Cleo's slipped unsteadily out of his arms. "Right. Not dying. It will figure it out then. Calla has the amulet, we need to get to her."

      "Calla is protecting it. Well, by flinging it and the asteroid into the sun to make sure the Orcs don't get it. I didn't have time to go after her and you," Banok said.

      "And you picked me," Cleo said with a laugh, almost pained. "Of course you did. Damn it, I really screwed up. You really screwed up. Let's go find out if we get to survive our wrong decisions."

      Cleo set off for the bridge, her usual grace in short supply. Her breath was still coming too fast, and the ship was jerking about violently, a motion that normally wouldn't faze her sending both her and Banok crashing into walls.

      The bridge was painfully bright when they made it there. The ship's view-screens filtered down the sun to a barely acceptable level. They were already closer than was safe.

      Rockholm was even closer, although the asteroid was receding into the distance behind them as it fell towards the star. They weren't the only vessel making a last-minute escape. A massive black battle-cruiser was also pulling away.

      "Status?" Cleo asked, as she stumbled towards a chair, belting herself in.

      Banok claimed his own seat beside her.

      "I got us out, but we got a tiny bit blown up first. I got our major systems working, for now, but we're falling apart and running on fumes. Oh, and that monster of a ship is shooting at us," Nyx said.

      That explained all the bouncing about the ship was doing. It did again, Nyx hitting the lateral jets to dodge a spray of glowing rounds.

      "They're big, slow," Cleo said.

      "And not falling to pieces like us. We can keep out of their fire-pattern until the next thing breaks, but something else will break," Nyx said, wings flicking in agitation.

      "We need to put as much distance between us and the sun as possible," Banok said.

      "Don't offer advice when you don't know what you're talking about. It isn't a danger to us anymore. We've enough escape velocity from it now even if I lost engines," Nyx said.

      "Except that a major, magical artifact is about to hit that sun. We need distance," Banok said calmly.

      "Get us more distance," Cleo said.

      "I put more power into the engines, they'll break," Nyx said.

      "Then make sure we have a clear path in front of us when you do. We'll fix them later. If we survive," Cleo said.

      "Stupid magic," Nyx muttered as she flew around the controls.

      They began to pull away from the black ship, the Catspaw shaking so violently it seemed it might tear itself apart.

      Another stream of rounds erupted from the black ship, Nyx again avoiding the fire. That bit of extra strain on the Catspaw seemed to finally be too much. A last violent lurch, and the sound of metal tearing somewhere aboard the ship, and the trembles completely stopped. The engines were dead.

      "If we need a big maneuver now we're screwed," Nyx said, "I hope it was worth it."

      The tiny speck that was Rockholm vanished into the blinding light of the sun. From the site of impact a bloom erupted, a massive solar flare.

      "Woah," Cleo said.

      The yellow-tinted star was shifting color, blue spreading from the flare.

      "Stellar temperatures are rising," Nyx said, flying past Banok and kicking him in the ear.

      "What did I do?" Banok exclaimed.

      "It's magic, so it is all your fault," Nyx said with conviction.

      "You're the magical creature aboard."

      "Are we going to be okay?" Cleo asked.

      "How would I know?" Nyx grumbled. "I'm not doing anything here. Now it's just a race. I'm going to go look at the engines,"

      The fairy zipped off the bridge.

      The eruption from the sun had caught the Orc ship, consuming it.

      Cleo stared at the sight in silence. Her erratic breathing had started to slow back to something more normal. "If you'd retrieved the amulet, the Orcs would have caught up to us anyways."

      "You can think about it as me doing the smart thing, if it makes you feel better," Banok said.

      "I know you burn lifeforce out when you push yourself too hard. How much did you burn saving me?"

      Banok knew he should probably lie. It would make her feel better. He didn't like lying.

      "Years, I think. There isn't exactly an instruction manual for that sort of thing. On a Druid world it isn't a problem, not really. The Grove provides so much power that you can draw from that and you need never touch your personal well," Banok said.

      Cleo closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. "If we visit a Druid world can you get it back?"

      "It isn't quite like that. Druids near a grove don't even age, they're immortal more or less. But every time they leave the Grove? And they tap their well? It doesn't refill."

      "And living near one isn't an option for you," Cleo said, suddenly terse. "Your life, your choice. I know I should say more, but I need time to think."

      "I didn't expect anything from it but for you to keep on breathing," Banok said.

      Cleo straightened up and nodded. "Right. Next steps then. We need repairs."

      "We should go where I first said. The Druid Council needs to hear about what happened here, even if we no longer have the amulet to turn over to them."

      "There are reports of Orc ships cutting off the routes to Ellesadril. It is the reason I didn't go," Cleo said.

      The Druids didn't have a proper navy to defend the space around their world. In times past human empires had, but the Order's influence had faded much with time.

      "We break into places all the time, despite people wanting to keep us out of them. This is just more of the same," Banok said.

      Cleo gave a brief grin at that. "Fine. But we're going to need a ship in good repair to try it."

      That much was true. The Catspaw was a formidable ship, but not in her current state.

      Unfortunately, being as high-end as she was, it made repairing her something of a problem. Many systems weren't standard, requiring custom replacement parts, and even those that were standard a typical port wouldn't carry replacements. They needed a major shipyard.

      "Arginpor would be the closest," Banok said.

      "Remember that people were looking to stop us from going to that tomb. If they found us even in a backwater like Rockholm, how long and what kind of response do you think they'll hit us with at a major port?" Cleo asked.

      "We don't even have the amulet anymore."

      "Even if they believe that, I can't imagine they'll be happy about it. We're at our weakest right now and the last thing we need is a kick," Cleo said.

      "We've got friends out there," Banok said.

      Cleo let out a sigh. "None that wouldn't sell us out for the right price. No, we need the one place I know will be safe and put the Catspaw in the hands of the people that built her."

      "That mean what I think it means?"

      Cleo gave a smile that had no mirth in it. "I guess I move just that fast. Banok, it is time you met my family."
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      The next week was as uncomfortable a time as they'd ever spent on the Catspaw. It took two full days for Nyx to get the engines working again. By that point the backup power supplies were running dry and they were all living in the engine room and half-freezing, having cut the life-support everywhere else in the ship.

      Even after power was restored, things only got a little better. Most of the recycling systems were out of commission, and soon they were rationing water and the air was growing rank.

      That was how Banok got to first meet Cleo's family, not having showered in a week and wearing clothes that hadn't been laundered in almost as long.

      Her home world was pretty, showing blues and greens from orbit. When the Catspaw docked it was in the tallest tower in one of the coastal cities.

      When they made their way out of the ship Cleo was mobbed at once by a dozen men and women all around her age, all wearing fashionable clothing, and all having tails that were wagging furiously in a very not-cat-like manner.

      "Cleo!"

      "Welcome home!"

      "We missed you!"

      Banok almost laughed at how uncomfortable she looked, and he soon found himself being hugged.

      "Who is he?"

      "Doesn't smell like a boyfriend."

      "Hi!"

      More tried to hug Nyx. The fairy flapped her wings and gained some elevation to put herself out of reach.

      A far more dangerous-looking man was behind the pack. The sword at his hip hummed with magic, as did the pistol also worn at his belt. The spirit in him was a lot stronger than in any of the youths, stronger perhaps even than the one in Cleo.

      "Give her some space, everyone," the man said with a curt wave. "Welcome home, Cleo, truly. Did you bring trouble with you?"

      "Dad," Cleo said, with her strained smile not growing any more sincere as the hugging came to a halt and people reluctantly peeled themselves away. "Might have. Banok, Nyx, my father, Eoman Salias, King of the Sapphire Island and Ruler of the the Sands beyond. The Steel Wolf. Dad, Nyx is the fairy and Banok the druid. They're friends."

      Banok dipped his head, and Nyx did a sort of bob in the air that approximated a curtsy, hiding their surprise that Cleo was, in fact, royalty.

      The relationship between Druids and royalty had always been complicated. A druid owed their allegiance to no one but the Order itself, although the Order often worked for the betterment of all the worlds of humankind—which at time put them in the service of their rulers.

      Eoman for his part barely acknowledged them with a glance. "I'll see the guards are informed. Your mother expects you to join us for dinner, dress appropriately. Pups, follow." With that Eoman spun on his heel and walked away, the crowd that had so enthusiastically greeted Cleo following in his wake.

      It was only when they were done that Banok allowed himself to glance over at Cleo.

      "Huh," Banok said.

      "So why are you a cat and everybody else a dog? Is this some sleeping around, forbidden love thing? I bet it is a forbidden love thing, right?" Nyx said, as she buzzed around Cleo's head.

      "It is not a forbidden love thing. My father hosts the grey wolf spirit and mom the white wolf," Cleo said wearily, as she moved towards the door into the tower. "It's complicated. Come on, they'll probably set you up in the guest quarters next to mine."

      "I know you like your secrets, but we're here. Probably better you just tell us than Nyx goes ahead spinning her theories," Banok said.

      Cleo sighed. "We usually pick the spirits. When a child comes of age their family petitions and the spirits answer. As you can tell, we're canines. Wolves, dogs," Cleo said, as she led the way into a luxurious hall, navigating the halls with familiarity.

      "Kind of caught the completely obvious. Get to the good part," Nyx said.

      "Spirits can sometimes pick their hosts, the strong ones anyways. Claim someone to be their host regardless of what they or their family might be asking for. I got claimed. Not my fault and my family know it. They're tremendously loyal and supportive because, well, that is everything they're all about," Cleo said with another sigh, leading their way to a lift. A swipe of her palm and they were moving down several floors.

      "But they suddenly drove you crazy," Banok said.

      "Always did a little bit. Maybe that was why I got chosen the way I did. But yeah, I built my ship and I ran," Cleo said.

      The lift opened. The new floor looked rather recognizable. It was decorated very much in the style of the Catspaw.

      "My rooms are here to the right. Yours are to the left. They should be marked. I'm going to go get very, very clean. Banok, if I have to do dinner, you're doing it with me. Dress nice," Cleo said, before waving and vanishing off down the corridor.

      The left hall held a pair of doors. One marked with an image of a fairy, one with a tree.

      So far as Banok knew Cleo hadn't told her family what to expect. Any decorating must have been done between the time they disembarked from the Catspaw and when they got here.

      Inside his room, trees dominated the decor, one wall devoted to thriving ivy. Brown robes had been set out on the bed, formal Druid attire. A quick check showed them even to be his size.

      It was a little daunting. Banok had always known Cleo was rich, and even the revelation that she was royalty wasn't that surprising. Human space had a lot of worlds, and some had hundreds of rulers. Royalty wasn't nearly as rare as extreme wealth, and everything here said her family had both.

      A long hot shower and a lot of scrubbing, and soon Banok was getting dressed up. At least Druid formalwear wasn't uncomfortable. Given their once more combative roles it was loose and designed to fight in.

      When Cleo met him for dinner it was in a stunning back dress that left one of her shoulders bare, the other covered with a silver depiction of a jaguar on a prowl.

      "Nice," Banok said.

      "Cleaned up nice yourself."

      "There anything I need to lie about?" Banok asked.

      Cleo took his arm and gave him a wry smile. "They built my ship, Banok. My very well-meaning and controlling parents built my ship. By now I'm sure they've cracked the logs and know everything I've been up to since my last visit. We're thieves and killers, why hide it?"

      Why indeed.

      Dinner wound up far more intimate than Banok was expecting. While he wasn't really expecting a great hall, it wouldn't have surprised him. Instead it was just him, Cleo and her parents around a small table.

      Cleo's mother, Hela, had that same predatory posture as her father, and was just as well armed.

      They'd barely started appetizers before her father moved right onto business.

      "So, Orcs," Eoman said.

      "What he means to say is, thank you for saving our daughter," Hela said to Banok.

      "Yes, yes. You have the friendship of the pack. Orcs," Eoman said.

      "I barely saw them before a building fell on me," Cleo said.

      "I killed two. Big, strong, well-equipped. Smarter than the legends say," Banok said.

      "We will repair your ship, and see you resupplied, but you should try to be on your way quickly," Hela said.

      Cleo glanced between her parents. "It isn't like the two of you to be afraid. I thought with trouble chasing me I'd have a fight on my hands to leave."

      Eoman glanced over at Hela. "It isn't that we fear the trouble you've brought with you. Trouble is already here. We've lost three ships in the past week."

      Cleo paused, a bit of food halfway to her lips before she set it down. "That isn't enough for you to be acting like this."

      "The Queen of the White Mountain was assassinated yesterday. There have been whispers, others turning up dead," Hela said.

      "You sought a refuge here, but you haven't found one," Eoman said.

      "I'll help. I'm good at solving puzzles," Cleo said.

      "Not half as good at sniffing out spies as some of your cousins, and you know it. We know what you stumbled into. We didn't know to keep your arrival a secret, and now it is too late to make it one. You know how the pups talk," Eoman said.

      Cleo glanced down towards her plate, silent.

      Banok thought he understood her a little more in that moment. As eager as she was to run away from home, she was eager to come back to it too. It must have been nice for her to know that whatever dangers she found herself in, there was always some place safe with a family who would welcome her.

      "Pity the assassin stupid enough to come for us," Banok said.

      Cleo flashed him a smile, brief but sincere. "How long for my ship?"

      "I've crews working nonstop. They say it will take two days," Eoman said.

      Banok vowed to stick close to Cleo for that time. If they weren't safe here, it was important they watch out for each other.

      The rest of the meal passed more companionably. Banok counted twenty-three distinct types of meat. Wealth was nice.
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      Given their recent fights for their lives, it seemed strange to have some free time, but until the Catspaw was repaired that was exactly what they were doing.

      They found themselves having a picnic. The park was anything but open to the public. Located on top of the towers of the city, it was exclusive and small. Despite its size it had some truly massive trees, a waterfall, and even a small stream.

      Cleo was wearing a sundress, the polka dots in some ways mirroring her spots. Nyx had gone for a green dress, in sharp contrast to her mechanic's outfit or heavy armor. For Banok it was druid robes, not quite as casual as the others, but his closets were filled with nothing else. It was understandable. Druids that traveled on business tended to stick to the look.

      "This is nice," Banok said.

      "Too fake, I never liked it," Cleo said, grabbing the picket basket from Banok's hand and setting it down. Drawing out a checkered cloth, she spread it over the grass.

      It might be artificial, but that didn't mean it was fake. Banok could feel the faint pulse of lifeforce from the trees, the grass. There were even bugs, although not so many as that they might interfere with picnics. After so long aboard a starship it was nice to feel such things again.

      Cleo settled down on the rug and Banok joined her as Nyx buzzed around their heads.

      "I like it. I think there are bees! It has been a long time since I punched a bee," Nyx said cheerfully.

      "No flamethrower?" Banok asked.

      "You know how often I get to win a fistfight? Not very! But I can totally take a bee! I mean, it isn't fair, they don't even have fists, but those are the best kind of fights," Nyx said, before zipping off towards one of the nearby trees.

      Cleo squinted after her. "Should I be worried?"

      Banok leaned over to grab a bottle of wine from the basket. "For the bees, probably. How you doing? Last night looked like it shook you."

      "They were actually worried. It surprised me. It is rare for wolves to be cautious. I was supposed to be one of them, you know," Cleo said, bringing out several neatly wrapped sandwiches.

      "Figured, you said that usually you chose your spirit. Did you have one all picked out? Or did your parents?" Banok asked, popping the wine. Pulling out glasses, he poured them each some.

      "Parents. Velesparia, the black wolf. She's a strategist, a finisher who loves being the one who goes for the throat," Cleo said, and shook her head, lifting her wine and taking a large gulp.

      "That would have suited you," Banok said, taking a sip too. It was exquisite, of course it was exquisite.

      Cleo laughed and glanced down. "Kind of becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, you know. Ever since I was a little girl I was training to host her. Learning strategy, learning to do the hard things without flinching."

      Off in the distance Banok could see Nyx surrounded by swarming bees. She seemed to be winning.

      "I can't tell if you resent that or not," Banok said.

      Cleo shrugged. "I don't know either. It made me strong, has kept me alive. Hard to regret either of those. What about you? Did you always know you were going to be a druid?"

      "Hardly," Banok said, shaking his head. "Grew up on a dying colony. One of those worlds that shouldn't have been settled until another century of terraforming, but a bunch of idiot assholes thought they'd get an early start."

      "A Tender came visiting? You said you used to be one," Cleo said.

      "Yes, me and my friends thought we'd rob the fool of her ship. Didn't quite work out like we expected. I wound up with three broken ribs and a long flight back with her to see someone better at healing," Banok said with a chuckle.

      "Yet you stayed?" Cleo asked.

      "Oh, I was young and tough, and so full of myself. I'd never had my ass handed to me like that. Course I stayed, I wanted her to teach me everything she knew. Uma Torildor, I wound up apprenticing under her," Banok said, unwrapping a sandwich and taking a bite. All meat, not even any cheese.

      Cleo was about to say something but paused, angling her head to the side and an expression of worry flickering across her face. "Hear that?"

      Banok didn't hear a thing except for the faint sounds of the waterfall.

      "Whatever has you on edge, I'm not hearing it," Banok said.

      "The perimeter screen. It ... buzzes. Kind of annoying," Cleo said, still frowning. Cleo hit her comm, "Nyx, get back here."

      The park must have a defensive perimeter. It made sense considering the sort of people that used it. Whatever sounds it made were outside of Banok's range of hearing, but Cleo's senses were sharper than his because of the jaguar spirit.

      "I didn't bring any weapons," Banok said as he rose to his feet, extending his senses outward.

      Cleo reached into the picnic basket, pushing aside food and a bottom panel to pull out a pistol.

      Nyx rejoined them, flying a circuit around their heads, chased by a swarm of bees. "Little busy here, boss lady."

      "The security grid is down," Cleo said.

      There were groups of densely packed life signs, closing on the park.

      "Loaded shuttles approaching," Banok said.

      Nyx zoomed away from the bees, tapping furiously at the tiny comm on her wrist. "Maintenance channels down. Emergency channels down."

      "Got an emergency exit?" Banok asked.

      They'd been dropped off by shuttle, but their ride had already departed.

      "I always have an emergency exit. Servant entrance, built into the rocks around the waterfall," Cleo said, taking off at a run.

      Banok followed. Nyx and the bees pursuing her did the same.

      With a whirr a shuttle touched down in a clearing in the park, the hatch opening. At least it wasn't Orcs. Humans, though spirit-touched. Their eyes pools of black and exposed skin showing patchwork scales in shades of brown and green. They were dressed in light armor and carrying rifles.

      Cleo glanced back and cursed. They reached the waterfall and her hands explored the rocks, flipping aside a panel and flicking the switch beneath.

      "Take it they're not friends?" Banok asked.

      "Serpents. They don't get along with anyone, but coming after me risks a war. Their guns fire poison darts. Don't get hit," Cleo said.

      A second shuttle landed, more of the serpents disembarking.

      A woman with brilliant green and yellow scales and cascading black hair stepped forward. Unlike the others she was holding no weapon. She was almost heartbreakingly beautiful, and radiated danger.

      "We just want the druid, Princess. You and your other companion will be free to go once we have him," the woman said.

      The spirit in her was strong.

      "I didn't know the jade viper had a new host," Cleo said.

      "You've been away from home. I'm Deana, and you don't need to die," Deana said.

      The serpents behind Deana aimed their rifles.

      Cleo hit the switch again, nothing happened.

      Cleo aimed her pistol at Deana's head, "You want another replacement? I don't let my people go."

      "And I don't let a target get away. I'm told he won't be harmed, not that I really care." Deana wore a broad smile which showed pointed fangs glistening ominously.

      "We don't have a way out," Banok said.

      "Smart man," Deana said.

      "Not happening, Banok. You don't get to sacrifice yourself twice in a row on my behalf," Cleo said.

      Banok wasn't considering it casually. Even if he drew on his well there were just too many of them. It was a mystery why they'd want him, but one he'd have to figure out later.

      "Idiots," Nyx muttered as she buzzed overhead. "South side. I'll catch you." Then without a further word the fairy charged the serpents. It couldn't quite be said that she was alone—the bees following in her wake.

      Cleo grabbed Banok's wrists and pulled him behind her as she took off at a run.

      Darts peppered the rocks behind them.

      "Bees!" Nyx shouted as she dove down behind Deana's spine. The serpent leader flailed as a swarm of buzzing insects surrounded her.

      "This isn't a good idea when they were jamming our frequencies," Banok said.

      "I only keep company with the best," Cleo said, breathless as she ran ahead of him. Ahead the park ended abruptly in sky, the edge of the building. Cleo didn't even slow as she reached the edge and leapt over.

      If she was going to die, it wasn't going to be alone. Banok followed her, stomach dropping as he began to fall.

      Seconds later he fell hard on top of Cleo, their descent abruptly stopped by the padded walls the Catspaw's airlock. Seconds later Nyx was plowing into his back. A good hundred bees were the next to pile on.
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      Taking the pain away from a dozen bee stings probably cost Banok another few days of life somewhere down the line. Judging from Cleo's expression every time she moved, it was a trade that was well worth it.

      As soon as they boarded the Catspaw, Cleo ordered them out of the system. Her parents wouldn't be happy, and the ship wasn't fully repaired or restocked, but she didn't want to bring any more trouble to her parents' door. Banok couldn't blame her for that.

      They'd gathered in the ship's salon where Cleo was already busy soothing her aches with whiskey.

      "So you have to have some idea why they'd want you?" Cleo asked.

      That was the question. Banok had been thinking it over, trying to figure that out.

      "The only thing I can think of is the amulet," Banok said.

      "It's destroyed. Even if they thought it wasn't, they'd know you haven't got it. Why go after you?"

      "I touched it, used it, however briefly. I'm the only person alive who has," Banok said.

      Cleo frowned at that, absently scratching at one of her stings before wincing. "Does that make a difference?"

      "Whoever wanted that amulet wanted access to the power connected to it. That power isn't destroyed, even if the amulet is. They might be hoping some channel still exists in me and they can pry it open."

      "So, we're back on to getting you to the Council," Cleo said, taking another swig of whiskey before slamming her glass down. Pulling a tablet from the far end of the bar, she tapped keys and brought up a holographic star chart.

      "The Azure Way is going to be the best-defended route there," Banok said.

      Cleo tapped away, highlighting the route. "A trade route with regular patrols from three different kingdoms. Normally I'd agree, but I did mention to you how Orc ships seemed to be trying to isolate them? I'm marking major sightings in red."

      Red blooms appeared on the map. A massive one cut through a section of the Azure Way.

      Cleo frowned and leaned back to study the map, "We could cut along the Weylon border, but that would bring us straight into the middle of a warzone."

      "I'd rather dodge warships not flown by Orcs," Banok said.

      "I'd rather not dodge any. Just how repaired are we?" Cleo asked Nyx.

      Nyx was sitting on the edge of a glass of water, feet dangling within as she leaned back.

      "Your people did a pretty good job. I mean not as good as I would have, but you know, not bad for people not me. We've got engines, we've got fuel, we've got life support," Nyx said.

      "Guns and defensive systems?" Cleo asked.

      "We aren't going to win a shootout against a warship," Banok said.

      "But we might win one against pirates. There are routes we could try that," Cleo said.

      "We have weapons, but they only replaced half our energy regulators. We can do a few shots, but then we'll need a long cooldown if we don't want to blow them," Nyx said.

      Cleo drummed her fingers on the table for a moment and then grinned. It was the grin she reserved for big trouble.
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      Soft spots allowed for rapid transit between stars. When and where they existed, they were largely considered public resources, and woe to those who didn't treat them as such.

      The Empire of Galnyx didn't share that opinion.

      A massive construct surrounded the soft spot, a heavy wire framework studded with weaponry that allowed access only through a single, long channel. Gates controlled entry, two on either end of the channel. One was always sealed, allowing the regulation of traffic.

      It had made what was once a popular trade route a far less used one, the fees for access through the lock being exorbitant.

      If one wanted to escape attention this wasn't the place to do it, but so far the Orcs had paid only scant attention to this route.

      That only meant so much. It hadn't been the Orcs really pursuing them. Clearly other forces were at work throughout space, eager to get a hold of them.

      Everyone gathered on the bridge.

      "You sure about this?" Banok asked.

      "No," Cleo said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. "My research on this one is years out of date—for a job that never wound up happening. I was confident then, but we've no way of knowing what might have changed."

      They were holding back, watching vessels traverse one at a time into the lock.

      "Cleo is almost as smart as I am. An idiot like you wouldn't understand," Nyx said. "Besides, this one totally depends on me and we all know how my plans always work out."

      "You just say that because you didn't get stung last time," Banok said.

      "If you'd spent your time productively punching bees instead of looking all wide-eyed at Cleo they'd have respected you too," Nyx said.

      "Oh, I could start punching something now," Banok said.

      Patrol cruisers criss-crossed before the lock, with merchant vessels waiting as the gate on this side began to close.

      Cleo tapped the display before her and a clock began ticking down.

      Nyx said, "Like you could hit me. Slow, slow, slow. I mean not just mentally, that goes without saying, but rather, slow in every single possible way."

      "Cleo ..." Banok said.

      "You two can have your boxing match later. We'll sell tickets," Cleo said, with her eyes never leaving the ticking clock.

      The gate had almost fully shut when she tapped controls again, triggering a program she'd already entered into the system.

      The Catspaw shook as the engines went from idle to full emergency power, maneuvering jets angled backward and firing as well to provide them just that tiny bit of extra thrust.

      The Catspaw was a fast ship normally. With the engines going like this it would have taken a dedicated racing craft to catch up to them. The patrol craft certainly weren't going to do so, and as the gun emplacements opened up their shots all went wide. Their calibration wasn't anticipating a ship moving this fast—it was outside of their parameters. So far, so good.

      They squeezed through the gate just before the gap narrowed impossibly behind them.

      In the channel a long row of merchant ships sat, waiting for the gate on the other side to open. The Catspaw squeezed past them at full speed, heading for the opposite gate.

      Now everything came down to if Cleo's years-old intelligence was still accurate. The most secure way to handle a lock like this would be to manually toggle the gates each way. According to what Cleo's research had turned up that wasn't how they did it.

      The gate sequence was automated. As soon as one end shut the opposite gate was keyed to begin to open. In the event of a security breach—which they now were—security sent a signal to stop automating the routine.

      Right now that frequency was being flooded with white noise from a transmitter that Nyx had rigged. If security procedures hadn't changed, they should reach the other side of the channel just as the opposite gate began to open.

      The merchant ships were a blur as they moved past them, the closed gate ahead growing larger as they advanced on it.

      The maneuvering jets fired, just a tiny bit of reverse thrust to slow their velocity. Again, this was all programmed ahead of time, the sheer precision of what was required outside of human hands.

      The gates cracked open. It seemed impossible they would be open enough by the time the Catspaw reached them.

      This was all Cleo though, her plan, and her hand on the controls ready to abort the program if needed. Cleo showed no sign of doing that, leaning forward with an intense look on her face.

      "No, no, no, no," Nyx shouted, hiding behind Banok.

      "Like that is going to help," Banok said.

      "Soft head like yours might as well be a crash cushion," Nyx said.

      They hit the gate. Literally. The hull screeched and the Catspaw shook as they hurtled through a millisecond too soon, scratching their hull. It didn't stop their progress though, they were through.

      Patrol ships on the other side were waiting. They opened fire.

      Nyx kicked Banok's ear as she flew back to her seat, taking over the controls.

      Side thrusters jerked them to the side, causing most of the shots to go wide although the Catspaw shook as a few hit home.

      Then they were through the defenders and empty space lay ahead of them. As they hit the soft spot and space grew slippery around them, forward thrust faded as they were suddenly underway to the next system.

      "Well, they didn't upgrade," Banok said.

      "Never see the need until someone makes a fool of you. They will now," Cleo said with a wry laugh.

      "I'm going to fix the damage someone just did," Nyx said in a huff as she flew off.
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      They were twelve hours away from Ellesadril when they passed the first hulks. The remains of two merchants and an escort that had been destroyed. It was a rare sight. Pirates would usually seize the ships themselves. They would often be more valuable than the cargo they carried.

      Those first hulks were just the start. By the time they were drawing close to Ellesadril they had passed over seventy.

      After entering the system they hung back. The long-range sensors on the Catspaw were exceptional, allowing them to see warships that hadn't yet seen them.

      Ellesadril was under attack.

      "One hundred and twelve," Cleo said, sounding sick.

      That was the number of Orc warships orbiting Ellesadril. Red bolts of energy were cascading from the Orc vessels, striking a shimmer green shield of energy that enveloped the entire planet.

      "You're sure they can't see us?" Banok asked.

      "If they could see us, they'd be shooting at us, dummy," Nyx said.

      They were all on the bridge, watching the battle play out.

      "I'd have put it otherwise, but she's right. We don't know anything about their sensors, but with their weapons firing that much they'll be half-blind. What is that shield technology?" Cleo asked.

      "Not technology. That is pure magic. I've never seen anything that large done, but I've never seen there to be the need. Almost every druid on the planet must be pulled into the ritual," Banok said.

      "Guess we came all this way for nothing. Should have counted on the dummy to have a bad idea," Nyx said.

      "Even if we had a way through that shield, I don't think we could make it past those ships. We're fast, but that is overwhelming," Cleo said.

      "If I give you a holofrequency do you think we can get it through?" Banok asked.

      "You came all this way to place a call? You couldn't have done that from—oh, I don't know, anywhere else?" Nyx asked.

      "Wasn't my first choice then and it isn't my first choice now, but I'll take the option that's still on the table," Banok said.

      "Well?" Cleo asked with a look over to Nyx.

      "I don't know! How would I know? Weapons fire, that shield thing. Magic is dumb. Dummy is dumb. We should have done this earlier," Nyx said, taking to the air so she could give Banok's ear a resounding kick, swooping out of the way as he swatted at her.

      "Just try, Nyx," Cleo said.

      Banok gave Nyx the codes and she buzzed around, muttering all the while.

      The channel was one rarely used. Any druid who traveled off-world served as something of an ambassador of the Order. People would seek them out with trouble, intelligence, things that might prove very important. For critical matters that couldn't wait, this channel existed, and Banok hoped that even in the current crisis someone would be monitoring it.

      It took half an hour of fiddling before they got any sort of response. Half an hour of watching that constant, unceasing assault on the planet.

      The hologram shimmered into revealing an older, stern-faced man in dark green robes. Banok recognized him at once, although they'd never met.

      "High Druid," Banok said.

      This was Tor Vincal, High Druid of the Order for over five hundred years.

      Tor said without greeting, "There are traitors in the Order. This frequency is not secure and it will not take them long to discover your position. You are close?"

      "Can you do anything about us being tracked, Nyx?" Cleo asked.

      "We're shouting in the dark. No!" Nyx said.

      "We're in the system," Banok said.

      Tor let out a relieved breath. "Then there is still a chance. I ask you, Banok Kildar, guilty of vampirism, outcast of the Order, petty criminal and killer—is it true you found the amulet?"

      "You're better informed than I thought you would be," Banok said.

      "A druid kicks a hornet's nest and you think I wouldn't know about it?"

      "Always thought most of you were a bunch of hapless idiots, really," Banok said.

      "You're wasting time," Cleo said.

      Tor said, "I agree. You were wrong, but it hardly matters now. They are attempting to destroy our power. They must not be allowed to do so. I am going to need you to get within two thousand kilometers of the Grove."

      "You mean to transfer it," Banok said flatly.

      "You would be far from my first choice, but the shield will not hold indefinitely. We are drawing more than the Grove can provide and are already exhausting our reserves," Tor said.

      If the druids on the planet were tapping into their wells, they wouldn't have long. They were burning up their lives quickly. Eventually they would have nothing more to give.

      "There must be another way. This problem needs the Order," Banok said.

      "Of course it needs the Order. That is why they are here. That is why they are killing us. The blame is mine for not seeing this eventuality and being prepared, but you offer a way to steal total victory from them," Tor said.

      Cleo said, "It doesn't matter, Banok. We can't do it. There are too many ships. What I said stands. We can't get close enough."

      Tor's hologram turned towards her, staring for a moment before giving a nod. "We'll protect you."

      "Shielding our ship at a distance? How many lives will you burn up for that?" Banok asked.

      "Does it matter?" Tor asked.

      Of course, it didn't. Tor wouldn't be turning over his power unless he thought himself soon to die. That shield wouldn't hold.

      "If we succeed, what then?" Banok asked.

      "I've no answers for you, boy. I failed to see this. With my power you will see more, know more, be capable of more. Use that. Use it to rebuild the Order. Use it to stop whatever this is."

      "I can figure out what is going on, Banok. You get the power to punch back, I'll find you the place to punch," Cleo said.

      "We're on the way. You should have served them better," Banok told Tor.

      "There we agree," Tor said, and the hologram vanished.

      Banok pulled up a display of the planet, tapping to mark the location of the Grove.

      Nyx magnified the orbital section overhead. It was where the Orc vessels were the most concentrated.

      "Banok ... if they can't do what they say they can, this is suicide," Cleo said.

      "Magic is unreliable. Stupid. So stupid, we shouldn't trust it," Nyx said.

      "They're going to die down there. They and I have had our differences, and I had no problem leaving them behind, but ... if something can be salvaged from this tragedy it should be," Banok said.

      "Is whatever power he is offering really worth it?" Cleo asked.

      Banok shrugged. "Someone sent a fleet of ships just for the purpose of wiping it out. They think so."

      "I don't like it," Cleo said with a frown. "But you want to take the chance, and I owe you my life more than once. We'll charge in. Are you sure—are you asking us to do that?"

      Nyx buzzed past Banok to kick his ear once more.

      Banok had to think. Was he?

      Whatever the Druids had once given him, the fate of the Order wasn't his responsibility. This ship was, and Cleo was. There was no guarantee of the Druids being able to protect this ship. Was it really worth risking their lives?

      "I am," Banok said after a long moment.

      "Plotting the course. Nyx, you've got the controls. Whatever they're doing to shield us, we don't want to trust it more than we have to," Cleo said.

      "Idiots everywhere. Once we get close enough, do we have to stay there?" Nyx asked.

      "No idea. Assume so," Banok said.

      The Catspaw began to move, rapidly closing the distance towards Ellesadril. It didn't go unnoticed. Although no ships moved from orbit they began to open fire. Nyx avoided the first few rounds. It was good that she did, it took some time for the field of green energy to envelop their ship.

      Banok had no idea what to expect. The planet grew larger as they closed the range. They didn't quite have to get as close as Tor thought.

      Pain, excruciating pain. Banok howled and thrashed in his chair as it suddenly felt as if he was on fire. Perhaps he was on fire. Across his flesh patterns of green fire burned and sizzled, forming the shape of vines which in turn were becoming runes and sigils.

      Banok's flesh was being marked with power, but it wasn't just his flesh. The same thing was in some indescribable fashion happening inside of him—the very core of his being becoming marked.

      This wasn't human magic. However much it might have been adapted over time, this was Elven. It didn't quite fit right with him, dizzying, overwhelming. This time when Banok passed out it had nothing to do with the druid sleep.
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      When Banok woke up it was to find himself lying naked on his bunk. Cleo was seated in a chair nearby and studying him thoughtfully.

      "Well, this is new," Banok said.

      "I wanted to see your marks. I like them, they're a lot like my spots," Cleo said.

      They were covering him. From head to toe there was now the intricate network of vine-formed runes. They didn't glow anymore. Instead they were colored in dark green as if put there by a particularly talented tattooist.

      It didn't hurt. The pain he felt when they were placed was gone.

      "I didn't even get the opportunity to say, show me yours, I'll show you mine," Banok grumbled as he sat up.

      Cleo lifted a shoulder, slipping out of the chair as she began taking off her clothes. Banok hadn't expected that, there were other things they needed to discuss really. Interrupting her was also about the last thing he was going to do in the world.

      Cleo really was fit, her body lean and muscular. Although she looked tan, it was now clear just how that coloration went everywhere, and the black spots were everywhere. They even crossed her breasts, one half-covering one of her nipples. Despite that catlike feature, the only fur she sported was on the tail that came from below her spine.

      Cleo spun around, letting him have a good look before she settled back into her chair.

      "Fair is fair," Cleo said with a grin.

      "Well, now that you've completely distracted me from my new artwork—what happened? Where are we?" Banok asked.

      "Running like hell with a small navy in pursuit. We keep outrunning individual ships, but new ones keep finding us."

      "And Ellesadril?" Banok asked.

      "The barrier protecting them failed as were halfway out of the system. They dropped nukes. They dropped a lot of nukes. I'm sorry."

      It wasn't a surprise. They'd thought they were doomed. That was why they'd transferred power—even to someone they disapproved of like Banok. Still, it was a blow.

      "Don't apologize, you didn't do it," Banok said.

      There were changes the power had brought with it. Banok's every sense was sharper, but none more so than his magical ones. Although he was always aware in a general sense of the spirit resident within Cleo, he could now feel the way the jaguar almost curled up inside of her flesh, and could identify the subtle ways it influenced her.

      "You like me," Banok said, a bit surprised by the revelation.

      Cleo arched a brow at him.

      Banok added, "You're turned on. I didn't know it before."

      "Did you think it was cold in here? Of course I'm ... no, this isn't the time," Cleo said.

      "You keep saying that. If not now, when is the time?"

      "Fine. You want to do it now, we do it now," Cleo said, settling back in her chair. "You're in love with me. Like, really in love, and not just hot for my admittedly amazing form. Dumb, idiotic, 'making all the wrong moves because you want to save me' love."

      "Right," Banok said. There was no point in denying the obvious.

      "I can't give you that back. The spirit inside of me? I'm not all the way human anymore. Some bits are jaguar, and she is strong, and smart—and fierce, but she doesn't love," Cleo said.

      She wasn't lying. That wasn't at all in doubt to Banok. Before he might have wondered, might have doubted. Now the connection between the spirit inhabiting Cleo, and Cleo herself, was more evident to him. Still, he wasn't sure she was entirely correct either. The spirit right now was stronger than Cleo was in many ways, but that relationship wasn't set in stone.

      "I'll take my chances," Banok said.

      "Nyx would be jealous," Cleo said.

      "You've got to be kidding me."

      "What? It is obvious she is crushing on you."

      "She's as big as my fist!"

      "Like size matters," Cleo said dismissively, and moved to hit a comm. "Nyx."

      Nyx answered, "Little busy here, boss lady. Another ship is looking for us, and I'm keeping us out of range. Hope we lose them this time. Dummy awake yet?"

      "Just woke up. We're having the talk. He's all hot for me, but I told him you'd be jealous," Cleo said.

      "You didn't," Nyx said, sounding aghast.

      "I'm naked. He's naked. We're all being super-honest and open right now."

      "You ... he ... you hussy!" Nyx exclaimed.

      "Told you. It's a problem," Cleo said to Banok.

      "I wanted to see her spots," Banok said.

      "Uh huh. Do you know what I have? Fairy sparkles," Nyx said.

      Cleo gave Banok a knowing look.

      "I'm not letting this pull our ship apart. Not when we need to be together more than ever. You want to start hopping in bed with me, it's a package deal. Nyx gets included," Cleo said.

      "What? I don't want to see that! I'm not some kind of pervert," Nyx said.

      "It doesn't have to be at the same time," Cleo said, starting to sound a little exasperated.

      Well, of all the ways that Banok thought this conversation might go it wasn't this way. He was getting sorry in a hurry that he had brought this whole thing up. Still, Cleo was willing. And Nyx? Somehow it had never occurred to him that all of her aggression was hiding affection. It probably should have. Just because he'd never thought about her that way didn't mean he wasn't intrigued.

      "I can't even imagine how that would work," Banok said.

      "Of course not. You're a dummy. You just like them big and with a tail. Do you know what I can do with a hydraulic piston? Do you?" Nyx asked, increasingly agitated.

      "Pretty sure I don't ... want to ..." Banok said.

      "Well, if you're too chicken to experiment I can figure out something else. I'm brilliant!" Nyx said.

      Cleo was looking amused now, the tip of her tail flicking as she leaned back in her chair with her arms folded.

      "Fine," Banok said.

      "Oh?" Cleo asked, "Fine what?"

      "Fine ... I accept the package deal. Cleo, Nyx, if either or both of you want to be my lovers, I'm offering," Banok said.

      "I dunno. A dummy like you is probably really, really bad in bed," Nyx said.

      "Nyx ..." Cleo said with a warning in her tone.

      "Fine. I guess since he's begging all pathetic-like. Now I'm going to go back to trying to keep us all alive," Nyx said, and the line cut off.

      Cleo rose to her feet and began slipping into her clothes.

      "After all that, this seems to be going in the wrong direction," Banok said.

      "Have you been in her workshop? She's building a drone bee swarm to follow her around now? I'm not going first. After you two finally have your fun we can have ours," Cleo said.

      Mechanical bees? There was no way that was going to end well.

      "Fine," Banok said.

      "Provided we live, of course. I promised we'd find you a place to punch, but that is going to require research. Right now I've got nothing. Anywhere you think we should go? We need to be doing?" Cleo asked.

      Banok could think of only one real answer, it wasn't one he liked.

      "This magic I just got is Elven, and ancient."

      "Aefin then," Cleo said, as she slipped her shirt back on, fingers working on the buttons. "If we can find it."

      The ancient home of the Elves, Aefin, was known to move about. Sometimes it would stay in orbit around a star for as much as a week before vanishing.

      Even most Elves seemed to have trouble finding their home world. It was only the most ancient that lived there.

      "You're the genius," Banok said.

      Cleo beamed at him. "You're poking fun, but you're right. I am. We've got connections out there I can tap. I'll find it. How does it feel? What was done to you, I mean. Do you ... actually have more power?"

      It was strange, but Banok didn't really know. Yes, his senses were certainly sharper, but there was a difference between that and the ability to generate effects.

      His lifeforce felt bountiful, and he wasn't drawing off his well. However, that wasn't a promise of more power.

      Banok tried something simple he could scale up, an elemental manifestation. Drawing air about him he brought a breeze into the room. It wasn't much, but elemental manifestations had never been his strength. Even such a minor effect should be lightly tapping his well ... so far nothing.

      The breeze intensified, growing slowly into a strong wind that sent Cleo's hair rippling.

      "You make a good wind machine," Cleo said.

      Still nothing.

      Banok brandished his hand and a miniature twister manifested in his palm, swirling. Nothing.

      "I've got some punch when we need it. Find us those Elves," Banok said.
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      They needed information and supplies, and the Catspaw's crew was certain to have a price on their heads. It was risky, but Cleo thought a visit to Fogport was in order. Fogport was as disreputable a port as one would ever find. The entire planet was shrouded in a thick and heavy fog that confused both the eye and sensors.

      Under such a blanket Fogport had grown into a place where one could conduct any sort of business, arrange any tryst, cater to any vice, and not worry about any transaction records.

      For a time the planet had been anarchy, but like most anarchies it didn't last. These days docking berths came at a high premium in anonymous credit transfers, and violence against anyone with a valid and current permit was strongly and brutally discouraged by the Fog King.

      Although they were surely seen entering the system, once the Catspaw slipped within the layers of fog they might be anywhere on the planet.

      Cleo and Banok left the ship, closing the hatch behind them. They were both heavily armed for this excursion. There was no point taking chances.

      It was almost perfectly silent, although some details could be seen a hand-span away. Much after that everything became indistinct.

      Banok wasn't quite this limited. With his heightened senses he could see a little further, and the fog didn't seem to affect his life-sense, which meant even at a distance he could perceive where others gathered.

      "Ever been here?" Cleo asked, pulling a leather jacket tight around her.

      "Never," Banok said. "I hope you have some idea where we're going."

      "I guess you wouldn't. There isn't exactly any life here for a Tender," Cleo said.

      "More than you'd think. There are mosses out there, a lot of them. There is a cave system too with some real animal life," Banok said, after surveying the area more intently with his life-sense.

      "You really did get an upgrade," Cleo said, taking his hand and moving into the fog. "We're heading for a safe house used by the Dabo. Heard of them?"

      "Terrorists, aren't they? How do you know them?"

      "Got it in one. Young Elves. When the old ones go all ascended and leave their planets empty, lots of others move in. Dabo don't like that, they kind of revere the old ones and they get very murdery to get people off those lands. And uh, we've never met. We're kind of going in uninvited," Cleo said.

      "This is going to end well," Banok said.

      Cleo's spirit must have also helped her to navigate this fog. At regular intervals they passed ground-cars, drivers hawking their services loudly through the fog.

      They passed through the airlock of a small building. On the other side the fog ceased. The structure was a ramshackle one, built for locals and not visitors. Those here weren't protected by the Fog King's law, which meant everyone they passed in the lobby was heavily armed, and all gave them ample distance.

      They climbed three sets of rickety stairs. An Elven youth slouched near a heavy-looking door, a pair of Elven dueling swords on his hips.

      "Keep moving," the youth got out before Cleo slammed her knee into his groin, grabbing him by the neck went when he doubled over, and slamming his face into the door frame.

      "Get the door?" Cleo asked Banok.

      Maybe this would be fun after all.

      Banok boosted his strength and slammed his palm into the door. The frame splintered as the door burst open.

      There were six Elves inside. All young, four men and two women. They didn't look especially like terrorists at the moment. They were sprawled around a living room watching a display. It didn't take long for them to go for their guns. Banok gestured, conjuring a gust of air to drive them back while he advanced further into the room.

      Cleo followed, her pistol already out and pressed beneath the jaw of the Elf who had been guarding the door. He was bleeding heavily from his nose.

      "Despite what it looks like, we're not here for a fight," Cleo said.

      "I'm kind of here for a fight," Banok said.

      "We're totally here for a fight," said one of the women in a thick Elven accent, rising to her feet. "You're not robbers. Not with magic like that. I'm Elwa. Who are you and what do you want?"

      "They broke my nose," said the man Cleo held.

      "They're kind of more pathetic than I thought they'd be," Cleo said to Banok.

      Elwa moved, stooping to reach under one of the cushions, and Banok drove her back with another blast of air.

      "I use fire next time," Banok said. He added to Cleo, "People fighting for a cause are always wimps. It's the ones fighting for money you need to watch out for."

      "Guess so," Cleo said, shoving the Elf forward to stumble into the couch with the others. "We're looking for Aefin."

      "Even if we knew where Aefin was we'd never tell a bunch of eagalia desarna like you two," said one of the still seated Elves.

      Cleo shot him in the thigh, the youth howling as he clutched it. "I speak some Elven, asshole."

      "Was it a good insult at least?" Banok asked.

      "Nah, he called us grubs. It was pretty lame, but I was already getting sick of getting jerked around so shot him anyways," Cleo said

      Elwa raised a hand. "Stop threatening us—stop shooting us, and maybe we can come to some kind of understanding."

      "Or not," said the Elf with the broken nose, cradling it in both hands as he turned around and took a proper seat on the couch.

      "They're good in a fight. They're powerful. We can use them," Elwa said.

      "We are both those things. I know you just got a big arms shipment, it's how I found you. Yet I find you sitting here looking sad instead of shooting up perfectly innocent people. I'm guessing something is wrong," Cleo said.

      "I'm not actually our leader," Elwa said.

      "No crap. You're terrible. You don't care about your people, you had a sad sack on guard duty, and nobody inside armed," Cleo said.

      Elwa glared at Cleo. "Our leader is Vanwyn. She got taken along with our guns. She's an ancient, she'll know your Aefin location. Help us to get her back and maybe she'll be feeling grateful."

      "Better be. Get your weapons, kiddos, and lead the way. Even think of turning them on us and we finish you," Cleo said.
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      The warehouse was just adjacent to one of the docks. There were no guards outside, but then they would have been nearly useless in the fog. Inside was another matter, and Banok could detect almost a dozen life signs.

      The Elves were scattered behind them, all with blades in their hands.

      "What are we dealing with?" Cleo asked Banok.

      "Dwarves. The Elf is on the second floor, she's been wounded," Banok said.

      "The Haroka," Elwa said, slipping up behind them.

      "Oh good. More terrorists," Cleo said.

      "Least you won't feel guilty killing them," Banok said.

      "Wasn't planning on it," Cleo said.

      Banok led the way, using a bolt of air to explode the doors to the warehouse. With a magical shield conjured he led the charge as Elves and fog rolled in behind him.

      The Dwarves weren't sitting around unarmed. Three shotgun blasts caught the magical barrier, the green energy rippling.

      The Dwarves were dressed in heavy armor and equipped with powerful weaponry. Cases around the warehouse were opened, revealing the arms within.

      The Elves charged forward with their dueling swords, not waiting for Cleo and Banok to handle things. That was a rather severe mistake with shotguns, rifles, and even a flamethrower putting quick work to them.

      Cleo wasn't having any luck. However well she placed her shots the Dwarven armor was too heavy. Even a round that caught a helmet visor reflected off.

      They'd been sitting here waiting to be attacked, waiting for the Dabo to do something as foolish as they had ultimately done.

      Banok pulled on the power of the earth. Magic like this once would have drawn a year of his life, now he barely felt it. Reaching out to the Dwarve's armor he twisted with the elemental power.

      The Dwarven armor shattered, each suit suddenly became the equivalent of a shrapnel grenade with the wearer in the center of it. Suddenly naked Dwarves dropped to the ground, those still alive screaming in agony.

      Cleo knew what to do with the helpless and the wounded, silencing any still moving with quick shots to the head.

      "Nice trick," Cleo said, when the last was dead.

      "Shame about the Dabo," Banok said, looking at the corpses strewn around the floor.

      "Yeah, we're both shedding tears. These Dwarves weren't locals. Find the Elf and let’s get back to the ship before the Fog King hears about this."
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      Vanwyn had been tortured, but it was nothing that Banok couldn't fix. The Elven woman didn't look ancient, but rather young, although with silver hair. Flecks of the same silver in her irises were common to all the ancient Elves.

      When Vanwyn awoke it was to find Banok and Cleo sitting nearby and staring at her.

      Vanwyn sat up, her hands moving to ribs that until recently had been broken. Finding them healed she ran that silver-flecked gaze over the both of them. "Well, not Elves. At least neither of you are Dwarves. Grovekeeper, Spirit-touched."

      "We've got a fairy, she's sort of like an Elf. We can fetch her, if you'd like," Banok said.

      "I'll pass. You rescued me? Did my people send you?" Vanwyn asked.

      "We did, and they aided us. I'm sorry, they didn't make it," Cleo said.

      "Their wills were always stronger than their judgment. They were young, it is no loss," Vanwyn said, without a hint of sympathy.

      "I thought I was cold," Cleo said.

      "The ancient ones are all like this," Banok said.

      "Well," Cleo said, thinking it over. "I don't actually care. Aefin, we want to go. Tell us where to find it and we don't throw you out an airlock."

      Vanwyn turned an expressionless gaze on Cleo. "Threats. How disappointing and uninteresting. What is it you hope to find on Aefin?"

      Cleo glanced at Banok, who shrugged and said, "The power of the Druids is my power now. It is Elven, and I don't understand it."

      "And you think you'll find those answers on Aefin? Your power is Elven and ancient, and you will never understand it. Aefin will not cure your condition, but simply remind you of the futility of it," Vanwyn said.

      "Right, the airlock it is then," Cleo said cheerfully.

      Vanwyn raised her hand. "Further threats are unnecessary. Why don't you tell me what truly troubles you, for it is not that power you now wear so awkwardly."

      "Right, because a terrorist is our best source for ancient Elven wisdom," Cleo said wryly.

      "I was ancient before the human race existed. This lifetime is but one of thousands and the things I have been is more than your mind can comprehend. I owe you a debt for saving my life, one freely acknowledged. Tell me the answers you truly seek," Vanwyn said.

      Banok really hated the ancient Elves, but if he didn't think they could be useful he would have never gone ahead with the idea of finding Aefin. He explained everything, from finding the amulet to how he gained the powers of the Master Druid. Vanwyn listened mostly in silence apart from the occasional question for clarification. When he was done she sat there in silence for several minutes.

      "Well, this is awkward. I thought the other day was bad," Cleo said.

      "Not discussing that in front of the ancient Elf," Banok said.

      "Darkness stairs. I've had it happen multiple times in my life, and I've little eagerness to live through it once again. What do you intend to do?" Vanwyn asked.

      "We're not heroes, and if something threatens us we shoot it in the face. Whatever this is, it has come for us once. We're going to find its face," Cleo said.

      "What she said," Banok said.

      Vanwyn nodded. "Well then. You hold the power of a Grovemaster, that of one who long ago turned against my people. Power of that sort is never really destroyed, but it was tainted to such a degree an Elf could no longer bear it."

      "That isn't much help," Banok said.

      "I didn't say it would be. It is power. As you master it, you can create a Grove, and you can empower others. You can restore your Order to what it once was. You must not fall or the power can be seized by the one who kills you. The wisest thing to do would be to run far from this fight and sit it out. Deny your foe that which lives within you," Vanwyn said, with her gaze fixated upon Banok.

      "Hiding away didn't work for the last one who held this power. If it hadn't been for me going where I probably shouldn't, it would have been lost. No, we'll stick with the shooting in the face strategy," Banok said.

      Vanwyn nodded and the Elf gave the briefest and coldest of smiles. "Then I would ask to join your crew. I do owe you for saving my life and the Dabo ... well, perhaps it has all grown a little stale."

      "We still might be throwing you out an airlock unless you get useful real quick. But if not ..." Cleo said. "We don't really need anyone else."

      "You need to return to the site of the power of which you lost track. You must reclaim the amulet," Vanwyn said.

      "It fell into a sun. It's kind of gone," Banok said.

      "And you should know better. Power like that is not destroyed. Whoever your foe is, they will already be figuring out how to reclaim it, and you must do so first," Vanwyn said.

      Banok glanced over to Cleo. "That possible?"

      "There are probes to study stars. Layers of heat-resistant materials that can get close, but something that can go inside one and claim an object? No," Cleo said with a shake of her head. "There isn't anything like that."

      "Magic then," Banok said.

      "I have an idea, if you would care to hear it. If you allow me to join your crew," Vanwyn said.

      "Lady, again, we're not heroes. We're mostly thieves and killers, or whatever we're doing at the moment," Cleo said.

      "It matters not. I am without a place and I do not like it, and what you have ahead of you intrigues me. You will find me useful."

      "Fine," Cleo said, letting out a frustrated breath. "I suppose we don't have an Elf. Be useless and annoying, and you get the boot. On a planet, if you're lucky."

      Vanwyn tilted her head. "Then under your leaves I find shelter." Those silver-flecked eyes turned back to Banok, "You have no elemental familiar within you. Surely you can see how this lacking on your part might be useful?"

      An elemental familiar.

      Banok didn't, that much was true, but elementalism had never been his area of expertise. Those who did specialize in it often bonded themselves to an element, and that bond manifested itself in some kind of physical being, an entity, depicting the element.

      It was a lot like the spirit that inhabited Cleo. Every mountain, every flame, every wind had a spirit that could be bound. The larger, the more noteworthy, the more powerful and the more difficult the spirit who appeared might be, the harder they were to control.

      Banok could only think of one thing Vanwyn might be suggesting, and it was quite totally and completely mad.

      "You want me to try to bind to the spirit of a star? A now, magically super-powered star," Banok said.

      "You'll probably burn alive and take the rest of us with you," Vanwyn said calmly. "Any normal human sorcerer making such an effort would without question. You are the wielder of an ancient power, however, and it might be that is enough."

      Banok looked to Cleo. "Am I insane for even considering it?"

      Cleo massaged at her eyes. "I don't know, Banok. I'm the one who always has a plan, but we're outside of my experience. My gut says that we've come together with her for a reason though, because of just that. We're idiots if we don't listen."

      Vanwyn studied Cleo thoughtfully. "There is something to you, isn't there? This is not just about him. Are you lovers?"

      "Not yet," Banok said. There hadn't yet been a proper opportunity to get with Nyx, and until that happened nothing with Cleo was either. It was already frustrating.

      "Start as soon as you can," Vanwyn said. "You'll find it boosts the powers of the spirit, and heightens what it is capable of."

      "Will it do anything for fairies?" Cleo asked, curious.

      "A magical creature? Certainly. Whatever her area of expertise is will be amplified. Is he sleeping with everyone then? I wouldn't mind the amplification of my own abilities," Vanwyn said.

      "Well, this just went from weird to uncomfortable," Banok said.

      Cleo gave Banok a wry look. "Listen, I know you are kind of smitten and crazy in love with me. I get it. But do you mind? Seriously. Not even a little hot for the cold and snippity Elf?"

      "I'm a little hot for the cold and snippity Elf," Banok admitted.

      "Then you'll get it on too. But she's after Nyx and after me. We all get super-powered together. It's terrible strategy not to seize every advantage you can before you go into a big fight," Cleo said.

      "Fine. I'll somehow figure out how to bang the fairy, then I'll bang you, and I'll bang the Elf. I'll just bang every stray we pick up," Banok said.

      "Fantastic," Cleo said happily. "I'm so glad you're not weird about it. Vanwyn, we'll get you a room and a gun. I'll get us back to where you can do magical, strange stuff with a sun."

      The day just couldn't get any weirder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      "This is just stupidly big," Nyx said.

      The day had gotten a whole lot weirder.

      Cleo was off showing Vanwyn how to pilot the ship. It had opened up a hole in Nyx's schedule and she'd decided it was finally time to get the whole lovers thing out of the way.

      The result was that Banok was now naked in the bed with a fairy standing on top of him, staring at his manhood as if it were an engineering problem to be solved.

      "Thank you?" Banok said.

      Getting out of their clothes had seemed a natural first step. Apart from her tiny size Nyx really was a woman in every way, her chest actually large for her body. Almost despite himself Banok had found himself turned on, a state that was not helpful in the slightest given their immense differences in size.

      "It's not a compliment, dummy," Nyx said, giving his shaft a solid kick.

      "Don't do that!" Banok yelped.

      "Stupid, too-big human. This thing is totally impractical, you know. I mean, I am perfectly sized, but you giants are just boasting," Nyx said, delivering another kick.

      "This was clearly a mistake. I didn't know what I thought would happen," Banok said.

      "I'll figure it out. I'll build something, you'll see. This isn't a mistake and I'm way more fun than Cleo will ever be."

      Banok could do little more than stare down his body at the fairy. "Are you completely insane?"

      Nyx wrapped his arms around his length, her legs joining them a moment later so she was pressed up tightly against it. It was a strange feeling, the sensation of that tiny form and those breasts pushed against a vein.

      Banok took an unsteady breath. It felt odd, but not unpleasant.

      "See," Nyx said, with some satisfaction, "Just because you're stupidly oversized doesn't mean I can't figure something out. Just because you're a dummy doesn't mean I am."

      The fairies wings began to flutter, flapping furiously away in a manner that rocked the fairy in place and moved her up and down against him.

      It again was strange, and almost familiar. Definitely pleasant—for all that it was strange. Perhaps Nyx really would figure out some solution that might work for her, as this current arrangement was one-sided.

      Banok rested his head back into the pillow. "A little faster ... maybe."

      "By which you mean you're now really hot for my fairy body and you'd really like me to continue," Nyx said, as her wings began to move so fast they were almost a blur.

      "Something like that," Banok said, a little strained.

      "Uh-uh. Say it," Nyx said.

      Was the fairy jerking him off really getting this mouthy? In this case though she wasn't asking for anything but the truth.

      "I'm really hot for your fairy body and I'd really like you to go faster," Banok growled.

      Nyx did just that. It didn't take much longer. Nyx always looked a little smug, but Banok didn't think he'd ever seen her look quite so smug as she did afterward. Ship life was really going to get more complicated.
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      Banok didn't want to be there when Nyx woke up. There were also preparations he needed to make. Any magical ritual was more likely to be successful if you made the proper preparations.

      The ship had a magical library, although it wasn't a large one. While most of the shipboard records were digitized, storing magical knowledge electronically had risks that made paper a far safer medium.

      When Banok arrived he found Vanwyn was already there, the silver-haired Elf seated as she flipped through a heavy tome.

      "You finished up the tour?" Banok asked.

      "Hours ago. A good ship," Vanwyn said, slipping a bookmark into the pages and setting it aside. "Denwyn's "On Elementalism". You'll want to refresh your memory of it."

      "Or read it the first time," Banok said.

      Vanwyn stared at him for a long moment and said dryly, "Yes, or that. I can assist you. You'll need a summoning circle, to create the anchor points."

      Banok took a seat across from Vanwyn. Although he didn't really have any cause to trust Vanwyn just yet, the knowledge of an ancient Elf was deep and something he'd be foolish to turn away.

      "Elementalism was never my strength. I was a Tender for the Order," Banok said.

      "We call them Singers. Those who understand the harmony of life and can help it to find new growth. A noble pursuit, but not one useful for war," Vanwyn said.

      "I don't need reminding of that. Tell me about this ritual I'll need to do."

      "The bonding of an elemental familiar is much like the bonding of any spirit. It is coming to terms. A sorcerer vastly more powerful than the spirit they seek will be able to dominate it totally. The ritual has almost no risk for them, but ultimately the gain is minimal for them as well," Vanwyn said.

      "And how do you think my power levels will compare to the spirit I need to summon?"

      "A star spirit? One also infused with the power of the amulet? You are the holder of an ancient power, but I am not certain which is greater. I would say you might go into negotiations with anywhere from a moderate advantage to a great disadvantage."

      "All of which means ... what?" Banok asked.

      "Your companion, Cleo, is the result of humans who long ago struck a compact with spirits. They offer their bodies as refuge and for a share of their experiences, in return for the strength, speed, and intellect that the spirit can offer them," Vanwyn said.

      Banok suddenly had a thought, one which troubled him greatly.

      "You said if I were intimate with Cleo, it would strengthen the spirit inside of her. But right now, it's that spirit which keeps her from feeling anything deeper than basic affection."

      Vanwyn tilted her head. "Interesting. So you wonder that if you take her to bed, will you lose any possibility of truly having her love? The spirit will forbid it?"

      "Something like that."

      "Probably," Vanwyn said, after only a moment of thought. "You'll make the spirit stronger, and in some ways the human then loses that balancing act even while she gains as a result of that stronger spirit. I would say she is more likely to stay alive through things to come, but you are less likely to ever win her heart."

      If it was her life or her heart, it wasn't even a choice. Not really. Banok would rather have a world where Cleo was alive, even if it was one where she would never return his feelings.

      "Thank you," Banok said. "So, the ritual."

      Vanwyn held up a hand. "What will you do with the knowledge I just gave you? About Cleo? I know, that isn't really any of my business, but I earned an answer."

      "I'm going to take her to my bed as soon and as often as possible," Banok said.

      "I would do the same in your place, for what it matters," Vanwyn nodded. "Now listen closely. The ritual is going to be all about keeping you alive. Until bound, the spirit could be destructive to both you and this ship. And the stronger the spirit, the longer the negotiations are likely to take."

      "The summoning diagram does that," Banok said.

      "It does in part. Its purpose is to both weaken the spirit in the moment and to defend against it. It will absorb any power the spirit expends trying to break free, temporarily trapping it, and store the energy in the crystals."

      "And when the crystals grow full?" Banok asked.

      "The spirit breaks free. Perhaps it bonds to you just as is hoped. Perhaps it kills you and everyone aboard this ship. Perhaps it simply goes back to where it came. That last is unlikely with a fire spirit," Vanwyn said.

      "They're destructive?"

      "Mostly. Fire can nurture as well, but even then it is a dangerous sort of nurturing. If you pull this off it will change you, just as Cleo's spirit changes her."

      "I'm not a particularly nice person to start with," Banok said.

      "I've seen it when nice people go up against the rising tides of darkness. They inspire the tides of ruthless bastards who follow to avenge their deaths, doing the right thing," Vanwyn said.

      "Then let's figure out what I need to become one very dangerous ruthless bastard," Banok said.

      Vanwyn worked with him for the next several hours on designing a sigil and crystalline anchors. Knowing it was going to be a fire spirit was helpful. There were formulations to particularly dampen that type of energy. Crystal matrices that could better hold that kind of power. By the time they were done they had a fully constructed ritual room. Now it was just a matter of getting close enough to use it, and then surviving the encounter.
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      "This is a problem," Cleo said.

      They'd returned to the system that once held Rockholm, and they hadn't found it abandoned. It wasn't Orc vessels, but rather human ones. The logo was everywhere, Baxtech. The owner was Baxter Williams, the man Klink had claimed originally sent them to retrieve the amulet.

      They'd gathered on the bridge, once more keeping at the extreme edge of the ship's sensors. Even in the relatively short time since they'd left this system three new stations had been built in near-solar orbit.

      They'd been watching the comings and goings of vessels for over an hour.

      "They wouldn't need all this to try what we have planned," Banok said.

      "Without the sort of power you have, conjuring the spirit of a star would be certain suicide," Vanwyn said.

      "Indigestion," Nyx said.

      "I really don't need to hear about what you've eaten lately," Cleo said.

      "Not me. I mean, your sour attitude could be because I totally went first, because Banok has the hots for me and not some kind of tragic, second place, flat-chested catgirl. But! No, that's not what I'm talking about." Nyx pointed at the screens. "They're ejecting matter into the star designed to produce flares." She began bringing up some figures on a display. "Look at the scans from the cargo ships we've seen. It is all that makes sense."

      "I am not flat-chested. Okay, so they're trying to get the star to throw up the amulet. Would that work?" Cleo asked.

      "I suspect the amulet is still whole and intact in there. They might have even imaged the star and figured out where. If so, with enough time and tweaking of their process, maybe," Vanwyn said thoughtfully.

      "You're either really good at pretending to know what you're talking about or you're almost as smart as I am," Nyx said.

      "How close are you going to need to get for your ritual?" Cleo asked.

      "As close as we can get. You'll want to be at about the same range as those stations they've built," Vanwyn said.

      "They've got patrol ships. They might not be Orc battle cruisers, but we don't want to fight them," Nyx said, marking them on the system chart, little blips of red appearing in the system.

      "We work the problem. We've done this sort of thing dozens of times before. Vanwyn, you're new here. At this stage we brainstorm, anything goes, and no shooting down ideas. Pretend we needed to rob one of the solar stations with only five minutes allowed aboard. How do we pull it off?" Cleo asked, leaning forward and looking between them.

      "Go in during a flare. I bet they have safety protocols in play," Vanwyn said.

      Cleo nodded approvingly and brought up a display, Vanwyn's idea scrolling onto it.

      "They've got enemies. Must have. Start a shooting match and do it while they're distracted," Nyx said.

      "I can try magically shielding us. If it worked against an Orc battle fleet, it might work here," Banok said.

      "I hack their sensor net. They never even see us," Nyx said.

      This went on for some time. Then they began to narrow their ideas. Some were quickly dismissed—finding an enemy willing to attack those in the system would be too time-consuming. Others were rejected with more argument. Vanwyn thought that Banok might lose any shield he created when he began to barter with the elemental, but Cleo was so enamored of the idea it took some debate for it to eventually be wiped off the display.

      Banok thought the idea that they finally agreed upon was one of the riskier of the possibilities, but it was the one the others settled on.

      Instead of continuing to hide at the outskirts of the system Cleo ordered Nyx to bring them in, a transponder broadcasting their identity and including a request to talk with William Baxter.

      It took no time at all for two of the patrol vessels to maneuver into flanking positions on them, keeping the Catspaw in weapons range, but neither opened fire.

      It was another ten minutes before they had a response. The hologram of a woman in a suit, somewhere in her mid-thirties.

      "The Catspaw. It is unexpected to hear from your vessel. We thought you were likely destroyed along with the asteroid and Rockholm. What business do you have with Baxtech?"

      "You know us. We don't know you. Who am I speaking with?" Cleo asked.

      "Jena Fleur, Vice President of Special Operations. I repeat my question," Jena said.

      "We were contracted by an intermediary named Klink to retrieve a special item for your superior. That item was lost on Rockholm. I suspect you're doing a retrieval mission for it even now. I want to get paid," Cleo said.

      Jena flashed an unamused smile. "I assure you I have no idea what you're talking about. We sent you on no mission and you've nothing to offer us."

      "Don't we?" Cleo asked, "We retrieved the amulet from the Fade. We've kept days of sensor recordings. Energy signatures, physical scans to assist in identifying it. This is data you won't find anywhere else, and it might shave months off your retrieval operations. That has value."

      That was the bait.

      Deception was always dangerous, especially when you were dealing with people that had their secrets and would kill to keep them. You not only had to make them think you had something valuable to offer them, they had to believe you had a good reason to risk bringing it to their attention.

      Baxtech was spending a fortune on their operations in that system for something that might take a very long time to show a return. The sensor data really might help them—that was why it was good bait. Nobody else had what they had to offer.

      "Transmit what you have and I can see if it is of any value," Jena said with an expression suddenly unreadable.

      "You'd think nothing of shooting us out of space as soon as you had what you wanted. This is a black op' if ever there were one. We're discrete, but we want to walk away and get paid," Cleo said.

      There it was again, be paranoid, be believable. If you were just the right amount of pain in the ass you could get someone to believe anything.

      "What do you have in mind?" Jena asked after a moment.

      "Two hundred and fifty thousand. We know you didn't get what you wanted, but we still put in the work. We meet in person and trade encrypted data-stores. Yours with our credits, ours with the data. Once we're out of system we exchange unlock codes," Cleo said.

      Encrypted data-stores could be cracked, but even with the proper tools it took months. Exchanges like this weren't uncommon in corporate espionage, and that meant it should be comfortable for Jena.

      "With no idea what you have? One hundred, you screwed up the job," Jena said.

      "Nobody else has what we have and that makes it valuable. Two hundred and we scrub it from our logs. We want nothing to do with whatever you're involved in," Cleo said.

      "I'll meet you in the middle. One fifty?" Jena asked.

      "Done," Cleo said.

      "You'll be escorted in. Don't deviate from the flight plan," Jena said, and the link was killed.

      Cleo let out a low breath. "That was chancy. Banok, get in place to do your ritual. As soon as you're in range you can do your thing. Nyx, rig us a self-destruct. They try to threaten our lives, I want to threaten our lives even more convincingly."

      Banok nodded and left the others to their tasks as he made his way down to the ritual room.

      It was already a strange feeling as they got closer to the star. There was a familiarity there, a haunting echo reaching out to his mind. Even with his brief exposure to the amulet, that connection was still there.

      Banok had thought that the new power he'd gained might serve as some sort of insulation, but it only seemed to amplify his sensitivity to magic of all sorts.

      An entire passenger suite has been converted for Banok's purposes. The circle on the floor was made of one layer of protective runes after another, circles within circles, all designed to contain and weaken the spirit's power.

      The outermost rim had tiny crystalline shards placed at seven key points. Those Banok had made using his own magic, although Vanwyn provided guidance. They each held layers upon layers of earth magic, modeled in a way that only became harder and more durable in the presence of fire. They could hold a great deal of magical power now, but when introduced to the magical energy they expected, they would become more powerful by a thousandfold.

      Banok took his place outside the circle, keeping an eye on a wall display that showed the ship's position. He didn't really need it. When they finally were close enough, he could tell—it was time.
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      Banok could feel the star out there. In a way it was almost like he was seeing it with his life-sense, of something cogent, powerful. If that was all there was, it would be impressive enough, but tangled with it was the amulet. Magical threats underlying the whole assemblage and with them something else, something dangerous.

      It wasn't too late to back out now. No one would blame him if he did. But backing out would mean running and hiding, forever keeping the power of the Druids safe from whoever sought it.

      That wasn't going to happen. Banok focused and willed the spirit to appear within the circle. There was a crackle of blue flame, brilliant, hovering in the air for only a moment before with a flare of light it changed.

      A woman stood within the circle, pale of skin and with living fire where there should be hair, and bare of any covering except for the Amulet of Dawn worn around her neck. Eyes lit by flame studied the containment runes that encircled her, and when she reached out a fingertip the runes flared with green light as she pressed against an invisible barrier.

      "Druid," she said in a voice that hinted of crackling flames. "We meet again. You're stronger than the last time I touched your mind."

      Even that brief contact was already registering in the crystals. They hadn't been sure how powerful she'd be, but Banok could already tell the most hopeful estimates were wrong. The advantage wasn't his, at best they were equals.

      "Are you ... the amulet?" Banok asked.

      With a laugh she shook her head, tendrils of flame tickling her shoulders. "I am many things. I am the spirit of this star. I am the lifeforce of the immortal Calla. I am Arya of Delore. I am Urania Vox, better known to you as the Lady of the Void. You may call me Astra. None of the other names quite apply."

      The situation had just gone from bad to infinitely worse.

      "One of those was a friend, one a hero, one a villain," Banok said.

      "If you find that confusing, you should try being me. No, don't, I've quite enough voices in this head of mine. Go on though, make your pitch. You didn't summon me for nothing," Astra said, drawing up straight and meeting his gaze, the aura of flames flickering around her.

      "I wanted the power of the amulet you wear, to keep it from the hands of the wicked. It seems too late for that," Banok said.

      "Quite," Astra said with a tilt of her head. "This is my power now and nothing you can do will ever take it from me. Still, we might come to some arrangement. I am not against coming to terms, if they are good enough."

      "Why?" Banok asked. "Those who sent us, when you first touched my mind, are still in search of the amulet. Your people are already trying to retrieve you."

      "My people?" Astra said angrily. "My people are long dead. My people are long consumed by the Void I spawned. Whoever these thieves are, they do not belong to me and I am not to blame for their actions."

      Was it really possible she would agree to terms? If not, what reason was there for Astra to lie? Given enough time the wards holding her would fade and she'd escape regardless. The math here hadn't changed, not really, despite some new and unknown variables.

      Joined with Astra he had a chance to make a difference, without her he did not.

      "So how does this work?" Banok asks.

      "You want things and I may agree. When I want things, they're not negotiable. When we're done, we agree to the contract, or not. If not, I try to kill you for being such a total disappointment, and you try not to die," Astra said.

      "You aren't that much ahead of me in power."

      "No, if so you'd have no choice but to agree at the end," Astra said.

      "What about magical power?" Banok said. "Can you give me that?"

      "I have a lot of that to share and I throw in magical knowledge as well. See, I'm playing nice. In return, you will love me in all my forms and guises absolutely and completely until the end of days."

      "I can't promise that," Banok said.

      "Of course you can. You can promise anything," Astra said, pacing within the confines of the circle. The crystals were already about a quarter charged, the simple fact of her existence starting to strain them.

      "You must give me wise council, starting now before the contract is even signed," Banok said.

      Astra chuckled at that and he saw the first hint of a real smile across her flawless features. "By which you mean you don't know what else to ask for, but feel you should be asking for something and you want me to help you."

      "Pretty much," Banok said with a shrug.

      "Then you should want the lifespan of an immortal instead of being bound by the puny years humanity offers, or to be forever tied to the Grove as a druid. You should wish immunity to flame and the harmful effects of fire. In return, that being the case, we will be not just loves, but lovers every day for the rest of your life. You will become a man of passion, prone to excesses of joy, rage, and lust. You will become an agent of vast destruction, burning the forest clean. When the Druid Order is rebuilt you will do so in your image with flame at the heart of it," Astra said, the words coming quick.

      "You're asking for a lot," Banok said.

      "And I am not done yet. We will find whoever dares to try to steal my power and my place, and we shall destroy them and whatever network supports them. You will never tell me a lie or attempt to deceive me. Once a month we may make a request of each other, and anything reasonably within our power to give, we shall," Astra said.

      Banok stared at Astra for several long moments.

      The crystals were half filled.

      "Yes, yes. That's about it," Astra said, almost sheepishly.

      "You're kind of demanding," Banok said.

      "I'm so worth it. I'm strong alone, druid, as are you. Together ... oh, together the things we might accomplish."

      "And it's true, none of your terms are open to negotiation?" Banok asked.

      "Not a one. I could yield on them, if I choose. The ability is in me. But those fools mining the star will eventually make a mistake and bring a magic-user, and I will dominate them. The only reason I offer you a deal at all is because I hunger for your power as much as you hunger for mine," Astra said. "I prefer you to the fools."

      There was something true in that.

      Three-quarters full.

      There wasn't any time to waste.

      The deal wasn't one-sided. It wasn't even immediately clear how it favored her. Banok would get immortality, power, the immunity to flames. Those were all potent, while a number of the things he would have to give were more personal. That she wanted him to love her, become her lover, were strange but perhaps tied to the passion of fire. There was any number of supernatural entities however that gained some sort of power from such acts, from emotion.

      The biggest sacrifice was putting fire at the center of the rebuilt Druid Order. Banok hadn't even thought of how he might rebuild the Order, what might be involved. It was an organization that would one day influence galactic affairs, and that had originally helped to stop the Lady of the Void. In a way Astra might become its new heart.

      A decision needed to be made now.

      "I agree," Banok said.

      "And I agree. The deal is sealed. Our fates entwined," Astra said.

      The runes in the circle surrounding her flared again, fire replacing the green that had glowed there moments before, and then the magic faded.

      Astra stepped forward, her arms slipping around Banok as she rose on the tips of her toes to place a hungered kiss against his lips. The touch was unlike any he'd ever known.

      Fire flickering along Astra's body did little more than tickle Banok's flesh. Some distant part of him was aware that he should probably let Cleo know that things were a success—that they should get out of here. But at the moment all his thinking was very much being done by the wrong head.

      It took all of thirty seconds for him to get out of his clothes and press his body against Astra's as if they were lovers that hadn't seen each other for months. A wild, almost frantic need for each other. A fire that consumed everything else.
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      Banok didn't know how much time had passed when he felt the hand on his shoulder pulling him back. Vanwyn's hand, glowing with a silvery light, as she slapped him hard across the cheek.

      "Out of it, druid," Vanwyn said.

      The ritual room was in shambles. Most of the walls half melted and the contents scorched. No trace remained of the ritual circle except for the crystals.

      Astra had vanished beneath him in a ripple of flames.

      "How long?" Banok asked.

      "A week. It took me some time to figure out warding the magic surrounding you, then drawing enough power that would let me get close," Vanwyn said.

      A week? Banok wanted to protest that it couldn't have been that long, but he knew it was possible. Even using lifeforce to boost your physical processes there were aches that remained, reminders of just what you'd put your body through.

      Banok got to his feet. While he had distant memories of his clothes initially surviving Astra's touch, there seemed to be no trace of them now. Perhaps when they were fully removed they lost immunity to fire.

      "I don't suppose you have anything to wear?" Banok said.

      "I didn't bring a wardrobe for you. The ship is well aware what you've been up to, so if you take a walk of shame you'll surprise no one."

      "Come with me? I'd like your opinion on the deal I struck," Banok said.

      Vanwyn followed Banok out into the hall and towards his quarters, and he filled her on the arrangement that had been struck. There was no concern he might not remember it. Every word of the deal was burned in his memory. He recalled it with startling clarity.

      Vanwyn said, "So ... she was quite a bit more than we thought. Your deal wasn't a terrible one, considering, although the last week should serve as a warning to you."

      "I lost myself in her completely. Will that happen every time?" Banok asked as they went into his room and he started to get dressed. Despite how he'd spent the week he felt no need for a shower, and it made sense in a way. He supposed whatever grime on his skin had been incinerated, lacking his immunity to flame.

      "Given your agreement requires that sort of thing daily, I'd hope not," Vanwyn said dryly.

      "Perhaps it was all just her showing me how much she could affect me," Banok said. "She's also The Lady of the Void. I already wonder if I made a mistake."

      "I wouldn't focus too much on a single aspect of this Astra. You didn't summon the Lady of the Void, you summed the spirit of a star. Whatever else she may be, her spirit is the dominant side. A fire elemental would not normally have much of a personality, they are creatures of impulse," Vanwyn said, seeming to choose her words carefully.

      "You think she may not have planned it? Maybe we both just couldn't resist screwing nonstop for a week straight?"

      "The Lady of the Void was not given to passion. We Elves first learned to draw power from the wood and from life itself, just as the Dwarves after us did from the rocks and stone. You humans learned from us both. But she was something different." Vanwyn let out a weary sigh.

      "You knew her?"

      "We met, once, before it all went bad. There had always been those who pursued the Void, to draw power from the absence of life. Those who felt that power from nothing could change everything, if only it could be mastered. Urania Vox was an incredible sorceress, probably the most brilliant theorist on the nature of magic that you humans ever produced," Vanwyn said, and motioned for him to follow. "Come on. Cleo will want to see you and I expect the fairy will want to shoot you."

      While Banok wanted to ask about what had happened, he thought it probably best that came from Cleo herself.

      Whatever he'd been expecting when he walked onto the bridge, it wasn't for Cleo to come bounding up to him to give him a tight hug.

      "She got you out," Cleo said.

      Banok was stopped from appreciating the hug by a savage kick to one ear.

      "Dummy! Moron!" Nyx shouted, as she circled Banok's head delivering kicks anywhere she could get one in.

      "Nyx was worried. We all were," Cleo said.

      "I wasn't worried. Some worthless dummy wants to commit suicide by fiery floozy it doesn't matter to me," Nyx said, landing another punishing kick before flying off, wings twitching madly in agitation.

      "I'm fine. I got a deal. The aftermath was, uh ... unexpected. Sorry, about that. Did you get out with a hitch?" Banok said.

      "It was a total mess," Cleo said with a laugh, releasing him and dropping back to her seat. "I mean the bluff was going great until the star cooled down."

      Of course, it had heated when the amulet was introduced. While Astra might be the spiritual representation of the star, the removal of the amulet and its power must have cooled it.

      "I bet that didn't go over well."

      "They knew we'd pulled something. They didn't know what, but it was bad. We had to shoot our way out. Vanwyn is pretty badass. We barely got out of the system alive and dodged them for four days after."

      "Boy, it would have been real nice if some dummy were here to shield things with stupid magic like the dunderhead said he could," Nyx said.

      "Sounds rough," Banok said.

      "You screwed us, but you wouldn't have if you were in your right mind. I know that," Cleo said.

      Banok searched her face. "You're more understanding than I thought you'd be."

      Cleo stretched out in her seat. "Remember when I clawed you to hell? I know what it is like to be partnered with a spirit and to have that get the better of you. I didn't want to hurt you, but I did. Mine, uh, isn't quite as fun as yours seemed to be, but it's the same thing. You hurt us, you didn't mean to, so we covered for you."

      "Dummy!" Nyx shouted.

      "Nyx spent two days trying to figure out heat-resistant hydration tubes in case you were dying in there," Cleo said.

      Banok hadn't realized what a lot of trouble he'd been. He and Astra really would have to figure out some way to make sure that didn't happen again.

      "Yes we will," came the thought inside his head, crackling like fire.

      "Well, of course we would have a telepathic bond, wouldn't we? So, did you plan that whole thing out or did it take you by surprise too?"

      "I thought I knew who I was. Fire uncontrolled is fire run amok."

      That was just that. They'd both yielded to the passion the flame brought with them, and without any effort at control it had burned to an unreasonable degree. More than that, Banok apparently couldn't trust on Astra to be that control when it was needed. Perhaps she thought she could, but Vanwyn was right. The essence of what she was now was the elemental of a star. Control and restraint would never be Astra's strength. It wasn't his either, but if anyone was going to try, it would need to be him.

      "Thank you, Nyx," Banok said.

      "I guess I'm sort of glad you aren't dead," Nyx said.

      "I've got power now, all we hoped for and more. I know things have busy, but have you found us a place to punch?" Banok asked Cleo.

      Cleo swiped a hand through the air and brought up a galactic map. "You've seen some of this data before. Orc vessel sightings. While red blips were throughout the map, there was a definite concentration in one area."

      "I think I see where you are going, but that is still a lot of space," Banok said.

      "Is it? Because I'll tell you something that it took me longer than it should have to figure out. We've been treating Orcs like they are some force of nature, but they aren't. If it were any other navy of hundreds of ships, what would we be looking for?"

      "A major shipyard," Banok said.

      Space-faring vessels suffered wear and tear, they developed problems. They needed to be refueled, serviced, and that required specialized facilities.

      Cleo tapped in the air and brought up a system. "Carripool. You'll probably never have heard of them because they aren't a major commercial shipyard. What they do is build shipyard components and test them. You can guess who for."

      "Baxtech," Banok said.

      "Got it in one. As far as I can tell the system went completely silent over a year ago. Haulers have been moving vast supplies of resources into neighboring systems, but never to Carripool itself," Cleo said.

      "And you know why?"

      "Because obviously Baxtech hasn't wanted anyone to see the fleet they're building there," Cleo said.

      It was guesswork, but it was something to go off.
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      "You sure you're up for this?" Cleo asked.

      Banok had invited himself back to Cleo's quarters for the night. They might have a goal to hit a shipyard, but they didn't have a plan. They had time, and whatever was to come Cleo would only benefit from her spirit being stronger.

      Despite his long time aboard he'd never been here. Cleo's bed was a round platform covered in pillows. Bean-bag chairs suitable for sprawling were everywhere. The walls were lined with grasses and done up in vibrant colors. The temperature was uncomfortably hot, several degrees warmer than the rest of the ship.

      "You'd think I wouldn't be, after a week in bed," Banok said, as he looked around the room. "Less here than I thought. I expected some giant desk with papers scattered everywhere."

      "What century do you live in?" Cleo asked with a laugh as she plopped down into a chair, her hand waving, fingers giving dexterous flickers. The air filled with multiple holographic displays depicting dozens of projects.

      Banok walked among them, studying what she was working on. The galactic map that showed the shipyard was one.

      "You have been working the problem," Banok said.

      "You know I always do. I uh ... know you're looking forward to getting all naked and bouncy, and we can totally do that, but is there any chance I can talk to your new familiar first?" Cleo asked.

      The air rippled with flame as Astra appeared. She was clothed this time around, a tight-fitting jumpsuit that flattered her figure. She beamed Cleo a smile.

      "Hi! I'd offer a handshake, but you'd kind of die in agony and however funny that would be, I'm kind of counting on you to help me get my revenge. I'm Astra," Astra said.

      "Nice to meet you. Cleo, captain of this ship. I know who you are, I have cameras everywhere. It's more Urania Vox I wanted to talk with, and it sounds like she is in there somewhere?" Cleo asked.

      "Kind of complicated," Astra said, tapping a blade of grass and watching with fascination as it incinerated. Her voice changed slightly. "I'm in here, if not really myself."

      "Orcs. What are they? You used them as shock troops," Cleo asked.

      "They're a species, I didn't invent them. Pre-industrial without any contact with the elder species. They were big and dumb, and easy to control, so I took them over and threw them at my enemies," Astra said, turning back to face Cleo.

      "They've changed."

      "I know! They seem to be crewing starships? Armor? Rifles? You'll want to figure out what happened," Astra said.

      "We've got a target to hit, but a shipyard is a big goal. I think it is safe to say I know where the Orcs are getting their ships and equipment, but are they the manipulator or the manipulated?" Cleo searched Astra's expression.

      "I don't know the answer to that. I can give some guesses," Astra said. She studied one of the other bean bag chairs. "Mind if I have a seat? I might burn it up, but I want to try."

      "They're replaceable," Cleo said.

      Astra half-closed her eyes and the flames around her largely dampened except for her fiery locks of hair. With a leap she sprawled out into the beanbag. It didn't immediately explode into flames, for all there seemed to be a faint scent of something burning.

      "Everybody thinks the Fade was this big bad nothing that I made, but that is kind of a lie. The actual Fade regions? They suck life, they suck everything, and while that was kind of my thing I hid a lot more in it than anyone knew. Planets, fleets, armies. There were bubbles everywhere if you knew how to get to them. The Orc home world was one," Astra said.

      "And you think someone did get to one? Shouldn't you know?" Cleo asked.

      Astra gave her a wry look. "Okay, so here is the thing. I'm only sort of part Urania. I made the Amulet of Dusk and when I did, I put part of me into it. When Arya purified the amulet and made it into the Amulet of Dawn, that part became a part of her. I'm sort of a copy of a copy, and that copy is a few centuries away from the one that got defeated."

      Banok felt quite a sense of relief at that. It was to be short-lived.

      "So the real Urania is long dead?"

      "It was her magic maintaining the Fade. No, you might have destroyed her body, but I doubt you got her. More than that, I think you and Banok here kind of brought her back to life. I guess that was the whole point," Astra said cheerfully.

      "Excuse me?" Cleo asked.

      Astra traced a finger along the amulet she wore. "This thing is nice, don't get me wrong, but you left the real prize behind. Arya through this amulet was closely bound to Urania, probably more than anyone else alive. Even after death it kept her body whole, despite that the Fade ate at the world of her tomb in an effort to get at her."

      "Until we came along," Cleo said, deadpan.

      "Yanked the protection right off her neck and carried it far, far, away," Astra said with a grin to Cleo. "I'm pretty sure you resurrected her, me, whatever."

      Cleo's tail was starting to lash violently. "I've been a step behind this entire time."

      "You believe this?" Banok asked.

      "It never made sense to me why Klink would have the name of his real employer. And the fact was—he didn't. If the amulet ever reached its destination, it was going to be to taunt a rival. We're not dealing with one faction, we're dealing with at least two," Cleo said.

      Astra said, "I think so. Someone wanted to resurrect Urania, so they used you for that and I think they succeeded. Another faction has been at work for some time to steal her power for themselves."

      "But that faction did want the amulet," Cleo said.

      "Well, of course they did. It is powerful. Whoever played these games, they underestimated, because they introduced a third faction. I and Banok are a power," Astra said, with a possessive look in Banok's direction.

      "Now I don't know who the real enemy is," Cleo said.

      Astra flashed a smile. "My agreement with Banok has him loving all variations of me. When he meets the real Urania, he'll be no more able to hurt her than you. You've only one enemy. We'll destroy them. And you have a very dear friend you haven't met yet. You'll meet her, one day."

      Banok hadn't intended to agree to that, which didn't mean he hadn't. Either way it seemed to him that the real Lady of the Void was a problem for another day. Even if Astra was right, she had been out of commission for a very long time. Especially if another had been stealing away her power. It would be a long time until she was a threat.

      The same wasn't true of whoever it was had found and upgraded the Orcs, and built them a fleet. That being the same person who had nuked the Druids. It was them Banok had to destroy to satisfy his agreement with Astra—who was owed the full brunt of his fury.

      Cleo rose from her seat, tail still lashing as her hands went to her clothes and she began to strip down.

      "I'd rather not think of what a fool I've been. I'm also more certain than ever I don't want you as an enemy, Astra. I'll have quarters set aside for you, even if you don't use them. Would you like to stay and watch?" Cleo asked.

      That didn't seem like Cleo, not really. She had never given Banok any exhibitionist vibe. Of course, this wasn't for her benefit or even for his. Cleo was working a plan, Cleo was manipulating Astra.

      Astra was clearly bright enough to understand what was happening. It also didn't seem to make a difference. Her eyes darted between them as a flush suddenly rose in her cheeks, and the tip of her tongue lashed out to flick at her lips. "Oh yes."

      Astra was a creature of passion, just as Banok was to some degree now.

      Cleo was a creature of pure predatory calculation.

      Banok loved them both. Cleo's tail continued to lash as she approached Banok, leaning in to press a kiss against his lips before pushing him back forcefully onto the sleeping platform. Instantly she was on top of him, all tongue and claws and lean muscle.

      They didn't come near matching the marathon session that Banok and Astra had managed, but with the panther spirit within Cleo she didn't need to sleep at all. By the time morning came Banok's back had been torn to bloody ribbons.

      As Astra watched the whole thing, spellbound.
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      Night gave way into day and Astra eventually took Cleo's place. Unlike the elemental, Cleo only spared part of her attention to watching, instead keeping no less than a dozen holographic displays going.

      Banok again lost track of time. At least it didn't take Vanwyn to separate them this time.

      "Enough, you two. I've got something," Cleo said. The interruption was rather perfectly timed.

      Astra gave a satisfied smirk. "Good for you. I'll skip the lecture though." The elemental vanished in a puff of flame.

      Cleo had gotten dressed at some point. Banok did the same, feeling a bit awkward about the whole thing. His love for Cleo hadn't changed and he knew it to be true, he only wished he could feel a bit of difference between it and his newfound love of Astra. Despite knowing in his head that one was born of a contract, his heart seemed to feel no difference.

      Cleo looked subtly different to Banok's magical sight. Vanwyn hadn't been wrong. The jaguar spirit within her was stronger now and with more points of connection to Cleo. Whatever he was, Banok had entangled Cleo with that spirit a little more.

      "Sorry for interrupting. I just woke up with dozens of new ideas. Maybe we should have done that months ago, I feel so clear-headed," Cleo said as she began to pace around the bed.

      "We'll just have to keep doing it from this point on. Did you figure out something more about the Orcs?" Banok asked.

      "Not the Orcs. The Orcs are ... a side-effect. I mean they're a kick-ass side-effect with a giant fleet of ships, but ... well, you? You're kind of like a magic bullet. Not an army. We shoot you at something it is going to die, but we can't realistically shoot you at a million things," Cleo said.

      That may or may not be true. Powerful magic was powerful magic. The Lady of the Void at her prime had created the Fade which stymied fleets to this day. That being said, Banok didn't have the slightest clue how to do anything similar. The magic he had dealt with all his life was on an individual level. As one man, did he think he was now an almost indestructible, unstoppable force? Probably. Would he have the slightest idea how to save, or destroy, something like a city? Not a clue. It might be within his power, but it wasn't within his capabilities.

      "So what brilliance did you come up with as a solution?" Banok asked.

      "Nyxa Prime," Cleo said.

      "We doing some shopping?"

      Nyxa Prime was a city world, the entire planet given over to one great metropolis. It had slums that were legendary for their breakdown of order, and wealthy that lived in a luxury difficult to match elsewhere.

      "No—well, probably," Cleo said with a shake of her head. "I'm more interested in it being the home and headquarters of the Caspi Banking Conglomerate. How do you feel about pulling off the biggest bank robbery of all time?"

      "Oh, I'm into it," Banok said, taking a seat in one of the bean bags. Why couldn't Cleo have any real furniture in her room? "I take it this is where Baxtech does their banking?"

      "They do, and most of their suppliers, to keep things easy. Their data vault is going to be as well-secured as anything you'll ever find. A private army, magical safeguards, and things we probably can't even imagine, but ultimately it is a vault."

      "Getting in is one thing. I'm really strong now. But won't they just kill the systems if I get in there?"

      "They will, but we'll be doing a two-pronged strike. Nyx will go with you. Instead of worrying about stealing anything specific with Baxtech, you'll be stealing the encrypted currency tokens."

      Anonymous currency was only as valuable as it was secure. In the past it had come in thousands of strains, but these days most of the major banks backed a single currency. Banok didn't pretend to understand the technology behind it. Fortunately you didn't have to in order to steal it. Even a standard data drive could hold a fortune in currency tokens.

      "That won't hurt Baxtech," Banok said.

      "It probably will. A lot of what they're doing is under the table, and a lot of those tokens are probably theirs. The Caspi Conglomerate started as a collection of crime families and others are now their clients. We have no idea how large that store is going to be, but we can guess there is a lot there for the taking," Cleo said.

      "We're going to make a lot of enemies," Banok said.

      Cleo shrugged. "Probably, but it's big theft. You steal a hundred credits, someone is knocking down your door to bash your skull in. Steal a million, and you've got people bashing down your door to be your friends."

      Banok gave her a flat look as he scrunched about in the chair, feeling a little lost in it. "That sounds nice, but you know the reality."

      "We're not getting out of this without enemies, Banok. Bigger and worse than any we've ever had. This way we've at least got some money too, stuff that didn't come from my family," Cleo said.

      "You said a two-pronged strike. You are the other prong?"

      "Once you rob them blind I want you to destroy their vault, completely. I figure if Astra helps you out that shouldn't be a problem."

      "Mass destruction is my specialty," Astra said inside Banok's mind.

      "I think she likes the idea. Why am I blowing up a lot of money? I assume whatever we can't steal?"

      "I don't care about the money. Because that is also their hard data store. The permanent records, engraved on data crystals. The ultimate backup, secure but slow. So for day to day functions they use a temporary data store elsewhere that regularly gets synced back," Cleo said with a feral grin. "Not nearly as secure because it doesn't need to be. Normally."

      "But, if the primary data store had something unthinkable happen to it ..." Banok said.

      "Then suddenly this temporary store becomes the real one. Even as you and Nyx are breaking into the vault, I'll take Vanwyn and we'll crack the secondary data store. By the time we're done Baxtech will have a mountain of debt and not enough in the bank to buy lunch," Cleo said, her tail lashing violently. "No more supplies to build and maintain those ships. No more fuel. We weaken our enemy and strengthen ourselves."

      "We fight smarter," Banok said. "This still won't hit the heart of the problem."

      "Would destroying the shipyards, even if we could? It's just like if we were going after anyone else. If we don't know who the real boss is, we hit their operations and we hit their pocketbook. We keep hitting them until they poke their head out," Cleo said.

      "Then we shoot them in the face," Banok said.

      "Damned straight. We have a winning formula and maybe we've gotten all turned around lately, but we're good at stealing and we're good at killing. We're going to steal and kill our way into saving this galaxy," Cleo said confidently.

      This was a good idea. Him, her. Maybe Cleo would never fall in love with him now, if she ever was going to. But this was her doing what she loved, and doing it better than ever. This was who Cleo wanted to be, and who he fell in love with.

      Cleo almost seemed to read his mind. "Do you like the new, refocused me?"

      "It's good to see you doing what you're great at—hunting prey, going in for the kill," Banok said.

      "You exhausted, or have time for a few more rounds?" Cleo asked.

      Cleo, then Astra. Banok didn't know just how many times the past twelve hours had been, but it was approaching the absurd. Despite that, the thought of another go had him excited.

      "Oh, I think I could manage a dozen more if you're that eager," Banok said.

      Cleo laughed. "Not me. It doesn't make sense to go at this with anything less than everyone at full power, and if you're now some magically buffing sex battery there is one member of the crew left."

      "You're really saying that you want me to go have sex with the Elf?"

      "Makes sense," Cleo said.

      Well, if Banok wanted her totally devoted to the win and whatever it took to get there, he'd certainly achieved that. He did wish the thought did a little something to make him less turned on.

      Banok had always found the ancient Elves cold, arrogant, and generally irritating as could be. Vanwyn had proved that she could be useful, but she wasn't lacking any of those other unfortunate qualities. Nyx was endlessly abrasive, but somehow he'd never doubted she came from a good place.

      "Guess I'll go knock on her door," Banok said.

      "Thanks," Cleo called out as he walked out.

      Life had gotten very strange—again.
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      Banok tapped on Vanwyn's door. The Catspaw wasn't a huge ship, but the compartments were so advanced they still had more interior room than the average vessel this size. It meant they had guest suites on hand ready to turn into new crew quarters. Vanwyn had gotten one. Another was already marked with Astra's name. Cute lettering with stylized flames, he wondered if she was actually using the room.

      The door hissed open. Vanwyn was wearing a set of loose and flowing robes in shades of green and red, a dueling sword at her hip.

      "I thought you preferred a gun," Banok said, glancing down at the weapon.

      "I do, which doesn't mean I don't practice the blade. It is part of my morning ritual. Did you need something?"

      This really wasn't the way Banok had planned on things working out. It already felt confrontational.

      "Cleo has a new plan. She thought it would be helpful if we had a sexual relationship before we executed it," Banok said.

      Vanwyn stared at him for a long moment and wrinkled her nose. "And let me guess. You decided on this after spending the night with her. You haven't even bathed, have you?"

      No, this definitely wasn’t how he'd planned on this working out.

      "And Astra ... so maybe I should go do that," Banok said.

      Vanwyn stepped back from the doorway. "You can use my shower. Do scrub thoroughly."

      Right, this was getting him past the condescending Elf bit no problem. Banok entered, he'd be damned if he was going to run away.

      The quarters were much less spartan than he'd been expecting. Ever since Vanwyn had come aboard they hadn't made any stops allowing shopping. Yet the walls were lined with Elven art, sculpture and paintings.

      "Your clothes ... and all of this?" Banok asked, glancing back at Vanwyn.

      "You have fabricators on the ship," Vanwyn said.

      They did, of course. You never knew what you were going to need for a job. They required skill to use however.

      "You're quite the crafter," Banok said.

      "I was alive before my people took to the stars. I remember when all we would have is what we made with our own two hands. I have been a weaver of cloth, a singer of steel and stone," Vanwyn said with a look around. "It was nice in a way to come back to it for a time."

      It was easy sometimes to forget just what immortality meant. Just how long a creature like Vanwyn had been alive. Banok headed into the bath, shedding his robes and stepping into the shower. The soaps Vanwyn had on hand had a strong aroma of flowers.

      "Do you ever find it all overwhelming?" Banok asked.

      "Daily. We all do, it is why so many leave this realm behind entirely. Ascend, hoping for the old in a new universe, away from what has grown all too unfamiliar for us," Vanwyn said.

      "But not you? We found you risking your life. Consorting with the Dabo," Banok said, as he scrubbed himself clean.

      "I am a fighter. Whatever I have done, I have always thrown myself where the action is. It is ludicrous I still live when so many wiser than myself are dead. I still throw myself at action, no matter how foolish. At this point I almost don't know how to do anything else," Vanwyn said, her voice thoughtful from the next room.

      Banok's skin was being rubbed raw by the coarse brush in the tub, but it was soothing as well. The steam rising and his muscles relaxing made him realize just how short of sleep he really was, how long now he had been at this.

      "Do you hate it? Your immortality?" Banok asked.

      It was one of the gifts of his arrangement with Astra—as if it were something he should definitely want. Immortality. Certainly, humans enough had pursued the goal, killed for it, yet most of the immortals Banok had known didn't seem to have happy lives.

      "Wondering if you made a mistake? The more years you add, the heavier the load they are to carry. If you should live long enough, you will probably regret the fact," Vanwyn said.

      Banok was clean enough. He stopped the flow of water and took a moment to towel himself dry. There was really no point in changing back into a dirty robe, and a towel felt like it was missing the point. Besides, it wasn't as if he had anything Vanwyn hadn't seen—she was the one who separated him and Astra.

      Banok stepped back out into the main room. Vanwyn had turned off the main lights, the illumination now provided by several candles around the walls. The Elf had changed too. The gauzy silken garment shrouded her figure lightly in varying shades of green, offering tantalizing glimpses of the body beneath when she moved.

      "You're helping," Banok said, honestly somewhat surprised.

      "Did you expect to manage the seduction all on your own? Immortality, remember. Just how many lovers do you think I must have had?"

      The Elves were always kind of cagey about the exact number. However the Druids had thought the Elves had been alive for somewhat more than ten thousand years. If Vanwyn had averaged even one lover a year, something that didn't seem unreasonable, that would be ten thousand.

      Banok didn't feel his sexual history was much to be ashamed of, but it did seem insignificant in comparison.

      "Don't tell me you've actually kept count," Banok said.

      Vanwyn took a seat on the edge of the bed where the covers had already been turned down, patting the mattress beside her. "True immortals never forget, not in the slightest. Humans can have a dozen years of memory become a blur, but to us ... every moment is as clear in our minds as when we lived it. If your memories are not there yet, they will be."

      It was a lot to think on, but truly, Banok was having a tough time doing that. The conversation should have been making him melancholy. Instead he was focused on Vanwyn. There was something off-putting about Elven physiology. Their arms and legs were too long, their breasts barely there.

      And the uncanny valley, that point where something looked close enough to human, but the brain rebelled against the subtle differences. Yet right now, Banok's brain wasn't rebelling. He wanted Vanwyn, and he found himself aching for her touch, to taste her lips.

      That was surely the effect of Astra on his mind. He would become a creature of his passions, she said. Defined by lust and by anger.

      The anger hadn't come out much, so far. The other side ... well, he was getting a healthy dose of that side.

      Banok took a seat beside the Elf and leaned in to press a kiss against her lips. The Elf hid any surprise at the boldness, meeting him even as her hands slid to his chest.

      Wordlessly Banok urged Vanwyn back on the bed. Her body beneath him was chill compared to a humans, Elves ran just a little bit colder. Again, it was one of those tiny details that were just a little off.

      Banok had never lain with an Elf, much less one of the ancients. It was almost maddening just how different everything was. Oh certainly it was a better case of ill-fitting dimensions than with Nyx—there, the proportions were preposterous.

      Here they almost worked.

      When Banok found himself sliding into her she was tight. But the temperature difference was even more noticeable here, and she had a spur of uncomfortable bone that no human woman would have. It required his hips always be kept at the right angle, a constant tiny strain that kept him from fully losing himself in the experience.

      Still, not all was negative. Vanwyn's incredibly long legs hooked around him with ease, her thighs especially powerful as they held him in place.

      It was clear that while she might be Banok's first Elf, he wasn't her first human. Vanwyn took their differences in stride, shifting her body just right to compensate and using her hands to guide him with tiny encouragement.

      There wasn't even a whiff of any true passion from the Elf. Her attitude was as cold as her body. If she really wanted him, there was no sign of that.

      Despite that, Banok wanted her. It made things one-sided, Banok knew it, but with his connection to Astra he couldn't stop it. Banok couldn't stop the way his hands stroked her body with increasing hunger, the way his lips sought out her neck. The way his tongue hungered for the taste of her, and his groans made it clear the pleasure she brought him.

      They found release at the same time. Hers measured, controlled, his potent and frenzied. It was a process that repeated itself again and again over the next several hours.

      By the time Banok finally left the room, it was as awkwardly as he entered.
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      "You just need to hang behind me, dummy, and I'll do everything," Nyx said as she flew along in front of Banok on a pillar of fire.

      The fairy was drawing strange looks from the well-dressed crowds that surrounded them. Armor wasn't a common sight on the streets of Nyxa Prime, at least not in the upscale financial district that housed the headquarters of the Caspi Banking Conglomerate.

      Cleo had pulled what blueprints she could of the bank, and Nyx and Banok had committed them to memory, but they all thought they weren't likely to be accurate. For security reasons the bank wouldn't have kept things true to the original designs. The only thing they knew for sure was that the vault was somewhere underground.

      The plan was just to fight their way through until they found it. The headquarters was across the street from them now. The building occupied an entire block, rising forty stories overhead.

      Security in the lobby was armored. Banok also noted the telltale metal plates in the ceiling that hinted at some sort of drop-down turret. The bank's lobby was a death trap for would-be robbers, and that was just those aimed at the public, ground floor vault. The main vault underground where the truly valuable resources were kept didn't need to concern itself with how the defenses might endanger the locals. Collateral damage wasn't a consideration.

      Well, there was no time like the present. Cleo and Vanwyn had left hours before. They had their own means of infiltration. Even now they should be in that building, somewhere, just waiting for Banok and Nyx to raise a fuss.

      That was going to take no time whatsoever.

      Banok and Nyx crossed the street, passing into the lobby. They were no more through the doors than an alarm began to blare, Nyx's armor and weapons setting off sensors that brought guards rushing in their direction.

      They didn't have their guns drawn, yet. That was about to change.

      Banok reached out with magic towards the lifeforce of the guards. A simple tiny twist and he should be able to put them to sleep. Yet, it wasn't happening.

      As soon as Banok tried, new alarms were blaring, blue lights flashing as overhead speakers began to announce, "Code Blue. Hostile magic detected. Code Blue."

      The bank was a major institution with money to throw around. Of course, they also would have mages on site. It made sense that they would have given the guards some sort of defensive charm.

      It should have been expected.

      "What did you do, dummy?" Nyx asked, as she opened up with her flamethrower, a burst of fire driving the approaching guards back.

      Cannons dropped from the ceiling, sleek angular-looking weapons that swiveled towards Banok and Nyx and opened fire.

      Banok reached out with the element of earth, catching the bullets midair and dropping them before they could reach their targets. With one hand he conjured fire, flinging a fireball towards one of the cannons. It exploded on impact sending shrapnel flying and screaming customers running from beneath it.

      Banok wasn't out to kill any innocents here, but if the bank security kept turning this lobby into a killing field a lot were going to die. They needed a change of venue.

      Banok gathered the elemental powers of earth into his fist and knelt down, slamming his fist into the floor. The energy rippled, the polished stone shattering and cracking as an earthquake trembled through the building. A fissure opened and through it could be glimpsed what looked to be some kind of series of office cubicles below.

      That would do. Banok jumped, Nyx following him.

      Employees scattered. No security guards were here yet, only office drones without any willingness to die for the company.

      According to the blueprints this level was all cubicles and break-rooms. Customer service, meaning the sort of employees the bank didn't think warranted a luxury like windows.

      A guard followed them down through the fissure, crashing hard into the floor, and Banok slammed a still earth-charged fist into the man's chest. Whatever anti-magic defenses the guard had, it kept him from petrifying, but it hardly mattered when the blow sent him soaring across the room to crumple into a corner.

      Nyx led the way into the hall, clearing workers out of the way with bursts of her flamethrower. Suddenly with a yelp she went flying sideways to slam against a wall, a net of glowing blue energy surrounding her.

      A woman was walking in their direction, beautiful with flowing red hair and a black lace dress that clung close to her figure. There was also the palpable aura of magic around her. Not an office drone then.

      Banok stepped out to face her, letting a magical shield swell around him.

      "I taste power. So much power. A shame there is so little skill behind it or you would almost be interesting," the woman said.

      Banok wouldn't be able to directly manipulate her lifeforce. It was probably her that had provided the guards their protection. That wouldn't defend her against raw elemental power. Banok drew a fireball into his palm and threw it at her.

      The redhead flicked her fingers. The light of the fire faded, disappearing halfway there.

      "She's good. Be careful," Astra's voice whispered in Banok's ear.

      "That was surprising," Banok said to the woman.

      "It shouldn't have been. Delilah Knox, of the Dark Woods. Where is all that power coming from? There is Druid magic there, but ... so much of it?" Delilah asked, as she kept coming forward.

      Blue lines of magical light formed around Banok, grabbing his arms and jerking them behind him, binding them tight. Banok sucked in a deep breath, drawing in both air and power as he channeled fire into those magical bonds. He was faintly aware of the heat that created, hot enough to burn through the flesh of anyone not immune to fire. The bonds snapped and Banok flexed his muscles as he amplified them.

      "I'm the Head Druid now. That is part of what you sense," Banok said.

      Delilah tilted her head. "Interesting. We'd felt ... well, we'd felt something terrible along the threads. So why does the Head Druid rob a bank?"

      Spellweavers. Banok had never met one of their magical heritage, but his respect for their power was growing by the moment. The Druids had never liked them, they could be parasitic. They were reputed to admire and imitate spiders, capturing their prey and draining their power.

      "Why does a powerful Spellweaver bother to defend one?" Banok asked.

      A trio of guards turned a corner, heavily armored and rifles pointing in Banok's direction. Banok threw a fireball. Delilah didn't stop it, allowing the explosion to incinerate them.

      "Girl has her debts," Delilah said with a nonchalant shrug. "And what they have down there ... trust me, getting tied up by me is a lot more fun than going down there."

      "Can we take her?" Banok thought to Astra.

      "She thinks she has your measure, but she doesn't know about me."

      "Might be we'll try that, if we both get out of this alive. I can win this," Banok said.

      Delilah smirked and started to reply, but Banok held up his hand.

      "I know you don't think so, but I can. This place worth dying for?" Banok asked.

      "No, but with what they pay me it's worth killing for," Delilah said.

      "Walk away. Ten percent of the haul. You've got things I need to learn. I've got power you like."

      "The Druids have never liked me or my kind."

      "The Druids went and got themselves nuked because they weren't strong and skilled enough. When I rebuild the Order they'll be different. Maybe there is an opportunity there," Banok said, staring her down.

      Delilah considered, her hand still raised as if about to cast a spell.

      "Punch her to death, dummy," Nyx said, zooming back in from the hall after she'd finally slipped free of her bonds.

      Nyx yelped as more blue bonds snapped into place, crashing her onto the floor.

      "Fifteen percent," Delilah said.

      "Don't give her any of our money! Stop trying to make floozies happy!" Nyx cried.

      "Meet you in the middle?" Banok asked.

      Delilah considered and nodded. With a flick of her fingers Nyx was flying again.

      Magical strands of energy formed in the air, swirling together, and a tunnel opened leading elsewhere.

      "The vault. You won't be bribing your way out there. Still, if you survive to get away, you just might be a worthy partner for us in the days to come. Prove yourself worth our time," Delilah said.

      Banok didn't think he had anything to prove, but he wasn't going to protest skipping this fight and getting a fast forward to his objective.

      "Come on, Nyx. Leave the nice lady alone," Banok said, as he stepped into the portal.

      He ignored Nyx's muttering behind him.
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      It was cold on the other side of the portal. The halls here were ancient compared to the ones above. The stonework was distinctly Dwarven, scrawled runes obscured by a logo of the bank that had been set on top.

      They were far underground, deeper than Banok had expected. There were a few traces of lifeforce here, and less workers than he'd have expected—and one sign far different than the others. Far different than any he'd ever seen. Typically to his lifesense a normal person glowed with two colors. The strongly magical might have three. There was something on this level that glowed with seven crystalline shades.

      Nyx flew ahead of Banok, looking through doorways. "Servers, servers, servers. Not the ones we need though, none of these are secured enough."

      "I think I know what we're looking for. Follow me," Banok said, walking past her and towards the unique lifeforce.

      No security tried to stop them. The few bank personnel who saw them had the look of technicians, and they simply ran.

      When they finally reached the vault, it was clear that wasn't its original purpose. Banok had seen the occasional Dwarven ruin in his day, but nothing this majestic with stone pillars at least three stories high and incredibly intricate stonework.

      There were computers here, massive ones going all the way up several stories to the ceiling. They occupied about half the hall. The other half was home to something that wasn't supposed to exist anymore.

      The other half was home to a dragon.

      The creature's scales were silver-tipped in white, wings folded in close. It slept on top of a small mountain of ancient gold coins.

      The Dwarves had long ago fought the dragons, and it had almost destroyed them. Still, they'd won and the dragons were supposed to be long gone.

      Banok didn't know what it was doing here, and didn't know why it was here, but he knew dragons had once burned worlds.

      "Whoah," Nyx said, apparently too astonished to call him a dummy in any way.

      "These computers should have what you want. Get things hooked up, but don't steal anything, not yet," Banok said.

      "Yeah, right," Nyx said, shaking her head. "Big stupidly over-sized things are your specialty."

      Astra was silent in Banok's head, which wasn't a good sign. There was another source of information though. They had a channel to communicate on the mission in case of extreme emergencies, and he used it now.

      Hitting his comm Banok said, "Vanwyn, need your advice here."

      There was no response for about forty-five seconds although Banok could hear the sound of movement through the comm. Then a door closed.

      "We're not secure but I've a few moments," Vanwyn said.

      "They have the vault in a set of Dwarven ruins. And they've got a dragon," Banok said.

      "Take pictures," Cleo said over the comm.

      "Describe it," Vanwyn said in clipped tones. It seemed nothing surprised her.

      "Silver scales, white tips. Around two stories high at rest, leathery wings," Banok said.

      Vanwyn laughed humorlessly. "Then we're on Granokala. The name must have changed at some point, I didn't know. The capital of two dozen worlds was once on this planet, and you must have found the hall of the king. Her name is Astraxia. She'll protect anything in the hall against invaders, because it is her lair, and she can't help herself even though she is held prisoner there."

      "Can I free her?" Banok asked.

      Vanwyn was silent for a long moment. "Perhaps. There must be old magic, strong magic there, but it could be weakened after all this time. I don't know if it is the right thing to do. She deserves her freedom, but if she wins it this world will bear the brunt of her rage."

      They hadn't come all this way to fail at their mission. Freeing this dragon might kill innocents. Not preventing the rising tide of darkness would do the same. Banok would trade a moderate evil for a greater good.

      Stepping out from between the rows of computers Banok walked towards the dragon, his hands held up in the air. The dragon's eyes flickered open, a head on a serpentine neck turning to face him.

      Elder Druids had always been able to communicate with just about anything, a part of their connection to nature. Banok would just have to hope that applied to him now.

      "Astraxia, I mean you no harm. I know you are compelled to defend this place from invaders. Right now my intent is to free you of whatever bonds hold you, nothing more," Banok said.

      That much was true. Until the dragon was freed, until this place was no longer her home, going through with their original plan would be suicide.

      Astraxia studied him, and then bobbed her head towards the columns surrounding her.

      It wasn't speech, but it wasn't murder. It would do.

      Banok stepped towards the columns and examined them. The runes were different than the Dwarven sigils elsewhere. Even more intricate and interlocked, they were charged with magic.

      This was powerful work. Of course, it would have to be to hold something like a dragon.

      A burst of flame nearby became Astra materializing at the dragon's side, looking up at the columns, a hand on her hip.

      The dragon gazed at her for a long moment as well, a tiny puff of flame escaping its nostrils before turning its head back to rest.

      "I hope all of this makes some sense to you," Banok called.

      "You should have gotten the Spellweaver to help," Astra said, reaching out to touch the pillar. For a moment the runes seemed lit from behind with flames. "Urania was a magical scholar, but this is ... very different from the arts of the Void."

      Banok remembered Vanwyn saying something like that. Both the Dwarven and Elven traditions were about drawing power from nature, but the Void was something entirely different. Vanwyn had also said that Druid magic came from both. Could he use that in some way to his favor?

      "Tell me what you do know. You promised me your wisdom," Banok said.

      "I did," Astra said, flames tickling along her neck as she nodded. "Dwarven rune magic is all about order. Carved into stone, layer upon layer built on each other into increasingly complicated forms. This is as advanced as anything I've ever seen."

      "Does that mean if we break even a tiny part we break the whole?" Banok asked. If there was anything he did well, it was destruction.

      "Probably, but the dragon is the focus of this working. Knock the magic out of alignment and it doesn't fade, it goes wrong. All of that cascading power is directed at her. Maybe you kill her, maybe this entire planet explodes," Astra said.

      The dragon gave Astra a look that seemed almost approving.

      That must be part of why she was trapped. According to legends of past wars, dragons had been no slouches themselves when it came to destruction. But in this case, if she tried to free herself it could very well kill her.

      Banok thought he had a solution. While his powers as an elementalist were new, his abilities as a Tender were older. And although Astra was a powerful portion of his magic, she wasn't the whole of it. This wasn't a problem to be solved with fire. This was a problem to be solved by the Head Druid.

      Banok focused his attention on the dragon. "I think I can free you, Astraxia. But if I can you must not harm this world."

      More puffs of fire, not so approving this time.

      "What are you thinking?" Astra asked.

      "I'm thinking the Druid home world has been destroyed. I hadn't planned to claim this one, but I think I can. I can't get rid of this power, and if I channel it into destruction I'll kill us all, but I can channel it into life," Banok said.

      Astraxia peered at him, her eyes dark and deep.

      "I can't control what will happen. I think a lot will die. Whatever vengeance you want it's likely to happen anyway," Banok told the creature.

      The dragon still stared at him. She was expecting something else, wanted something else.

      Nyx flew up and kicked Banok hard in the ear with an armored foot.

      "Oww!" Banok said, swatting at the fairy.

      "She's the last of her kind, dummy. Think," Nyx said, before flying off back to her computers.

      The dragon had nowhere else to go.

      Banok was making friendships when and where he could—but a dragon?

      "Treat this world and the life on it with respect and ... you can stay. We'll figure it out," Banok said.

      The dragon dipped its head. That would have to do for an answer.

      It was time to shake things up.

      "Get ready," Banok told Nyx. "You might have to do work quickly when I'm done here. Call Cleo and tell her to get back on the ship. I don't think she wants to be on the ground."
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      The Dwarven magic was drawing on the power of the stone, the power of the planet. While Banok didn't understand how it was channeled, the core of that power was familiar.

      Banok extended his senses through the runes, following the flow of power backward. His awareness sunk even deeper into the planet, the molten core a heart of fire that was in some ways similar to him.

      The sense of the planet was something new and strange. Banok's druid senses had always been able to reach out some distance, however something on this scale was far beyond what he'd ever achieved before.

      And it was astonishing just how much this world was dead.

      There were parks, a few tiny carefully groomed, green spaces on a planet that was almost all skyscrapers. Tiny pets, all with so little difference between them. And humans, humans everywhere.

      Nature was impossible to completely erase, for all that it had been paved over for centuries. There were seeds in the soil, however deeply buried. Waiting for sun and rain they would never see. Bones of the life that had once roamed this world remained too, savage feral things. The Dwarves had gone underground for the reason. The surface had once been deadly.

      Banok began to pull the power out of the runes and shift it towards those remnants of life. Seeds sprouted and met resistance, but they had lifeforce being channeled into them, and they could overcome.

      One generation quickly spawned a second, and a third, and where moments before there had been hundreds of seedlings underground now there were thousands. A thriving vegetative mass buried beneath the cities, beneath the streets and the buildings, yearning to break free.

      Stone was strong, but it wasn't infinite in its strength. When finally a sprout burst through, the crack allowed a dozen more to quickly follow.

      Banok knew that above him the streets would be breaking apart, the towers crumbling. There was so much more power yet to expend. What he was doing was going to have dire consequences—but that had never been in doubt.

      A few tendrils of green were growing into trees, and at their feet the ancient predators were coming back to life. Birds with dozens of razor-sharp, tiny teeth taking to the sky, hunting the streets for prey. Wolf-like creatures with jagged talons hunted in packs.

      Around Banok, even this far beneath the ground the structures shook.

      The pillars surrounding the dragon were lit now, the runes glowing with a brilliant blue light—but that light was flickering. The magic powering them was fading, being diverted elsewhere.

      Instead of abruptly collapsing the magic was slowly diminishing, weakening by the moment.

      Banok was still going. The center of a Druid world was the Grove, a single mass of trees that shared resources, root structure, and lifeforce. This network ultimately became a thing that druids too could tap into, a nearly inexhaustible well to help them work their magic. Above Banok on the surface, a Grove was expanding rapidly, growth fueled by the last vestiges of power in this place.

      The light faded from the pillars, the last of the power fuelling the magic finally diverted. With the magic gone, the stone began to crumble, an ominous shaking coming from overhead as the supports to the room were collapsing.

      The dragon swung about, an eruption of fire from her mouth so intense it turned stone molten as she breathed fire, transforming a wall into a tunnel.

      Without any sign of thanks Astraxia ambled off through it.

      Banok supposed that some days you had to take just still being alive as a win.

      "You're good to start the transfer," Banok said to Nyx.

      The fairy was buzzing between terminals. "I know that, dummy! I'm working! If it wasn't for me you'd really be screwed. It is going to take awhile."

      More rumblings from the ceiling as another pillar shattered, filling the air with dust and debris.

      Banok focused, drawing in a bit of power from the new Grove on the surface and feeding it to the stones of this room. Strengthening the structure, slowing the inevitable collapse of the chamber.

      "At least she left you an exit," Astra said, kneeling down to run her fingertips through the molten stone left in the dragon's wake. "I always wanted a pet dragon. Probably best I never met one."

      "Instead you got a pet dummy. You really got screwed, lady," Nyx said, scowling at Astra as she kicked a computer terminal.

      Banok's senses extended far enough into the bank to know that most of it was imploding, whole levels of the tower falling into another, and cave-ins were everywhere on the underground sections. The dragon-created tunnel would be their best way out now.

      "Was this supposed to take so long?" Banok asked.

      "How long did you think hacking into very secure bank computers would take? Maybe if some over-sized idiot hadn't decided to literally bring down the roof it wouldn't be a big deal," Nyx said in agitation as she buzzed around. "There is more here than we thought. I don't know how much, but I don't want to leave any behind."

      Well, if their reason for staying longer was greed, Banok was all for it. Although he didn't quite know what reputation he'd have after this, he didn't think it would be a good one. But there were few crimes that enough money couldn't wash away.

      He couldn't hold the room's collapse at bay much longer. Things were still shifting around out there, changing. Nature had been subdued on this planet for a very long time, defeated and buried. Now that it had been set free, it was angry.

      Groves weren't supposed to be angry, at least Banok had never encountered one. Nature might be cruel, but not the Groves, they were always places of tranquility and sanctuary. Not this one, whether because of some flaw in Banok himself or the nature of this world, the Grove above was predatory.

      It was still growing. Much like magic the energy of life was never truly destroyed. The death of so many on the surface was helping to fuel the further growth of the Grove.

      "Can I walk on that stuff?" Banok asked Astra, who was still playing with the molten rock.

      "You'll want to shield yourself a bit so the rock doesn't hurt you, but you're immune to the heat," Astra said cheerfully. "I should melt more things. I really like things when they're melted."

      "Maybe we can set people on fire together sometime. I mean, if you want," Nyx said, as she yanked a data drive and flew it over to Banok.

      Banok tucked the drive into a pocket and together they headed for the tunnel. Nyx wouldn't make direct contact with the molten rock, but he still gave her a magical shield for protection from the heat of the air.

      The passage angled upwards. They quickly left the bank behind and they passed layers of underground city infrastructure. They went through a train tunnel where the dragon had cleaved straight through the track. Then a sewer, the air noxious.

      When they reached surface they found it to be a killing ground. Where not that long before the streets had teemed with pedestrian and vehicle traffic, they now were still. Crumpled vehicles were everywhere, tossed aside by trees that had erupted from the ground. Those skyscrapers that hadn't been destroyed had pillars of smoke rising from them.

      There were bodies as well, so many bodies.

      "It's beautiful," Astra said, spinning around with her arms spread wide, tendrils of flame dancing through the air as she laughed.

      Banok hit his comm. "We're clear and at street level. I hope you two made it out of there."

      "We did. We're on the way," Cleo said.

      "Does it all look this bad?" Banok asked.

      "Within ten square blocks of the bank there isn't much living on the ground. People in the towers are okay, mostly. It isn't quite that bad elsewhere," Cleo said.

      "Destruction and creation. This is what it's all about. This is us," Astra said, skipping over to Banok and taking his arm in hers.

      Banok believed her. The seed he had planted here would continue to grow, and that growth would mean the destruction of all that had been here before. In time this would all be ruins, apart from whatever home the Druids eventually built here.

      It was kind of terrible. It was kind of beautiful.

      Less than five minutes later the Catspaw hovered overhead and extended a ladder, and Banok climbed aboard. With the resources of the ship Nyx began to figure out just what their take was. Meanwhile, they figured out their next goal. They'd dealt a crippling blow to their enemy. Now it was time to make them bleed.
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      Two days later the Catspaw was in orbit around a dead world, far from any normal shipping lanes. The crew had gathered in the lounge to discuss their haul, along with a special guest. They'd no more than hit orbit than the Spellweaver Delilah opened a comm channel and they'd lingered just long enough for her to come aboard.

      "Nyx has spent the past few days going over what we've gotten. Everybody here has a share, so I wanted to make sure we did the unveiling in the open and fair," Cleo said.

      "What took so long? Aren't these tokens supposed to be good anywhere you take them?" Banok asked.

      "They are, but they still require verification and this is a massive haul. I've been verifying in batches, handling them through proxies," Nyx said, pacing back and forth on the tabletop. "We're way easier to steal from, don't want to give anyone ideas."

      Cleo said, "And we don't want to just assume money is there that might not be. But you've got a proper count now. Our estimates were around three billion credits. Were we accurate?"

      Nyx gave a smile that almost looked a little sick. "We were off. We were, uh, way off. The final total came to somewhere around one point two trillion."

      That caused a moment of shock around the table.

      "No wonder they were able to pay me so well," Delilah said.

      "How?" Cleo asked, leaning forward, "I can stand being a little wrong, but that is ... tremendously off. Where did it all come from?"

      "We stole their tokens, not their financial records. How would I know?" Nyx said.

      "You didn't see any signs of that in the data you hacked?" Banok asked.

      "Nothing. The records were actually far cleaner than I'd suspected for someone that is up to as much shady stuff as we know Baxtech is. Which, in retrospect ..." Cleo said.

      "The bank must be a clearing house for Baxtech. They are implicated more than we'd thought," Vanwyn said.

      "One hundred and fifty billion," Delilah said, the words rolling on her tongue like a taste being savored. Her cut of the haul.

      Cleo looked at her. "We have an agreement and we honor those, but you can work a bit more for it. If you were the bank's resident magical expert, they must have tried to get you more involved."

      Delilah clasped her hands together. "Good. So long as I can get my payout I'm willing to entertain your questions. They have their fingers in a lot of pies and I've always known that. The dragon is just one example. That location wasn't chance, you can be certain they acquired that property specifically for what was beneath it."

      "The seeking of ancient power. It fits with what we know of our adversary," Cleo said.

      "That makes Baxtech what?" Banok asked.

      "They are the ones building the Orc fleet. We know that much, even if they aren't the one directly pulling the strings," Cleo said, pursing her lips.

      "With our people in the past it was our kings and queens who went bad. So great was our respect for order we'd follow them into the dark. For the Dwarves, it was their clans, and they originally made their bargains with the dragons for an edge over other clans. A pattern that repeatedly played out," Vanwyn said.

      "Astra, could we talk?" Cleo asked.

      Astra arrived in a puff of flame, seated in a chair with her feet kicked up on the table.

      "Interesting. This is part of what was backing your power," Delilah said.

      "Astra is my familiar, although she has a few other identities. One of them is the Lady of the Void," Banok said.

      Delilah made a complex shape with her hands, a blue rune for a moment glowing in the air as she dipped her head deeply. "M'lady."

      "The Dark Wood were friends. I'm glad you two are getting along," Astra said with a smile beamed at Delilah. "You're wanting to know how Urania built her power base?"

      "History has tended to repeat itself within the races, and you are the first, great, human darkness," Vanwyn said.

      "Not done yet," Astra said with a cocky grin. "Money is everything. People hated the thought of the Void until Urania figured out how to put it in the right terms. No more defiling of planets for power. Clean, cheap energy from the Void. Something for nothing."

      "Wouldn't that have made all the existing business hate you?" Cleo asked.

      "Only if they believed I might actually succeed. I gave people something to believe in, a cause to rally around—one that old power thought was doomed to failure. So they were happy to fund me, support me—humor me, if you like. By the time I proved them wrong it was too late," Astra said, her mood turning a bit vicious. Wafts of smoke rose from the chair.

      The words seemed to spur something in Cleo who leaned forward, swiping her hand to pull up holographic screens and she started to tap away at them furiously.

      Banok knew enough to leave her to it. Inspiration would take her where it would.

      "You're not done?" Delilah asked Astra.

      "Not hardly. Want in?" Astra asked with a feral expression.

      "Could you not go forming the next great darkness at a meeting to discuss trouncing the current great darkness?" Banok said.

      Astra stuck her tongue out at him. "Don't be a spoilsport. You and Urania reborn will get on great."

      "Put me down as interested. I'm powerful, and rich," Delilah said.

      "You two should get closer too," Astra said to Banok.

      "Floozies," Nyx said, with a scowl between them.

      "Is your elemental actually trying to set us up?" Delilah asked.

      Banok gave a long sigh. Of course she was. Of course, he was incredibly interested in the idea—he couldn't help himself. This whole passion thing was getting very distracting. So was his familiar not quite giving up on her goals of galactic domination.

      "She does that," Banok said.

      "It's a good idea, if you're going to be working with us going forward. It gives you a bit of a power boost," Cleo said absently, still tapping the screens.

      "That makes sense. The Druid interconnection to all life," Delilah said.

      "Got it," Cleo said triumphantly, touching one display and expanding it so it could be seen around the table.

      "The Exoworlds initiative. All about discovering new worlds and terraforming them for human habitation," Cleo said.

      "The Dabo helped to fund that," Vanwyn said with a frown.

      "Survey vessels built and equipped by Baxtech, with bioforming and genetic manipulation of species by Cygnus Biological, and magical reclamation by Mana Industrials. The funding for all passing through the Caspi Banking Conglomerate," Cleo said.

      "The survey vessels were a pretext to hunt for magical power?" Banok asked.

      "They modified my Orcs," Astra said flatly. "That is how they got so smart. They were mine." Her chair caught fire, but the flames flickered out after she directed a scowl at them.

      "That sounds very subtle. Orc vessels aren't. What changed lately?" Vanwyn asked.

      "The other faction. The one we think raised Urania from the dead. They were getting closer to their goal—and Baxtech's faction grew more bold, rising up to meet them," Astra said and she slammed her first into the table. "The insolence."

      "Forgive me for asking the inconvenient question, but if their entire purpose is to counter the Lady of the Void, couldn't they be regarded as being on the right side of history?" Vanwyn said.

      Astra glared at her. "No, it couldn't."

      "They destroyed the Druid order. Whatever bad things you could say about the Druids—and oh, I had plenty to say—they weren't evil," Banok said.

      "You just stole a fortune from Baxtech. They nuked the Druids. They almost killed Cleo on Rockholm. These people are your enemies and they will stop at nothing to wipe you out. Even if you are so deluded as to think standing against the other me is wise, they are still against you," Astra said, enunciating each word with force.

      "She's right," Cleo said with a nod at Astra. "I don't know what the future holds for any of us, but these fuckers tried to kill us first. We put them down."

      "Hitting their finances will have hurt them," Banok said.

      "It is a blow, but if we don't follow it up, it's one they'll recover from in time," Cleo said.

      "So we hit them, and nothing fancy. Not this time. We take out their shipyard," Banok said.

      "You're good, I'm better, you're still just one ship," Delilah said.

      "We've one very large fortune. We visit Yeltor," Banok said.

      Yeltor, a world of clans perpetually at war. A place mercenaries always had work, and could always be found looking for something even better.

      Cleo considered a moment and nodded. "That will work. I'll set course. Let's go buy some friends."
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      There was a large price on their heads now. As soon as the Catspaw was scanned in the Yeltor system, vessels began closing to collect a bounty. The first to attempt a kill were the ones with the most cash and all those vessels were especially speedy, well-armed, and aggressive. More thoughtful commanders were opening up comm channels to the Catspaw to see if they were willing to make a deal.

      Dodging three warships, the Catspaw made it into the midst of a dozen more accelerating towards them. These belonged to the Steel Drakes who had just accepted a healthy payday to provide protection.

      By the time they reached Yeltor they'd picked up twenty more defenders, all in a loose formation around the Catspaw.

      Yeltor had originally been home to a large number of Dwarven clans constantly at war with each other. Everyone hired mercenaries to fight those battles alongside them. Over time those battles created new grudges between the mercenary companies, and even when the last of the clans were dead the war continued. It had now been going on for over two thousand years.

      The war was often more a simmer than a burn, long periods of tense quiet punctuated by occasional bursts of bloody violence. Several strong alliances of mercenary companies held to the old clan factions, while others were less fixed in their loyalties drifting back and forth between them.

      You never really knew who you'd be able to hire at Yeltor. Not everyone was willing to work together, and none involved in an active conflict would be prepared to spare any forces.

      Cleo had been monitoring comm traffic since they entered the system. Vanwyn was calling around to get impressions from those ships that were already their guardians.

      Cleo called a meeting of the crew to discuss their options.

      "This planet gives me a headache," Cleo said.

      "Too complicated even for you?" Banok asked.

      Cleo grimaced and shook her head. "I can keep track of it all. I just don't get it. Who passes up good money to do some killing, just because they want to kill some other people more—for free? Take the cash and settle your grudges later."

      Banok agreed. His greed had always been bigger than his anger and he wondered if, now with Astra, that had changed. There hadn't really been a chance to test it.

      "You'll want Elves. Even the younger ones are going to be a better choice against Orcs," Vanwyn said.

      "We've seen younger Elves in a fight. Dwarves demolished them in thirty seconds," Cleo said.

      "This isn't going to be a person-to-person fight. Elven ships have superior technology, and offer better range. They are the superior vessels," Vanwyn said.

      Cleo held up a hand to forestall further objections. "There are four major factions we can work with. That is our real choice. Choosing one will cancel our option with the others."

      "Do they actually break down on racial lines?" Banok asked.

      "Somewhat, it isn't quite that bad. There are the Tuskers, mostly ground-pounders, but they've got some big-ass, well-armored ships with heavy shuttles. I know, they seem a weird choice to take down an Orc navy, but the heavy ships would let them get close enough to the shipyard and we could try to capture it," Cleo said.

      "To do what? Go into business for ourselves? That sounds like something dummy would think of," Nyx said.

      "We're out to deny them the shipyard. We do that by blowing it up, and we do that by capturing it. Having Tuskers on the payroll would also let us do more than just engage the navy," Banok said.

      "What is our second option?" Vanwyn asked.

      "The Stone Gnats. They are the newest of the major clans. They started out weak, and they're still weak, but there are a lot of them. They might be farm boys and farm girls from the back worlds in hacked-together ships, but they're brave enough and have gained some acclaim for pulling off surprise victories," Cleo said.

      "I don't know if "young and dumb" is really what we need here," Banok said.

      Nyx said, "Why not? You might not be the dumbest person in a room for once. I like it. People underestimate little things, but we can be pretty badass."

      "I do hope we get to some Elves soon," Vanwyn murmured.

      Cleo told them, "Option three. The Vanguard. The oldest of the factions and the most distinguished. Mostly Elven, although there are some Dwarves as well. Solid magic, old technology. Without question they're the most skilled and well-armed of any of the factions, but they're also the fewest in number."

      "You don't need a massive army when you can win the battle with a single perfectly placed shot," Vanwyn said.

      "There are a lot of Orc ships and they pack a punch. How much of a punch, if the battlefield the size of single system is going to let skill come into play?" Banok asked.

      "As someone who has fought more battles than any of you, skill always comes into play," Vanwyn said.

      Cleo moved on. "Option Four. The Prophets. They're a tiny bit culty, but every squad is headed by a seer. They're supposed to be able to see a little bit in the future and use that to their advantage."

      "Useful," Vanwyn said, not sounding happy about admitting it.

      "If they can see the future, are they going to really take the job? We know we're going to be sending them into a killing field. Hopefully we can win, but they'll lose something," Banok said.

      "I remain in favor of the Vanguard. Skill matters in a thousand ways during a battle. The right choices must be made in an instant," Vanwyn said.

      "The Prophets would help there," Cleo said.

      "Perhaps, but are their soldiers going to really be capable of executing on that? It is tempting to just throw men at a problem, but those aren't the forces you want at your back in a battle," Vanwyn said.

      There was a burst of flame and Astra appeared, seated on the table edge. "Not that any of you are asking for my opinion, but as someone who waged an unsuccessful war on the galaxy I'll tell you my Orc hordes lost out to skilled soldiers."

      Banok studied Astra, then Vanwyn, "Our ancient here might be a bit racist, but in this case I don't think she's wrong."

      "The Vanguard it is then," Cleo said, rubbing at her eyes. "At least we've got the money to throw around and I can do a lot of hiring of independents too. There are factions there as well, but not as many."

      "You'll want heavy cruisers, something that can get in close and take a beating. You don't need skill for that and it is something the Elven vessels will lack," Vanwyn said.

      Cleo rose from the table and gestured to Vanwyn. "Come on. I'm smart at putting together a plan for a heist, but not a war. You can help me with the hiring decisions."

      The two left the room.

      "Guess you aren't good for anything, dummy. She finally figured it out. Maybe if you beg a whole lot you can win your way back into my affections," Nyx said, as she took off from the back of a chair.

      "Like I ever left them. You're only mean when you care. You regretting all this? Cleo has the scent of a kill and I have to avenge the Order, but you don't have to fight this battle. We can drop you off somewhere with a pile of money larger than you are," Banok said.

      "Size jokes? That is beneath you, dummy," Nyx said, landing on the table before Banok. "You guys are all I have. If I didn't run away from a dragon, I'm not going to run away from a fleet of stupid Orcs."

      "Your friends don't lack for boldness," Astra said. The table was already blackened around where she sat.

      "Why are you here anyways? Everything you say, it's like you want to just go and hook back up with the other you and form some giant happy army of burning-void-touched hussies," Nyx said with a glare at Astra.

      "I'm here because this is my place. Because I bound myself to Banok in a way closer than you ever can. Yes, I want him to pick the winning side and I know what my ... darker half is capable of. Because Banok cares about all of you, and I want you to be a winner as well," Astra said.

      "But if it was us or her, you wouldn't pick us," Nyx said.

      "No, she would," Banok said. It wasn't even a question really. She was bound to him and Banok to her. So far that bond had mostly seemed to work in her favor, but it wasn't one-sided.

      "You worry too much about things a long ways in the future. For now? We want to slaughter the same people," Astra said.
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      When they arrived in the Carripool system they found over one hundred Orc warships waiting. It was a fleet that could threaten empires, and despite the mercenaries they'd recruited they were greatly outnumbered.

      The Vanguard had only provided seven vessels, but what a seven they were. Thousands of years old they were battle-worn and battle-proven. While they looked almost fragile, made of wood and silver, intricate Elven scrollwork across the hulls layered defensive magic that shielded them from harm. Escorting them were blocky Dwarven vessels, slow-moving but durable, and some faster human-made strike craft.

      Orc vessels moved to intercept, but were held back by energy beams fired from the Elven ships. Their beam weapons were almost instantaneous compared to ballistic projectiles. That allowed them to be accurate even at long range. Evasive maneuvers that could normally mitigate much of weapons fire were useless.

      Banok was on the bridge along with the other members of the crew. Astra had materialized to take a seat on the arm of his chair.

      Cleo had her holographic displays up and was flipping through long-distance scans of the shipyards. Vanwyn had one of her own, a display of the battle.

      Banok was focused on the ship itself, drawing power from within and through Astra to create a magical shield around the Catspaw. The Catspaw and the Elven vessels were the only ones in the system shielded like this.

      "We don't have long," Vanwyn said as she tapped at her display. "They'll never match us on range. The right answer here is to build a formation, accept losses, and get close enough. They're already forming up."

      That was bad, but typical of what they'd seen of these Orcs so far. They weren't just aggressive, they were smart soldiers.

      Cleo said, "Nothing vulnerable so far. Fuel shielded, magazine shielded, reactors shielded."

      Their easiest victory would come from their enemy's overconfidence. Often when in territory perceived to be friendly corners were cut, and vital installations that should be secured weren't. If they could find something volatile and destructive that they could hit at range, it could destroy the shipyards and allow them to retreat from the system.

      "We'll have to try it without. Risky, but we have a chance," Vanwyn said.

      "Do it," Cleo said. "I'll update you if I have something more."

      Thirty Orc vessels had formed up into a tight wedge and were advancing on their line. Vanwyn urged the Dwarven vessels to intercept them, holding them off while the Elf ships could advance further into the system and open fire on the Starport.

      It was a challenging maneuver. The Elven vessels had to be aware of the exact positions of the Orc ships, plus the distance to the shipyards and where they'd focus their fire. And there was the effective range of the defenders and how the Elves should continue to keep themselves safe from that. This is where their skill really mattered, and why they'd been selected as allies.

      So far the battle was going their way despite the enemy not having made any big mistakes. The Dwarven blockers were taking a beating, but that was what they were there for. They were successfully keeping the Elven vessels safe, and the Elves were landing hits on the shipyards. A half-built vessel had already broken out of its supports and was drifting free, tumbling through the system.

      "Problem," Cleo said, swiping a hand to the side and bringing a set of sensor readings forward.

      There were vessels entering the system behind them.

      "Those aren't from in system," Vanwyn said, studying the tactical display. She sounded worried.

      "There are only five of them. We can take them," Nyx said, shaking a tiny fist at the display.

      "They limit our movement, which is a major part of the fleet's defense right now," Vanwyn said staring hard at the screen. "We've lost. We need to withdraw."

      "That is surprisingly cowardly of you," Cleo said.

      "It isn't cowardice, it is experience. I have seen thousands of battles. An inexperienced commander might try to fight this one out and lose forces needlessly, but I know better. We paid those mercenaries, they'll die for us, but we've no need to ask them to be killed in a battle they can't win."

      "We took them by surprise this time. We won't have the option again," Cleo said.

      Banok turned his attention to Astra, who was busy polishing her nails. "We have to be able to do something."

      "You're the most powerful being in this system. Of course we can do something. What we can do isn't free and isn't nice," Astra said, lowering her hand and tossing back her fiery hair.

      "I need something more than that," Banok said.

      "And soon, the clock is ticking," Vanwyn said.

      Astra said, "You haven't fully realized it yet, but we're in a tug of war, you and me. Me and me. You really don't know that you're winning. That Spellweaver? Before you went and spawned that Grove you'd have been hitting that for days," Astra said.

      "Druid power versus your power," Banok said.

      "Creation versus destruction. Call it what you will. You killed a lot of people and it was gorgeous, but in doing so you built something that will live for a very long time. I sucked in a lot of that. Astra, and Urania, got weaker and some other parts of me got stronger," Astra said, before she poked Banok in the chest. "Those parts can't help you here. A star elemental though ..."

      "Why are you playing this out like it's some sort of choice where I might possibly decide something else? I'm going to make the hard call that lets us win. I'm always going to make the hard call that lets us win." Banok said.

      Astra beamed a smile at him then turned her attention to the others on the bridge. "We need to get closer to the star. We're too far. And Banok can't keep our shield up, because I'm going to be drawing on his power."

      "The bulk of the Orc ships are in closer," Vanwyn said with a frown, pulling up a battle map and quickly sketching out a new battle plan.

      The fleet advanced. The remaining Dwarven vessels continued to hold the Orc wedge formation at bay as the Elven and Human ships guided the Catspaw deeper into the system.

      The Elven vessels no longer fired on the shipyard. Their beam weapons were reserved for those Orc vessels further in, focusing fire when and where they could to hold them at bay.

      Astra took both of Banok's hands and he felt a thrill of power from the contact.

      "What do I do?" Banok asked.

      "It isn't about control, not this time. You can't do what needs doing, but I can. You need to trust me, open your power to me. Our conduit flows both ways," Astra said.

      Trusting her wasn't an easy thing to do. Yes, she was on his side. Banok didn't so much believe that as he knew it. Their bond wouldn't allow them to betray each other. It didn't mean that they couldn't be at odds. The power of the Druids was far different than anything Astra had access to, than Urania had ever had access to. Putting Druid magic into her hands was quite literally placing his life under Astra's control.

      The battle display showed a blue blip vanish. They'd lost another defender. The red dots of Orc vessels were growing closer. Close enough to open fire on the Elven ships.

      Their shields would last awhile, but they weren't infinite.

      Banok reached out magically for Astra. It was something he hadn't done before. She wasn't hard to find, she was like a sun. A sun with a cold empty spot of the Void buried within.

      "There you go. You see me," Astra purred.

      "Your parts don't fit well together," Banok said.

      "Well enough," Astra said, and Banok felt a wrenching from within him. It was an unpleasant feeling, like a hand squeezing at his heart. Astra wasn't gentle in pulling upon his power.

      The magical strands she wove to the nearby star were more intricate, more complex than anything Banok had ever experienced. This was similar to the art of the Spellweavers, yet while they wove pure magical power into organized constructs, this was a weaving of elemental power. It wasn't just fire. There were strands of earth and air as well.

      Banok suddenly understood what she was doing. It was too late to stop it. He didn't know if he would have—even if it was in his power.

      It was no mere solar flare that Astra conjured. The star went nova. The devastation from the stellar explosion was total.

      Cleo screamed as blips on the holographic display vanished one after another.

      The shipyards burned, the Orcs burned, the mercenaries burned. Everything but the Catspaw. It was Astra now who surrounded the ship. Astra protecting it. For Banok the world became a single sustained blaze.
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      Banok awoke to a tiny foot kicking him in the ear. "Wake up, dummy, we've got another one."

      Banok tried to get out of bed but couldn't quite manage it. Bands of magical blue energy bound his wrists to the bedposts. With a knee he nudged Delilah who sleepily waved a hand, releasing the restraints.

      "I still don't like her," Nyx said, buzzing around his head as Banok left the tent. It was dawn outside, although the rising sun was blocked by the ruin of a skyscraper.

      The new home of the Druid Order. It wasn't much so far, a collection of tents built within the Grove that Banok constructed. So far he hadn't figured out how to get the trees to accept other structures. They hated most forms of technology although they'd proved agreeable to some of what Nyx built. It was a relationship he hoped to improve going forward. She was already rapidly becoming the resident technology expert.

      The man waiting for him was somewhere in his forties, bearded and looking worn around the edges. The Druid robes he wore marking him as a Tender.

      "You found us," Banok said, shaking the man's hand.

      "Lady named Cleo found me. I was in hiding. Didn't believe it, at first. Uh, Joralis Kabral, Senior Tender," Joralis said, looking around the Grove. "This place, it's ... hard to believe, isn't it?"

      Banok appreciated the honesty, and the openness to change. To many, seeing the new Grove for the first time it was hard to believe. To accept.

      "It was birthed from the death of millions on a world where nature had died out. It's still killing them. It will probably try to kill you," Banok said.

      Joralis gave a weak smile. "I'm not really much of a fighter."

      That was unfortunate, they needed as many warriors as they could get.

      "You will be. We drill every day in the staff, and you'll be learning to use elemental fire in combat situations," Banok said.

      "That isn't what the Order is about," Joralis said, straightening up.

      "I never knew the dummy came from a big bunch of dummies until I met them," Nyx said, flying over to kick Joralis in the jaw.

      "Ouch!" Joralis said, batting at the fairy.

      The strays had been coming in for weeks now. It turned out Banok hadn't been the only druid being hunted. There had been a price on all their heads and it was something for which the Order had poorly prepared them.

      Some had stayed alive by being tough as nails, born survivors. Banok wasn't the only one who had taken assignments off-world because he didn't fit with the rest of the Order. Those like him were becoming the backbone of the new Order. Others were cowards who had tucked themselves away and hidden, but they still had skills that were useful.

      The Order wasn't much so far. Twelve druids, and another twenty-three magically sensitive students from this world that the Grove had spared, herding them in their direction instead of killing them.

      Banok turned Joralis over to another to find him some quarters and then he headed for the dock. The Grove didn't like starships either, but they'd struck something of a compromise by housing the docks on top of an abandoned skyscraper. It was a shame they couldn't have elevators. Even with the Grove to boost endurance, climbing up seventy flights of stairs was still time-consuming.

      It was worth it to see Cleo. She was unloading crates, supplies for the fledgling settlement.

      "You brought us another one," Banok said.

      Cleo grinned. "I think I've got lines on three more. They started a flower business together on Kilankis, if you can believe it."

      "You could stay," Banok said. It wasn't the first time he'd made the pitch.

      Cleo's tail lashed. "You need someone out there and I'm the one with a ship. Besides, you know I don't like staying still. I never have."

      "I feel like I took your crew away from you," Banok said.

      Nyx and Vanwyn had both stayed behind to help build the new Order. These days it was just Cleo aboard the Catspaw.

      "Because you did," Cleo said, putting a hand on his arm. "No hate. We got one of the biggest scores in history. People weren't going to stick around anyways after that. At least this way everyone is still together where I can come visit."

      "How is it out there?" Banok asked.

      "Bad. Orc armies with fleets of black transports are seizing planets. The only saving grave is they lack proper warships as escorts. For the first time in a long time the Fade seems to be growing. No less than eight major wars have broken out," Cleo said, releasing his arm and taking a seat on a crate. She gave an awkward shrug. "We missed some stuff."

      "We're one ship, we did pretty well. And the Order, I'm forging them into a weapon," Banok said.

      Cleo gave him a frank look. "I know. Everybody knows, that is why everybody stuck around to help you. They believe in your vision. I believe in your vision. So stop feeling guilty for it."

      "You know why I do."

      Cleo was quiet for a moment. "Still? You aren't lacking for companionship these days. I'd thought maybe ..."

      "I know you don't feel the same way. I know you maybe can't, partly because of me. But yes, still," Banok said.

      Cleo rose to her feet and brushed a kiss across his cheek. "If you want a cat to love you, the best way is to give her lots of space. You're doing that. No promises but, really, thank you for being honest. I don't always get it."

      "Then we'll keep doing what we're doing. And if you happen to find a face in need of shooting ..." Banok said with a knowing expression.

      Cleo nodded. "We'll put the team back together. Maybe without making a star explode next time?"

      "No promises," Astra whispered in Banok's ear. "I trust you caught the most interesting part of all that? The Fade grows. I was right."

      They had slowed one growing darkness only for another to replace it. But that one was, perhaps, a friend.

      "Interesting days behind us. And better ones ahead," Banok said.

      "You have no idea," Astra whispered.

      That much was true, but Banok would find out. And next time the Druids would be ready.

      

      The End
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      This is my second try at a science fantasy harem. My first, Centauri Bliss has done well but I wanted to try a different take on things with this one. The dynamic is completely different for all that I’ve kept some things similar.

      

      The idea here was to retell a very classic sort of high fantasy story in a science fiction setting. The rising darkness, the powerful magic user rising up to stop it.

      

      I tried to make this book work as a standalone, in the past I sometimes ended on obvious cliffhangers and said “If you want a sequel, let me know.”.  There obviously is more room I can go with this story, I hope it does well enough to give me the option.

      

      Even as I write this I’m hard at work on the fourth book of the Centauri Bliss series. I have a lot of fun ideas this year I hope to bring to you, some twists on LitRPG I’ve never seen and some other really cool ideas for harem novels. That in addition to some of the stuff I’ve planned on for a long time. I still want to do something with a magic school, I still intend to do a sequel to Glitch Hunter.

      

      As always, thank you for reading. I wouldn’t be able to create these stories without you. It is something I love to do and my readers make it possible.
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