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Story Bonus of the

Beyond the Outer Rim

Series

––––––––

By Reiter

––––––––

For Character List & Glossary of Terms visit:

www.b-t-o-r.com



... dedicated to those who stand the watch.

––––––––

Though often presented in the most glorious and pristine condition, the status of the uniform pales in relation to the character of the soldier. Warriors, perpetually seeking peace, are the protectors of countless souls, forever embodying those traits that bring story-tellers to the stage. If one were to engage in a search for a greater courage, a more meaningful testament to dedication and sacrifice... one would only find another soldier.

We thank you for your service! This story is dedicated to those who dedicate themselves to sustaining our way of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

––––––––

A powerful, but not necessary, Lead-In to this tale appears in SylverMoon Chronicles, Volume V under the title One Last Errand.



NOTE: Explaining Rims Time

With all of the things that can be divisive in this particular sector of space, it is good to know there is a constant upon which all can agree – the concept of marking time. Though the Chrono-Sages are found in Imperial Space, they are not considered citizens of the Empire. In fact, they are universally accepted and supported by every known civilization in The Rims. 

We shall dodge the inclination to delve into more political details and definitions, and simply come to the more factual point – how to tell time in The Rims. One could come across an entry marked as such:

Rims Time: XI-4805.17

The Roman Numerals signify the number of centuries that have passed since the last Rim Event. According to the Chrono-Sages, the last major Rim Event was the declaration of the Inner Rim Empire Primus (often referred to as Primuson). The first two digits show the current year of that century. The next two digits show the month, and the numbers after the decimal place indicate the day of the month. So the above listing could be translated to:

May 17th, 1148

Each month in the Rims has thirty days. To be of further assistance, here is a listing of the months in a year of Rims Time:

––––––––

	Janzur

	Februsi

	Lentmonzat

	Aprilis

	May

	Mityar

	Yorjunvis

	Saxtilius

	September

	Octoryn

	Novarsi

	Entyar


––––––––

Here’s a word of caution: keep an eye on the Rims Time stated. Not everything in this story happens in what you might consider to be chronological order. Sometimes, in order to more clearly see how to move forward, one must look back.



Patience and perseverance have a magical effect before which difficulties disappear and obstacles vanish.


John Quincy Adams 
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(I)

(Rims Time: XI-3703.20)

The fires still burned in the hall, but there was little need for them. For on this side of the planet, Spring was well underway. It was not too warm, but it certainly was not cold... not that the bodies of many of the partakers would be able to detect a chilling wind. They were overcome with the warmth and mind-swimming delights of too much drink and jubilation. The celebration had lasted for hours and the sun was once again high in the sky.  

Even the servants, who were slowly going about their morning chores, were intoxicated – and most of them had not taken the first sip of wine. But they were the hired help... the servants... untrained in the arts of the Energies. So they were ignorant of the fact a charm had been worked against their minds and bodies. It was the same dweomer worked against all of the other attendants to the grand occasion, having basically the same effect.

The grand occasion. It was a day which would make the mark of many historians recording the passing of time through the Rims. 

They had returned. Five of the most sacred had returned to the Terran Triangle, and it would be at least a week before the region would begin to lose its jubilance. While the people of the temple slept off their over-indulgence, the people of the countless districts continued the celebration. Eventually, even the working servants succumbed to the charm, falling over in the midst of performing their duties.

However, not every soul within the temple had been touched in that manner, and two lifted their heads, their minds unaffected by the charm. But then again, such was often the case with a worked spell: the SpellCasteR, and any additionally chosen agent, was often immune to the effects of their own incantations. 

“Kantren, we do not have much time,” Lirtelzi whispered, looking around to see so many people unconscious.

“No, not much,” Kantren agreed, taking a moment to support the weight of his upper body on his elbows. He smiled brightly looking at the people around him. “But we have enough to savor this moment. Enacranites! Olassi-bred filth and nothing more!” A flick of his hand generated and fired a MannA Bolt, sending it across the chamber. It struck a man in the back, pushing him over the banister he had been draped over. His body fell to the floor below; a small puff of smoke where the energy had burned into clothes and flesh remained.

“Enough!” the woman barked, the tone of her facial skin beginning to darken. She would not appear like a human much longer. Feeling the alteration spell slowly leaving her body, Lirtelzi stood and started running for the double doors. “Why score one when we can score them all?!”

“And this is why the Eromzunn entrust her with missions and not you,” Kantren muttered, clamoring to chase after her.

With no guard or master to bar their way, the two had easy access to every article of interest and power on the property. It would have been a simple thing for them to have fallen into distraction with so much to choose from. But the woman’s mind was disciplined, and only death could prevent her now.

Not far outside of the room where most had engaged in the festivities, the fountain circulated water, shooting columns of it into the air only to be collected, without a splash, in the pool below. 

“How very obvious,” Lirtelzi sighed, splashing across the pool until she reached a place where one of the columns was about to erupt. Kantren had just joined her when it did, and Lirtelzi allowed the water to take the two into a pocket dimension held above the fountain. 

“Now you can strike with impunity,” Lirtelzi hissed, thrusting her hand toward one of the guards of the Enacranite vault. He was in the process of drawing his sword, and though his body had been conditioned to repel some of the most powerful incantations, the same could not be said for his armour or the air immediately around him. Ice formed around his body, imprisoning him in a body-sheath.

There were only two others stationed here, both casters, and while Kantren might have been reckless and easily distracted, he was gifted with skill and potency. Taking one step toward the closer robed figure, Kantren thrust pure MannA at the young woman, engaging his Combashida to pull on the other robed figure on the far side of the receiving platform. Kantren snickered as the young man was made to fly from his seat and land on the platform, sliding toward him. Lirtelzi had taken on the most powerful of the three... Kantren would be allowed to play with his meal before dining on the delicacies he had been served.

“I feel you, Centurion,” Lirtelzi said, losing the last of her human disguise. Her skin was now gray, her hair purple, and she glared at the guard through bright yellow eyes. Quickly her hands waved in front of her face, forming a spherical object that manifested over the ice statue she had just created. “You are well-defending, but still poorly fortified.” Lirtelzi cackled seeing her opponent begin to generate large amounts of EnerJa. Before he could apply it in the manner he sought, it was absorbed into the small sphere hovering over him. It collected the energy, converting it and directing even more cold down on the man, making the ice thicker and colder. 

“I wonder if he will realize that he is about to kill himself,” she muttered, turning to see how Kantren was faring. 

“What do they teach these children?” Kantren barked, stepping through a weak attack the young man had sent against him. He had given the young man time to collect himself, stand up, and draw his blade. “Leading with a thrust?!” he sniped, smacking the flat of the blade with his forearm guard. The loud clang signaled a strong hit, but the missing blade was a better measure of the defense. “Try again,” he said, backing away from his opponent, smiling devilishly as he slowly performed a kata that took his hands away from his sides. 

The young man yelled, lunging forward again, this time spinning and swinging his sword. The gray-skinned man moved more quickly to meet his opponent and used his right hand to strike the shoulder of the young man before he could even begin his spin. Kantren’s left hand then clawed across the man’s back. The youth screamed for his life as his body locked in pain and trauma. He lost his blade about the same time he lost his life.

“I’m going to need this,” Kantren said, as he twirled the sword, spinning around. “Excuse me, your ladyship.”

“But of course, Kantren,” Lirtelzi said softly, throwing herself into a back-bend. The short sword Kantren had taken from the young caster flew over her chest and into the back of the MannA-burnt woman. She was still in the throes of pain and shock from the MannA bolt. If anything, the blade in the back was a sweet release. “Oh, very well thrown.”

“It was his skill, not mine,” Kantren said, rubbing his fingers and thumb together.

Lirtelzi smiled at the Blood Reading her student had performed. “I see... was that one trusted with the location of the stone?”

Thinking only for a moment – sending his mind through the memories he had just acquired – Kantren smiled and nodded to the affirmative. “Right this way, your ladyship.

“So many years!” Kantren hissed as he walked briskly. “Too many!”

“Over five thousand, to be precise, Kantren.”

“Yes, and this is the day we strike in the name of vengeance!”

“Observation, young Powerkin,” Lirtelzi warned. “Our enemy was great in number eons ago. They are even greater in number now. Yes, our numbers too have grown, but we would be foolish to think we kept pace with the Vohlterrans and all of their little tribes. It seems they have nothing better to do than crawl in and out of one another! 

“This is not the day we strike. No, my student... this is the day we insert another piece of the puzzle... another thread of the cloak we have been weaving since we were forced from the Rims. Besides, we are too far from the Vohlterran homeworld to strike effectively.”

“Then why was this placed chosen, milady?! If it is too far away for us to-” Her hand smacked against the side of his face and Kantren was reminded of whom he was addressing. 

“So many of our kind thought and fought just as you tend to think and fight, Kantren! Did you happen to notice that we lost?! 

“Power is not enough!” she shouted, beginning to pace. “An abundance of power is not enough! We must outthink our enemy! That is why we have spies in every corner of the Rims... that is why we knew that five of their precious Enacranites would make their return now... that is how we were able to infiltrate this place and find this stone!”

Kantren was even more confused. It seemed that his mentor had simply thrust her hand into a pile of empowered stones and brought out one. It was a fist-sized garnet stone, cloudy and poorly cut, suggesting that it would need to be cut several times before mounted to anything of worth. Kantren stammered, not wanting to anger his teacher any further. 

The Powerkin already knew he could overwhelm her, power-wise. But her technique would have his thunderous attacks rebounding against him as they had time and time before. In essence, he would work to beat himself and she would be left, not even sweating, picking whatever final stroke she deemed suitable for the moment. 

“Your ladyship... I-”

“Ah,” she smiled, taking a soft hold of his face. “You don’t know. Good! You’re not supposed to... and neither will the Vohlterrans. You see just what they will see: a simple stone of empowerment. And for the moment, that is all it is. But give it time, Kantren. Give the poor thing time.” The woman chuckled for a moment, allowing her head to tilt to one side. “Time... and a very subdued enchantment. The sort that will take years to manifest! After all, this stone has a long way to travel before its time will come. 

“Prepare yourself, Kantren,” she commanded. “You will need to muster more power than you thought yourself capable, and I will show you how.” 



Procrastination makes easy things hard, hard things harder. 

Mason Cooley

[image: image]

(Rims Time: XI-4804.11) 

“Quiet walks are underrated,” Vaiyorl thought, coming to the bend in the path. With his left wrist tucked inside of his right hand, his arms behind him, the man had a slight forward lean to his body. The contemplations of the world seemed to be on his shoulders... and he would give them their just weight... in a moment. For now, they would have to wait until he was done with his constitutional. 

“Not that the silence could deliver me from this,” he concluded, taking in the arrangement of the flowers on the Eastern side of the estate. How his wife, Guysorla, had managed to get three different species to harmoniously mix seed and produce such a bloom was beyond him. “And I’m supposed to be the SorceroR of the family,” he considered, amusing himself.

“Stop it, Vaiyorl,” he whispered. “No amount of distraction can save you. Like the rising of the sun, this cannot be stopped by any power you possess.”

“Have you come for the beginning of the end, Your Grace?” a cheerful voice called out, bringing Vaiyorl away from his musings.

“Wh-What?” the man stammered, looking for the source of the voice. It was not foreign to the Duke, simply unexpected, and it did not take him long to remember who the voice belonged to or locate the speaker. Managing a polite smile, Vaiyorl lifted his hand and waved at Nokeyesh, the Chief Groundskeeper. “The beginning of the end?”

The pleasant man, smiled, turning to point further out on the Eastern Ground. “They’re just about ready to bring it all down!”

“Oh, yes,” Vaiyorl said softly, allowing his hand to fall slowly back to his side. “The Test Tower. How very appropriate!” Vaiyorl tucked his right thumb into his belt at the hip, and rested his left palm on his chest. His bronze eyes stared at the construct, now a year out of service, and his lungs slowly expanded. He exhaled at the same pace, as the images of the moment began to mix with the memories of many years past. His mind had been trained to focus on more than one thought at a time, and even as he could see machinery approaching the tower to dismantle it, he could still see himself seated in the stands, waiting for the event to begin.

“Everyone, please take your seats!” Guysorla had directed. It was not customary for a Duchess to be so directly involved with such proceedings, but the occasion had been too near and dear to the woman’s heart. She would have left no detail to another to resolve. “... the contestants are ready and the race is about to begin.”

Without his wife at his side, it came as no surprise that the Duke’s daughter would take the seat next to his. Many had ribbed that Guysorla had had little to nothing to do with the birth of their second child. She favored her father in nearly every physical regard. The same shiny black hair, the same powerful set of bronze eyes... there was hardly anything of Guysorla to be seen at all.

“Father,” Shonsatah had smiled up at the Duke. “When you first climbed, how did you fare on the Test Tower?”

“My sweet daughter, here you are going to learn one of the benefits of power and authority,” Vaiyorl had answered. “... for neither I...” and Vaiyorl had stood up and raised his voice to insure he would be heard. “... nor anyone in my employ or of my affiliation knows how I fared during my turn upon the tower! I do hope that I am clear on that point.” Laughter saw the Duke back to his seat and he smiled, embracing his child.

“Father!” Shonsatah had sighed, grabbing his arm. “Will you please tell me?”

After a brief pause, all the while staring into her eyes, Vaiyorl had finally said, “One day, I will be able to look into those eyes and say no. I am very much fearful of the man I will have to be to manage that feat.

“Your father,” he had begun, sweeping Shonsatah out of her seat and into his lap. “... your handsome father was a master tower climber in his day!”

“Truly?!” she had asked, her eyes brighter than the rising sun.

“Oh yes indeed,” he had emphatically nodded. “The only trouble I had... my day came the day after the contest, when the day had been won by someone else.”

Losing some of her excitement, Shonsatah had pressed. “You didn’t win?”

“Did not win!” Vaiyorl had testified. “Didn’t place... didn’t show... didn’t finish!”

“What?” she gasped.

“I fell thirteen seconds into the race,” he had admitted. “The particular format we were testing on came with a robotic arm that swung around the base of the tower. Your father had the incredible notion that he would use the arm to swing out to a pole that was easier to ascend than the tower.” 

“Sounds daring enough,” Shonsatah had considered.

“Perhaps, but hardly original. The Games Master had built in a countermeasure. Nothing too dastardly, mind you. We were children, after all. But as soon as I latched onto the arm, it decided to move faster.” Shonsatah had gasped, grabbing onto his shirt tightly. “Careful there, my daughter... I think it’s safe to say I live through this one.

“But suffice to say, I wasn’t going to be undone by a machine! I was a Jhormynn after all!”

“Indeed you were,” she had smiled in agreement, “and thankfully still are!”

“So I managed to keep my hold and despite the speed of the swinging arm, I moved myself, using only my hands, to get to a position where I could swing up and stand on top of the arm.”

“Well, at least you were a good tumbler,” Shonsatah had remarked.

“And abysmal at weights and measurements,” Vaiyorl had replied. “I swung up, stood up on the arm and slammed into a retaining wall.” Shonsatah had shrieked, covering her mouth with her hand. “The good news is that I was completely unconscious before I reached the surface.”

“Why is that good news?”

“Because I can’t imagine the sensation of breaking one’s arm and leg in the same instant. Better to be unconscious before the matter.”

“Father!”

“Not to worry. My mother comes from a long line of capable HealeRs... and like I said, the very next day, I tried again... and I climbed that tower. I even managed to beat the winning time.”

“But Vaiyorl, you weren’t really racing, were you?” True Lord Kelsbi Herthane had inquired, squaring his shoulders before he spoke. “None of the other contestants were there climbing against you.”

“Quite right, Lord Herthane,” Vaiyorl had agreed. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Shonsatah had argued. “The important thing is that you tried... twice!”

“The wisdom of a child,” Kelsbi had noted, turning to make sure everyone could see him. For his sort, the True Lord of the Herthane House was a comely man. Just under two meters in height, with mocha brown skin, vibrant golden brown eyes, and brilliant white hair... he was most pleasing to the eye. 

“How interesting, then, that my father felt the exact same way,” Vaiyorl stated, bringing the conversations in the stands to a close. Too late had Vaiyorl realized the tone he had used, but timing was still something which was in his favor. “And here we are,” he announced, putting Shonsatah down on her feet as he stood up. “Our racers!” 

Vaiyorl lowered his head, closing his eyes. His right hand remained where he had it, as did his left, only now he rubbed his thumb over his index and middle fingers. It was his normal standing pose of contemplation.

“The beginning of the end indeed, good Nokeyesh,” he thought. Turning his head up to look again at the man, the Duke smiled and excused himself. There was no need to witness the dismantling of the construct. Plenty had fallen from it already, and the man had matters to which he had to attend. The time for pausing had come and gone. He walked toward the house, increasing the speed of his gait.

Vaiyorl smiled when he reached the double doors and the two guards. Each saluted before opening the door closest to them. The Duke acknowledged the two men and entered to where a single figure stood... he had been waiting patiently for the Duke.

“I don’t suppose-”

“Not yesterday, not today, and not tomorrow, my friend,” Vaiyorl said without even looking up at his Security Chief.

Quybron Lotansheer had been in the service of the Duke since before the man was promoted to the rank of True Lord. The two men had seen much, as there were many who felt the advances conveyed upon the Jhormynn name were unjustified. The Imperial Empress was not one of those people, however, so it had become increasingly difficult for the Duke’s detractors to voice their opinions and hope they would have any traction in the operations of the Royal Court. 

And it was voices they had been reduced to... though that had not always been the case. Quybron could still remember the fateful night when an unassigned Imperial warship fired on the Duke’s wife and children. That incident had come in the wake of a coordinated attack on the former Jhormynn Estate. So many lives had been lost that night; the Duke was nearly one of them, as was his family. It was still a mystery how Guysorla and the children had survived several barrages from an Imperial War Tower, but the whole incident had backfired on those who had orchestrated the event. 

The family’s survival of the outlandish attack had only confirmed the Empress’ beliefs and she made it so that Vaiyorl was promoted to Duke the moment he had awakened. Quybron had laid in the adjacent bed, watching his charge give the Oath of Loyalty and Service directly to the Emperor and Empress who had come to personally visit the man and his family. 

Still, all of that was years ago... whatever pressed the Duke now was a fresher ill, but Quybron had his suspicions.

“Please have Yorlson and Valian meet me in my office,” Vaiyorl said aloud, but to no one in particular. The guards opened the doors to his office and he entered without saying another word. With only a turn of Quybron’s head, the faster Page took it upon herself to be the messenger. She approached the wall and summoned the virtual console. With three strokes of her hand, she had the locations of both young men and to her delight, they were together. But an electronic message would not serve... not for this. She turned and raced down the corridor, sliding to a near stop to negotiate the ninety-degree turn. She resumed her sprint and was out of the house shortly thereafter.

“My lord is not an impolite man,” Quybron thought, choosing to sit outside the Duke’s office and wait for the two youths. “... but that was a very rude reception. Something presses his mind and tears at his heart... and I’d bet my bad arm it’s that boy!”



A babe in the house is a well-spring of pleasure, a messenger of peace and love, a resting place for innocence on earth, a link between angels and men. 


Martin Farquhar Tupper
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(Rims Time: XI-4305.30) 

“Sometimes the banister is just as good as the floor!” Valian thought as he raced down the hallway with his boots in hand. He reached the top of the stairs and jumped. His body sailed high over the stairs, eventually coming to land on the banister. His landing was not perfect, but it was enough for him to maintain his speed all the way down the stairs. Jumping before reaching the very bottom, Valian flew down the corridor leading to the front doors. He landed, stumbling a few steps as he continued to run.

“Order up!” he cried and the front doors opened before he could reach them. Jumping again, Valian landed, in a laid out form, on a floating platform. His landing provided the initial momentum and the two servants, one on either side, ran with that speed, adding some of their own as Valian spun around, putting on his boots. “Nice catch, you two!”

“Hang the catch, Val,” Anzun panted as he pulled at the handles on his side of the hovering platform. “... you’re late... again! They’re about to start the climb without you!”

“Some things just can’t be helped,” Valian said as he finished fastening the second boot. “Just let me know when you’re about to— whoooooooa!” The platform came to an abrupt halt, slamming into a pre-planned locking station. The back end of the platform came up, sending Valian into the air.

“Weren’t you supposed to give him a countdown to launch?” Siadri asked, watching Valian ascend and arc over the smaller trees.

Anzun stood there, smiling and shaking his head. “Yeah, but it’s more fun this way!”

“INCOMING!” Valian screamed, coming through the branches, trying to spot where he was going to land. All he could see were the seated guests the Duchess had invited. “Guard your children!”

Several women screamed and a few were even quick enough to get out of their chairs... just not the ones where it appeared Valian was going to land.

He grunted as his descent came to a stop, centimeters over the head of one particularly petrified woman. His deep violet eyes gazed down into a soft yellow pair and Valian smiled. “Good afternoon.” The woman stammered without actually ever saying anything clearly.

“‘Guard your children’?” Quybron repeated, looking at the young boy. His left hand was extended, used as a guide for his enacted ThoughtWill. Telekinesis was not one of his more practiced disciplines, but Valian was also not that heavy. He slowly maneuvered the boy to open ground.

“Uh, yah,” Valian returned as he was slowly lowered. He was kept centimeters from the ground and his savior frowned. 

“I’m sorry, did actual words erupt from that pit of gibberish you call a mouth?”

Valian came to a quick realization of the man’s point and he composed himself. “My apologies, milord... I meant to say ‘thank you’.”

“I am sure you did, Young Master Valian,” Quybron replied, finally allowing Valian to reach the ground. “Let us hope your form on the tower is better than what was just observed. The height and the velocity were both impressive, but your range of control was... well, let’s leave it at you appeared to be overwhelmed.”

“Only for the moment, milord,” Valian returned, stepping forward to take hold of Quybron’s right hand with both of his. He brought his forehead softly down to the knuckles. “I am in your debt, sir.”

“Demonstrate better form on your climb and consider the matter settled,” Quybron replied, giving the hands a soft squeeze. “That is, if you get to the tower in time.”

Valian stood up straight, gasping. He looked into Quybron’s soft brown gaze and the man nodded. It was the only signal Valian needed to turn and run.

“His contemporaries had better be glad the test is not a foot race,” Quybron thought, watching the boy sprint. Sending a thought to his head-brace cued the visual display of his clock. It was going to be close, but the Chief of Security was a gambling man – with only a few matters – and his credits were wagered on that boy.

Yorlson stood near the center of the group of ten young people, all very eager to race for their place of choice. They had reached the end of their primary education, and were ready to receive a Finishing Master. 

A Finishing Master, often referred to as a Praeceptor, was the sole instructor to a child for three to five years, preparing their student, or Phytos, for their chosen Life Path... a decision often made while a child worked with their Finishing Master. 

“Are you ready to be humiliated, Jhormynn?” H’Tanvor Herthane asked, walking into the waiting area followed by six of his friends.

Yorlson turned to look at the white-haired youth and grinned. “To be humiliated?” he asked. “You’re here at my father’s estate on an otherwise perfect day. Trust me, I’m already humiliated.” As some of the other children murmured their opinion of Yorlson’s response, H’Tanvor advanced, his retinue keeping in close formation. The other children made it clear they did not necessarily stand with Yorlson by moving off to allow him to stand alone.

“No one said you had to make it to the tower, Jhormynn,” H’Tanvor threatened.

“That is very true,” Valian agreed, entering the tent. Upon seeing the boy, several of the Herthane’s supporters backed away. “But the Duke and Duchess have gone out of their way to build the tower and invite all of the Finishing Masters. I think they have expectations. Do you think you want to get in-between them and their expectations, H’Tanvor?”  

The children were all thirteen, or within five months of turning thirteen, so they were about the same size and stature. Valian was actually shorter than H’Tanvor and a couple of his friends. That did not matter now... for it had not mattered at any time before when Valian had decided to get involved in situations like this. He had not always won the engagements, but he had endured each and every one of them – fighting until his attackers either fled or others had intervened. 

Valian took another step to where he was actually in front of Yorlson.  His eyes stared intently into those of the son of True Lord Kelsbi Herthane. “I know Grujhak and the others will get to me... and it will probably hurt... again. But they won’t get to me before I get to you!”

Without saying a word, H’Tanvor stepped back, turned, and walked away. His friends stayed with him with only the largest of their click, Grujhak, keeping his eyes on Valian until H’Tanvor was safely away. Valian looked up at the large boy, smiled, and waved. As soon as they were away, Valian lowered his head and took a long step back.

“Forgive me, Brother,” he said meekly.

“I am not your brother, and I can fight my own fights!” Yorlson exclaimed.

“Indeed, Young Lord Yorlson,” Valian replied. “But they aren’t worthy of fighting you. You’re meant to rescue the Princess... I’ll handle the trash.”

“The Princess?” Yorlson asked, his face relaxing slightly.

“Yes, Master... and she waits for you at the top of the tower.”

Yorlson looked up at the tower and smiled. He looked back at Valian and maintained his smile. “We shouldn’t keep her waiting, then.”

The children were led to the starting area, most of them wearing looks of supreme concentration mixed with fear, and confusion as the image of the tower flickered.

“The Test Tower awaits you,” Guysorla announced. “But be forewarned, the image you see before you is not the tower, but a holographic projection. When the horns sound, the image will drop and you can begin your race to the top.”

“My word,” one of the spectators commented, “the Duchess has outdone herself.”

“Leave it to the House Jhormynn to erase any possibility of favoritism,” said another. “For I could have sworn that was the very tower they spent the last three days building!”

“The projection was built first,” Duke Vaiyorl explained. “So that it could act as a curtain, concealing the actual construct. The only eyes which have seen the tower belong to the technicians of the Games College who designed and built it. 

“Still, all of this was in accordance to my wife’s directives,” Vaiyorl added. “And I agree... she has indeed achieved the remarkable.”

“The rules are simple,” the Duchess continued, trying her best not to let her pride shine through. “Engagement with your fellow racers is allowed, but it must be limited to non-fatal strikes, grappling, trips, and throws.

“Do you all swear that at this time you are unarmed?” she asked, receiving a roaring simultaneous bark from the youths. “Good. May the gods guide Fate in thy name. Best of skill to you, and remember, this is done in the light of the Throne. For family!”

“HO!” the children cried.

“For honor!”

“HO!”

“FOR PRIMUSON!” Guysorla shouted in a voice that surprised many, save for those who knew her well.

The horns sounded, signaling the beginning of the contest. The Taskmaster began his count and the children turned on one another.

“HUH-RAAARRRGGGHHH!!!!” Valian roared in a voice that made many sit back in their chairs. Even the Duke and Duchess were taken aback by the tremendous sound coming from Valian as he growled, squaring off against the other children. He took a defensive positioning with respect to Yorlson, waving the Duke’s son down the beginning path.

Shonsatah grinned, cutting her eyes over to her little brother, Pirion. He was already looking at her with a bright smile on his face. It was severely lessened when his sister frowned and motioned to her face.

“I’ve got no fight with any racer,” Valian warned.

“That makes two of us,” one girl said as she circled away from Valian and Yorlson.

“Good,” Valian said, acknowledging the girl. “Just to be sure, if anyone takes a menacing stride toward my brother, that racer will have me to contend with!”

“Is that not a foul?!” Kelsbi Herthane asked, getting up from his seat. 

“His actions have in no way impeded any of the contestants,” a soft yet powerful voice responded. All heads turned to see who had spoken to a True Lord with such authority. 

“True Master Seranos!” one of the spectators gasped. Upon seeing a noted Servant of the Throne, Guysorla signaled for the racers and the Taskmaster to hold their position and count respectively.

“His word and act were both of a defensive nature, True Lord Kelsbi,” the man stated without looking away from Valian. “I’d stake my status to that perspective.

“My Lord?” the man asked, slowly turning to look directly at Kelsbi. Never one to move slowly, Seranos had taken the issue to a very simple ‘if you wish to press this matter, do so in a challenge to me’ standpoint.

“Who am I to question the judgment of such a well-noted Finishing Master?” Kelsbi returned, taking back to his chair.

“You’d be a True Lord of the Throne of Primuson,” Seranos answered, giving the man a slight bow of his head. “... placed in that position by the Emperor’s own hand. That is who you would be, milord. But I appreciate your humility and your boundless grace.

“Forgive my tardiness, my Duke,” the statuesque man continued, turning and bowing deeply to Vaiyorl who was already out of his seat and making his way quickly down to the field where the man stood. The Duke softly touched the man’s shoulder and ushered him to stand straight.

“There is nothing to forgive, my Praeceptor.”

“Ahh,” Seranos Pruntrill said, holding up his finger. “That was when you were my Phytos and not even a True Lord yet. Now you are my-”

“Phytos, at my insistence,” Vaiyorl interrupted, dealing with the wave of emotion he had been caught in. “I did not dare to hope...”

“I have been given a respite from my training of the Emperor’s Dreadnaughts and Shatter Casters,” Seranos announced, removing his wide-brimmed feathered hat. Long, shiny locks of auburn and aqua-green fell to his broad shoulders. The man had to have been lingering around the vicinity of one hundred and seventy years, but he did not appear to be the first day beyond his seventieth. He stepped forward, taking hold of Vaiyorl’s hand, lifting it to his bowing forehead. “And I am at your service once more, Your Grace.”

Vaiyorl steadied himself, remembering the lessons learned at the instruction of the man, and contended with the sentiment behind this man leaving his position, if only for a time, to serve the House of Jhormynn once more. But the Duke was still a man of position and representative of the faith of the Empress, and was thus obliged to act accordingly.

“As moved as I am by your gesture, Praeceptor, the field of Finishing Masters has been set. If it is your wish, you can add yourself to their rank... but the winner of this contest will still have first choice from that field.”

“Worry not, Phytos,” Seranos said softly, clapping his hat against Vaiyorl’s shoulder. “I have every belief that we are simply delaying the inevitable.

“With your permission,” Seranos grinned, bowing as he withdrew from the Duke. Vaiyorl nodded, watching the man responsible for him becoming a SorceroR instead of another InvokeR of the elements as his family had been for over seven generations. Vaiyorl broke that chain, and not long after the course change, the name Jhormynn had no longer been listed as In Servitude to the Kwaldestigo Family. Vaiyorl won his status as a citizen and then an Invoker of Station with the Imperial Council of the Mage.

“And what is that?” Vaiyorl thought, turning to see Kelsbi suddenly look away from him. “Damn. Now he knows to fear me. I so much wanted to be the one to give him that lesson myself.” Vaiyorl returned to his seat but not before signaling for the race to resume.

The horns sounded again and the Taskmaster gave the racers a moment to get back to their running before he resumed his count. A special mark was put into the records notating that the time-keeper had been interrupted. 

The bridge was wide and took the racers out over the lake. Valian smiled at the consideration of giving the racers the cool refreshing waters to fall into.

“I don’t think the tower will have a wide base,” he thought as he ran, quickly moving to the front of the pack. To his credit, Yorlson was not slow when it came to running. With the outside lane protected by Valian, the son of the Duke was given a free avenue to sprint without having to worry about interference from his competitors. He ran past Valian as the group reached the end of the bridge. 

“Deactivate field projection,” the Games Master commanded and the false image faded from sight. The Games Master managed a very contained yet still prideful grin, hearing the reaction of the spectators as they viewed the work of the Games College for the first time. 

The Duchess had been very clear: create something unique, elegant, and yet challenging. From the “ooohs” and “ahhhs” coming from all sides of their section in the seating, the technicians knew they had performed their duties well.

Six platforms floated freely in perfect circular paths. While those paths were stacked one atop the other, they did not share the same center. A seventh platform floated above them all, going up and down through three stationary rings that were not complete circles, but nearly.

The first platform was on the very same level as the bridge and it seemed to be dedicated to a theme of all matters of vegetation. Vines hung from all sides of it, and the wary smiled at the genius of it. It was the first platform, and it passed in front of the end of the bridge in its circuit, but it was by no means a short distance, especially if one was preoccupied with a fear of heights. That limitation would mean a lack of focus and such a person, in the eyes of the common citizenry, was better served with a lesser Praeceptor. The platform had already passed by the bridge. Yorlson began to slow his approach.

“Jump!” Valian cried out, some five strides behind Yorlson.

Duchess Guysorla was up from her chair, taken by fright for her first born child. “No, son,” she thought. “Wait for it to return.”

“Jump, Yorlson!”

“Don’t do it, child!”

“Brother... JUMP!” 



Too many believe in order to increase awareness you must first lose your innocence and naiveté. The fallacy is to believe this a matter of choice; it occurs with every step you take in your life’s journey! 
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The Duchess Guysorla gasped. Her hands shook as she struggled to keep herself from engaging her threshold, channeling EnerJa and emitting a Force Beam to catch her son.

Yorlson had slowed. He had hesitated. He had not put his best effort to his jump, and the distance required more than a half-hearted attempt. His hands reached out, touching the lip of the platform, but his feet had no place to support his weight and he started to slide off the edge.

Another scream drowned out the murmuring voices of the spectators as Valian ran. A full five strides back from Yorlson, the platform was even further away as Valian made his approach to the lip. He did not slow. His mind could not conceive of hesitation. His scream appeared to have acted as some means of propulsion as he left the end of the bridge.

“Damn, that boy can fly!” Seranos thought, watching the arch of the boy’s transit from bridge to the moving platform. 

Valian landed on the platform, rolled to a stop and reached out for a handful of vines. “Yorlson!” he cried, pulling away several vines that he thought would be insufficient. All the while he scampered up to his feet and ran for the edge of the platform. “Hold on!”

“By the light of the great gods!” one woman exclaimed, getting up from her seat. 

Valian’s body carried off the side and the vines went taut. He swung around the lip of the platform, the edge cutting three more of the vines as they were dragged across the semi-sharp surface. 

Yorlson fell... thirty-three centimeters. Valian wrapped his left arm and both of his legs around Yorlson. His bottom lip was split after his face bashed up against the back of Yorlson’s head.

“Good form, son!” Vaiyorl cheered in a hushed breath, swinging his fist in front of his chest.

“Now surely that is a-” Kelsbi started again, leaning forward in his chair and about to rise.

“I will afford you the discretion of a projected thought, True Lord,” Seranos’ mind projected as he turned his head to look directly at Kelsbi Herthane. “I will simply say this: I have had enough of you!

“Are we to believe that those children flanking your son are all children of established houses?” he inquired telepathically. “They look a bit too sturdy for that. I wonder how many of them come from families that farm your lands. Yes, with those shoulders, that would be the most logical vocation. 

“You do know that despite how they finish and therefore choose their instructor, the salary of the Praeceptor cannot be lower than ten percent of their most recent Phytos engagement... provided said instructor did not accept a lesser wage in order to teach that student. I count six at your son’s flanks. Do you expect anyone to believe you will provide scholarship for all six? No. They are there for one reason and one reason only: to assist your son. 

“The rules regarding what one competitor can do on the behalf of another have always been a bit obscure. Cryptic even. But I will endure no more chattering from a hypocrite. Speak again at your own peril, sir. You have my word on that matter!”

Kelsbi kept his seat and tried to keep from looking at Seranos. There was little sense in making a gesture that could be mistaken as an acceptance of the implied challenge.

“Grab the vines,” Valian directed, closing his eyes as his body strained to hold his weight and Yorlson’s with one hand. “Climb!”

Yorlson frantically waved his hands about, but he managed to grab the vines. As he started to pull himself up, Valian made a foot-brake and used his free hand to serve as a step for Yorlson. The Duke’s son demonstrated a slow start, but once he put his mind to it, he pulled himself up rather quickly.

With his eyes still closed, Valian started up after Yorlson. “Hurry, the next platform will soon be passing overhead!”

Yorlson reached the lip of the platform that was now halfway through its circuit. He looked to see the next platform, a large wrought iron Dodecagon covered with handles and bars. It was moving faster than the first platform, but it was moving toward Yorlson, so he did not have to run after it. He set his feet and eyed his target gripping point. 

Watching his son wait for his moment, the Duke stopped cheering. He fell silent and slowly backed up to his chair. The light in his eyes was dwindling. His excitement waned, and he slowly lowered himself back into his chair. For a moment he turned his head and looked at his wife. Her hands were clutched together under her chin as she jumped up and down, cheering for her child. Vaiyorl nodded.

“There are times when I think I taught you too well, Phytos,” Seranos thought to himself, making sure to secure his mind. There were not many eyes on him at the moment... but there were more than two, and the Praeceptor engaged the defenses necessary to keep his thoughts private.  “What a painful dagger for a parent: the sting and stab of disappointment in their child. When the fantasy every parent hopes for crashes against the reality that is. He’s a good boy, Vaiyorl. That wild-eyed ward of yours scares him, though. Just remember to love him. For that is your only remaining task.” 

The eyes of the Grandmaster Praeceptor then drifted to his left, but only a few degrees. They also lowered slightly. There was another set of eyes not taken in by the race. A set Seranos had not trained but, in taking after her father, she knew to be looking elsewhere. Shonsatah looked at her father and then at the race. She did not understand at first, but Seranos could read her lips as she spoke to no one.

“Why didn’t Yorlson help Valian up?” she asked.

“Good question, milady,” Seranos thought.

When the second platform moved into the ideal position, Yorlson broke into a running jump. His feet departed from the first platform the same time Valian’s hand claimed the lip of it. Collected and composed, Yorlson’s form was much better, and both of his hands grasped the hanging pole.

“Received!” a synthetic voice stated before the platform rotated.

“Ha!” Yorlson yelled, hanging from the same pole that was now parallel with the horizon. “I knew it!” Looking around for a moment, Yorlson set himself, pulled himself up slightly, and then released the bar only to grab it again.

“Received!” the voice repeated and the platform rotated again. 

This time the pole turned like a screw and Yorlson used the movement to assist his swing up to the top where he straddled the pole. He took a moment to breathe and rest, hearing a splash in the water below. Yorlson leaned to look, but could not see who it was that had fallen. He closed his eyes and shook his hands, trying to get his arm muscles to loosen.

Valian pulled himself up, a look of determination on his face. He could see the second platform passing over his head. Already he was running out of time to make use of his legs. Valian looked around and took to running in the opposite direction. Taking hold of several vines, Valian turned and jumped off the side of the platform.

“He’s mad!” one man called out.

“He’s angry,” Seranos thought. “Fly again, boy!”

Dropping down the side, Valian swung low, keeping his feet in front of him.  He could feel the vines dragging across the edge and two of them snapped. He hoped the others would hold. “Don’t release at the highest point,” he remembered the teachings of his favorite uncle, “release at the strongest!”

Valian swung up and out, releasing the three vines that had held, but maintaining the two that did not. Upward he ascended, flipping and reeling in the two vines. After his third flip, his ascension slowed to a stop. 

“He’s not going to make it!” Shonsatah gasped, closing her eyes. Her father put his hand on her shoulder, but did so blindly. He could not take his eyes off of Valian.

“Throw it, son!” he whispered, squinting his eyes. “Throw it now!”

Valian’s left arm came out in desperation and he eyed his target and his choice of object to throw.

“Received!” the computer voice said when the vines wrapped around one of the poles. The people cheered and the Dodecagon rotated. The pole Valian had caught was taken ninety degrees in a direction that wound up lifting Valian up to the side of the platform. 

Yorlson was also lifted up near the top of the platform, and he slid down his pole to the surface. The Duke’s son looked at the Duke’s ward and the latter smiled, gesturing for Yorlson to take the lead. They ran together to the place where they could reach the third platform with minimum effort.

“Perhaps I should go first,” Valian suggested as they set themselves.

“You can either assist or stay out of my way!” Yorlson snapped.

“Then I’ll give you a hand up,” Valian returned, lowering to his left knee. 

Taking hold of the boot that Yorlson had given, the two started their count. On three Yorlson jumped as Valian lifted. Yorlson easily made the grab and lifted himself up to the platform.

“Proceed at your own risk”, the computer declared, and those HealeRs who were not at the ready quickly positioned themselves. 

“Oh no,” Valian whispered as he searched for a place where he could jump and grab the platform. There was one problem: this platform spun as it made its orbit. “Yorlson... wait for me to find a way to you!”

“Energy dispensers can cause potentially fatal damage,” the machine warned as the platform was suddenly aglow with EnerJa. 

Guysorla turned to look at the Games Master, but it was clear he would be looking at no one before the end of the contest. She had told him to make it challenging, not dangerous. But this was not the time or place to address the issue.

“So what?!” Seranos cried out, standing up from his chair. “That’s what the protectors of the Throne eat for breakfast!” He laughed, looking out over the crowd. He knew no one would question or have the courage to suggest that he be more reserved. The only man he would take that from did not care what his Praeceptor was saying. He had two children to worry over. “Welcome to the feast, children!”

Yorlson could see the only way to reach the next platform was to reach a slender, black spiral stairway at the center of the platform he was currently on. Between him and his destination were circular pads that were about three-quarters of a meter in diameter. At first, they were metal gray in color. When the capacitors charged, some of the pads started changing colors; all the colors of the rainbow as well as white and black. None of them were gray anymore save the one he was standing on. When the pads lit up, ten sphere-shaped drones were launched and started flying about five meters above the surface of the platform. It appeared that each drone was responsible for a specific sector of the platform.

The son of the Duke looked at the drones and then at the pads, trying to understand exactly what trap was at play here. He could hear Valian calling after him, but he did not want to wait. This he was going to do on his own. He looked up at the drone and noticed that it was beginning to glow with a red light. The color of the pad he was standing closest to was only going between black and red.

“That’s it,” Yorlson thought, looking at the hovering drone. “Red is the firing color. The other colors must be safe!”

Yorlson hopped over the red pad, landing on an orange pad. The drone that had been glowing red shifted its energy matrix and it glowed orange before firing an orange beam. Yorlson was struck in the back and though he wanted to scream in fear, he was physically unable to do so.

“That was a stunner,” Valian thought, finally getting to the surface of the platform. He had heard the device before, and could even remember what it felt like to get hit by one.

Valian was very appreciative of the home the Duke had provided for him, and he had made it a point to make it known to his Master and Mistress that he would always be in their debt. But living in the Inner Rim was more than a day-to-day existence at the Duke’s estate. In the Primuson Empire, most of those in power were of a dark skin color; everything from a soft mocha to a very dark brown. 

One of the names for Valian was Pallid because his skin was so light, comparatively speaking. If he had been only a child of Primuson, Valian might have developed a complex. But he had memories of travels with his parents outside the Inner Rim, and the multitude of races to be found there. Kolinkar and Arva Styrke had both been Marines in the Ardrian Militia – earning exemplary service discharges – and even at a very young age, they had pushed for Valian to be able to move and protect himself, though he doubted he would ever move like his mother or fight like his father. It was his self-defense capability that had afforded him his experiences with a stunner. 

“Urnjuh,” Yorlson muttered.

Valian knew that Yorlson would not have command of his body for at least three seconds – though he had seen his father absorb three simultaneous blasts and still level the three men who had shot him – and it appeared that the pressure pads could change to whatever color they wanted to.

“Orange,” Valian thought. “He’s trying to say orange. That must be the color for the stunner. But what do the other colors do?”

Yorlson fell to his knees and the pad he was on turned violet in color. In a flash of violet light, Yorlson was gone. Another violet flash happened on the other side of the platform and Yorlson reappeared. The black pad he was kneeling on turned yellow and electricity was fired from the drone. Yorlson screamed and fell to his back.

“Electric shock,” Valian measured, looking at the pad Yorlson had been teleported away from. He could see a very slight black triangle in the pad, the point of it facing where Yorlson was now. “The shock might actually help him recover from the effects of the stunner,” he thought, stepping out on the gray pad, Valian ran toward Yorlson.

“And the colors... red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet, white and black. Black is the absence of light, so it’s safe to step on. I know I don’t want to see what happens if I step on a white pad!”  

The pattern of what would be black shifted, forcing Valian in a direction he did not want to go. He was frustrated until he saw a violet pad. He smirked and jumped, trying to land on the pad in such a way to turn the pad and change the direction of the black triangle. He smiled when he realized that turning the pad delayed the teleport.

“No!” he thought, seeing that the floor patterns were changing again... and the red was about to sweep under Yorlson who was just recovering the control of his body.

“Yorlson, roll over now!” Valian shouted. 

To the relief of the Duke’s ward and everyone watching, Yorlson did roll over and his body rolled out of the way of the blast of red flames. The red pads seemed to recede for a moment, but Valian could see them making another run at Yorlson and it did not look as if the young man could make another rolling attempt.

“If red is fire...” he thought, turning the triangle to a pad close to Yorlson but to the right of him. Valian coiled his legs under him and the violet light flashed. He landed on a blue pad, paused a moment and then jumped.

Pain stabbed through his arm and back and he screamed. But he had landed on a blue pad. Before he could jump, a blue beam of energy had fired, striking his shoulder and back. Before Valian could be totally encased in ice, he had jumped, landing on a black pad between Yorlson and the drone. It fired its red flames into the mound of ice. The two canceled each other out and though singed, the Duke’s ward was able to move.

Valian grabbed Yorlson and dragged him quickly across the floor, running ahead of a myriad of blasts until they reached the black-floored center where Valian collapsed to the first stair. He rolled over on his back and winced in pain as the last of the ice fell off of his body. Most of the sleeve of his uniform fell away with it, showing burned skin from the forearm to the shoulder.

“Three platforms solved,” Valian panted, hearing another scream ending in a splash. “... and there are three more platforms before the final stride. After you, brother.”

“Actually, this time I will go after you,” Yorlson replied, getting up to his hands and knees.

Valian nodded and pulled himself up. He offered Yorlson his left hand and then helped the Duke’s son up to his feet. “Then let us get to it.”

At the top of the stairway there was a single circular pad, flashing violet. Valian could not see a pointing arrow, but with no other choice, he stepped onto the pad. In a flash of light he was teleported to the next platform. He was facing a large wall of weapons of all sorts and it was only a moment before they changed, going from blades and club to blasters and energy bracers. Valian stepped off the platform and seconds later Yorlson appeared.

“Turn and face your greatest fear,” a hissing voice echoed through the chamber.

“This should be interesting,” Valian thought as he slowly turned to see a large room designed much like a dojo. On the opposite was another pad. Just beyond that, the far wall, which was a mirror, began to shimmer.

“No,” Valian said softly, as to images started to form in the mirror-wall. “Turn around!”

“What?” Yorlson asked, taking down a fast-repeating energy rifle.

Valian moved quickly to smack the device out of his hands before he grabbed Yorlson’s shirt. “Turn back around!”

“Valian-”

“It said ‘turn and face your greatest fear’. That’s the trap! If we don’t turn, there’s no fear to face.”

“That is stupid!” 

“Remember the lesson we learned from father?” Valian pleaded. “He said, ‘a dojo isn’t a place where we learn to fight. It’s a place we learn how not to fight’! Trust me, Brother! You can’t fight your fears with weapons!

“Walk with me,” Valian directed as he started walking backward.

“Backwards?!” Yorlson barked.

“We don’t need to see the wall,” Valian stated, increasing his pace. “We just need to see the floor.” The two boys made their way across the floor, reaching the pad at the same time and they were teleported to the next platform.

“Not for a lack of trying, Games Masters,” Seranos commented, nodding at the lead designer and his section. “I am sure we will have more entertaining engagements with the other racers.” The Grandmaster Praeceptor then looked over at the Duke who bowed in a fashion of a student signifying their respect to their teacher. It was an old lesson, and Seranos was proud that it had taken root in one of his better students; so much so that Seranos’ student had turned around and taught it to his children.

With the mirror-walled platform behind them, the two children landed on what appeared to be a mirror-glass floored platform. Both boys felt a breeze churned up by the speed of the platform as it flew in its orbit. Already they could see the fifth platform flying in an elliptical orbit above them. While there were several ropes hanging from the bottom of the fifth platform, the ladder hanging down from the center was easier to reach. Before moving from the center of the platform, both boys looked around only to see nothing.

“And what is the trap here?” Yorlson asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Valian said, taking a step away from the center. His foot slipped and the boy nearly fell before he made it back to the center where his boots once again had traction. 

“Found it,” Valian announced in a voice that made Yorlson laugh.

“I would say that you did,” Yorlson agreed, moving his foot across the metal. “But look, the sides of our boots seem to grip the metal, as does the heel and toe. It appears that we will both be giving our thanks to my mother for her insistence that we learn to skate.”

Yorlson pushed off from the center and glided across the platform to the edge where he could reach the ladder. He was just a few meters into his trek when both boys noticed that the platform started tilting.

“Yorlson stop!” Valian shouted, pushing off from the center in the opposite direction from Yorlson. He slid to a stop, estimating the distance Yorlson was from the center. Valian knew he was not as far away as the Duke’s son, but the platform moved back to level. “Right,” he whispered, sliding to a stop, “because I’m heavier than he is.”

“How do we reach the ladder?” Yorlson cried out.

“We keep moving away from the center at the same time,” Valian shouted. “When you reach the ladder, hold on to it, but keep your weight on the platform. I should have enough time to skate to one of the hanging ropes.”

The Duchess had achieved her desired reaction: an audience so drawn into the race that they did not speak among themselves, and they were not transmitting messages to other places in the Empire. Even those that were recording the race did so with mouths either open or closed, but unmoving, regardless of their position. What she had not calculated was the imagination of a Games Designer who had been turned loose on a project. Her son had been injured, perhaps even burned; there was a chance this event would leave him marked for life. To say nothing of the child she had adopted into her home after his parents had paid the greatest price while delivering the Duchess and her children to safety. The Duchess maintained her face and her frame for the sake of propriety, but Guysorla questioned what she had done.

Others who were watching the race had different things on their mind. Seranos was not thinking of the cost of the present, but the possibility of tomorrow. “And this ward of the Duke has a sharp mind to go with that machine of a body,” Seranos observed as his eyes squinted. “Still, there is a major flaw with his plan.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Yorlson estimated. “Push off on three?”

“Three it will be.”

Moving away from one another, the platform remained steady and Yorlson had an easy transit to the ladder. With the speed the platform was moving, he knew that Valian would have to move fast to get to one of the ropes. 

“But he is fast,” Yorlson thought, lifting one foot off the platform.

Valian stumbled, feeling the platform move. He looked at Yorlson, but he did not hold his eyes for too long. The memories of the night he lost his parents came flooding back into his mind. That had been a life and death situation, and Yorlson had demonstrated what he thought of Valian. The ducal Ward truly had not expected any difference today. He had hope, but not much faith. Still he pushed off, skating for every bit of speed he could claim.

“No, Pallid, you’re not that fast,” Yorlson whispered, lifting his other foot off of the platform. He raised his head and started his climb up the ladder.


Every life is a march from innocence, through temptation, to virtue or vice. 


Lyman Abbott
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“He won’t make it to the ropes!” Pirion cried, grabbing onto his sister.

“He’s not even looking at the ropes,” Shonsatah smiled. She did not know what he was going to do, but she knew it was going to be a sight to see. She had hope, but she had even greater faith. “What are you doing, Val?”

“Sure hope I have the timing right,” Valian thought as the platform tilted. He knew he would get no traction or any kind of support from the surface... not as long as it was under him. “Now, catch the ladder.” Valian smiled as the platform struck the bottom of the ladder. While everything was still at a tilt, Valian had been given time to skate faster. “Now release.” The edge pulled free of the ladder and it resumed its tilt. The thing was almost vertical and Valian started falling. Before he reached the bottom, he pushed off from the platform and sailed out and down... landing on the third platform. He landed on a black disc, but his body had to roll to try and absorb the tremendous impact of the fall. Ice, fire, electricity, stunner beams, poison blasts, and blasts of indigo color fired, missing his tumbling and sliding body. Sliding onto a violet disc, Valian grabbed it and turned the circle before he teleported. He landed on a black disc and rolled out into the safe area where he and Yorlson had first come out to the test. Wracked with pain, he found relief in the fact that he had not fallen into the lake. The race was not over for him.

“So, do you still have no fight with any racer, Valian?” H’Tanvor asked before stomping Valian in the stomach. Valian curled up in a ball, rolling over on his side. H’Tanvor smiled, stepping back. “Get him up.”

“They can’t do that!” Shonsatah cried out.

“Oh, they can and they most assuredly will!” Kelsbi returned. “Someone needs to put that Pallid in his place!”

The fist of Vaiyorl Jhormynn closed and he turned to look at True Lord Kelsbi... perhaps he intended to do more than look. But his eyes swept across a figure who had turned to look at him, and her opal eyes prevented the man from allowing his impulses to rule his over his body. He simply stood there, staring at his wife, feeling her silent pleas for him to contain his anger.

How many times had they been made to face the issue? Having one like Valian Styrke in their presence certainly presented its challenges. It was a matter that had even been mentioned by the Empress on more than one occasion. However her inquiries were housed in the realm of consideration, asking after the boy and how he had been faring after the loss of his parents.

“With everything that is happening,” Vaiyorl had said as he paced one evening not too far past. “... perhaps it would be best if we were to find a home for the boy.”

“That is not what my husband wants to do,” Guysorla had replied, walking to intercept the man and take hold of his face. “Oh, my giving man. Take a moment and recognize you judge from an assumed station.”

“Do I, Guy?”

“You do, my love.

“Remember... you weren’t there aboard that ship,” she had continued, taking a moment to stroke the side of his face. “... and I know it was not through any fault of yours. The reason why any of us are alive is solely because of your nature. It was your wish to give the carnies the grounds of the estate to pitch their tents... and it was your insistence that the entire family visit the carnival. 

“I can still remember the argument Yorlson tried to give you, demanding he be allowed to remain in the house. And had he remained, he would have died!

“Valian’s parents didn’t know us... and with all that the carnies had done to keep us alive through the beginnings of the attacks, there was no debt they owed to your station. If anything, we owed them. 

Guysorla stepped back from her husband and turned to face the doors to the balcony. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to warm her spirits from the cold of being ashamed of the woman she had been that day.

“And what I thought of Valian’s father when I saw him,” she said softly. 

“Darling, the man was Darkbred,” Vaiyorl had defended. He walked up behind his wife and wrapped his arms around her. “Not even the Ardrians know all of what they did to that man’s family. It was a minor miracle that Kolinkar Styrke was even born!”

“But he was born, wasn’t he?” she had returned, turning to face her husband. “And when I and the children needed protection, he fought for us. He didn’t fight like a mercenary, or even a man gifted in combat... Vai, he fought like a man desperate to save his family. He was merciless against anyone who intended to visit harm on your wife and children. 

“His wife piloted that rickety skiff finer than the best Imperial Star-Killer. She evaded fighters... and she even managed to avoid the first cannon volley from a War Tower! We’re alive because of their efforts, and the only thing that is evidence of their lives is my memory and their son. 

“Yes, he is pale of color... but that is the only slight nature has placed on him. With the dealing the G’Pollo Family has had with Middle-Rimmers, you presume that I have issue with the boy. You needn’t bend your aims to suit your wife. Even if you were not here, that boy would still live under the roof that was mine!”

Vaiyorl had gazed into his wife’s eyes and breathed as if a ton had been removed from his shoulders. “It will not be easy, you know.”

“Because you woke up one morning, fell out of bed, and became a Duke?”

“Point made and received,” Vaiyorl had chuckled. “But know this... I will not have him as a ward.”

“That is not your way, my husband,” Guysorla had replied. “Let that title be for those we must answer to.”

“Agreed. Because there is only one way I will receive the son of a man who fought to the death in the name of my family... Valian Styrke is my son.”

“Our son, my husband,” she had corrected him. “He is our son.” 

Vaiyorl gazed in her eyes now the way he had that evening... and he found the same strength fortifying him once again. He nodded to his wife, and her smile acknowledged the moment and their continued understanding. 

“Father, look!” Shonsatah insisted and Vaiyorl looked first at his daughter and then lifted his gaze to the monitor she was looking at.

Valian had been grabbed by his arms and lifted from the floor of the third platform. He was made to stand in front of H’Tanvor who smiled as he rubbed his fist. He punched Valian in the face and walked away laughing. Valian was made to stand up again, but his body was limp.

“Did that hurt, Pallid?” the son of True Lord Herthane asked, already knowing the answer. “It looked like it hurt... but I can’t really be sure. Let’s remove all doubt.” The two boys stood Valian up once more. “Tell me if this hurts, Pallid!” H’Tanvor rushed forward, his fist swinging around with even more fury than the previous blow. 

The boy’s hand cracked against the top of Valian’s head.

It was an old boxing defense Valian had been taught. The skull was one of the hardest bones in the body, and punching someone in the top of the head often resulted in an injured hand. H’Tanvor stumbled back wailing in pain. Valian threw his head back and performed a backflip. His arms twisted free of the two boys holding him. It was no small bonus that Valian was able to kick H’Tanvor in the face on his way over. 

“Yes, it hurts,” Valian thought. “Pain is pancakes and I want some more!”

Just after putting his feet down, Valian was tackled from behind. H’Tanvor still had too many friends to make fighting him a simple matter. 

“Get H’Tanvor!” another boy cried and the two boys that had been holding Valian rushed to grab H’Tanvor and get him through the test of the platform.

Valian cried out as the fist of his opponent hammered into his ribs. Another fist found his jaw, but it had the opposite of the intended effect. After the blow landed, Valian’s eyes locked on the boy who had just hit him and he screamed, taking a clawing hold of the boy’s face. The boy wailed too as he was moved off of Valian. One punch sent the boy to his back, crying and Valian quickly got up to his feet. He glared at H’Tanvor and started to snarl. A piercing cry that was too close to be a spectator reached his ears. He turned and looked down at the second platform. Hanging from one of the extended poles – and only by one hand – was the girl who had declared she had no fight with either of the Jhormynn entries.

Valian smirked before his face twisted into a fierce frown. “Hold on!” he yelled. Taking a moment to judge the moving platforms, Valian shot out on the floor, landing on a black pad. He rolled, avoiding a stunner to land on a white pad. A blinding burst of light robbed the spectators of their view. Coming away from the small explosion, Valian ran, jumped, and slid across the floor. Several beams fired, missing him, and he came to a violet pad, turning it in a peculiar direction.

“Please gimme a white!” he thought as he teleported to the other side of the platform. He landed on a black pad, but a white one was forming next to it. “Yes!” Valian smiled, stepped on the pad and jumped... off of the platform. The explosion only pushed him out further, but Valian reached out and caught on to a pole at the top of the Dodecagon.

“Received,” the computer voice acknowledged him and the platform rotated. The girl’s situation was not tremendously helped as the direction the platform turned made her pole spin in her hand. She screamed as her grip slowly opened.

“One more jump,” Valian thought, flying from his pole to the one the girl was hanging from. “And I’ve got to do a Boris!” 

“Received.” There was a slight twisting of the pole as it was swung around the side.

Valian landed on the pole and quickly fell down the side of it. As Valian had expected, his landing was too much for the girl to maintain her grip through. Valian’s hand closed around her wrist as he hung with the pole in the fold of his knees. He breathed out slow and long, allowing the initial pain to run its course. 

Annodia Gabbanior’s emerald eyes looked at the hands holding her wrist and then Valian’s face.

“I think this is a good time to discuss what you’re willing to give the young man who saved you from falling into the lake,” Valian joked. “Because by all the accounts I’ve ever read... you’re definitely a damsel in distress.”

Annodia laughed, looking at the lake. “I would agree with those accounts. But be my hero because it’s the right thing to do. You’ve already made what I think can be called a spirited beginning.” 

“Hard to argue with that,” Valian remarked. “Give me your other hand.”  Seeing the girl look at his hands, Valian remembered his instruction. “No, don’t throw it up. Do this slow, easy, and right. Try to pull your body up with your right arm. Get a bend to the elbow, if you’re able, and then reach up with your left. Give yourself a count and breathe out through the measure. Go on three.”

“Three,” Annodia said, blowing out hard, pulling with her right arm. Her left hand came up and was caught in Valian’s right. She breathed in relief at his grip and readied herself for the next step.

“Can’t hold you for much longer,” Valian reported. “Do you see the pole in front of you?”

“Yes, I see it. I can’t reach it though.”

“Swing for it.”

Pumping her legs, Annodia swung back and forth. She was eventually released and she grabbed the pole.

“Now hold on... I’ve got an idea.

“This thing doesn’t really turn at random,” Valian calculated. “... it’s got eight sides. Each calls for one of the eight sides to be moved to the top. Here we go.” Valian tapped the pole he was hanging from until the Dodecagon turned to where the side he was on was on the top.

Moving to the third platform, they stopped when they saw another boy fall past them. Looking up, Valian could see that he had come from the fifth platform. “Looks like H’Tanvor used my brother’s approach to get around the fifth platform. But he still had three with him. That leaves two. I wonder how they’re going to choose.”

The horns sounded and the two youths looked up to see Yorlson claim the glory of winning the race. A roar came up from the crowd and Valian looked down to see where his family was seated. Two in particular were not looking at the seventh platform... they were looking at him. It was enough.

“My name is Annodia,” the young girl said, offering her hand. 

Valian smiled and offered his. The girl adjusted her hand and took hold of Valian’s forearm. The shaking of hands was a greeting of strangers. The grasp of forearms was the greeting of brethren. “Valian.”

“Well met, Valian. You’re officially my hero.”

The two made their way quickly over what was familiar ground to Valian. The young boy was delighted to hear the slight screams coming from his new friend. They were not cries of fear, but ones of wonder, surprise, and excitement... save for the fourth platform where their progress temporarily halted as HealeRs were tending to boy who had nearly died from a fit of fright.

“That was an assumption on my part,” Valian thought, “thinking that H’Tanvor and his boys had gotten past this test.” Valian looked up. “Of course, if only one was down here... what are we going to find when they allow us to continue?”

Yorlson was teleported down from the top of the seventh platform, holding the large white crystal hoop in his hand. Aside from the burns received on the third platform, the only marking of any sort was his ripped sleeve. No one was going reach him before Guysorla, and he ran to meet her. The two embraced and he could feel his mother trembling as she clutched at him. He then felt a hand on the back of his head and the boy turned to see his father smiling down on him.

“I suppose congratulations are in order,” Vaiyorl said softly and Yorlson lunged at him. The Duke hugged his son, patting his back and whispering his congratulations. He looked up at his wife and in a moment of their shared stare each knew what the other was thinking. Guysorla mouthed, ‘thank you’ to her husband and he reached to bring her in.

“Where are Shonsatah and Pirion?” Yorlson asked, looking around.

“They are watching to see if Valian finishes,” Vaiyorl informed.

“But he fell!” Yorlson said, pulling away from his parents. He turned to look at the large virtual monitor and the picture was fixed on H’Tanvor who had made it up the seventh platform with an injured hand and a bloody nose. He placed his hand on the finishing stone and received a large gray crystal hoop before being teleported to the spectator’s area. True Lord Herthane pushed aside several people getting to his son, lifting him up from the ground and proclaiming him the champion of the Herthane Family.

Yorlson set his gaze on one of the smaller screens. As HealeRs carried a youth off of the fourth platform, he saw Valian sitting on the floor of the platform with his eyes closed.

Vaiyorl walked up behind his son and gently placed his hand on Yorlson’s shoulder. “He did fall,” the man said calmly. “... to the third platform. He then jumped to the second to assist that young lady you see seated there beside him. Would you care to join us watch the end of the race?”

“The race is over and I have won,” Yorlson declared, spinning around to face his father. It was all Guysorla could do to erect a Force Wall in time to muffle the outburst.

Duke Vaiyorl replaced his hand on his son’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze as he leaned forward to let his son see his eyes. “You have won. That is not in question. But the race is not over until all of the racers have either finished or fallen. There are three yet left to this race and I am going to my seat. You will decide if you wish to join me.

“And it is I who should be thanking you, blessed woman who is my wife,” Vaiyorl said, lifting his hand to softly take hold of her cheek. “You are my star, woman. My guide, my warmth, and you empower this man with fortitude enough to face this world.”

Placing her hand atop of his, Guysorla leaned into his touch. “I am only a star because of what you give me. How could I not shine for you?” There were sighs coming from those who witnessed the open expression of love, and Guysorla allowed the screen to fall. “But I claim first bragging rights. My son, the champion of the Test Tower, will come and sit with me!” Without another word, Guysorla took the hand of her first born and walked away.

Vaiyorl stood there, witnessing how his wife had managed to navigate a foul situation and make them both appear to be more than worthy of their awarded station. Feeling so many eyes on his, Vaiyorl lifted his hands from his sides and shook his head, letting his hands falls. “They gave me the position... she took all the power.” Laughter escorted the Duke as he started back to his seat.

“That makes you a wise Duke!” one man shouted.

“Or at least one that will last!” another commented.

“The HealeRs have cleared the platform,” one person shouted as the large screen focused on two of the last three racers.

“I should have known,” Valian whispered when he and Annodia arrived on the fifth platform. In the center area stood the last of H’Tanvor’s aides. His long, dark hair blew in the wind. His eyes matched the cloudless sky. “I warn you,” Valian called out, “I am partially rested, but completely spent in my discretion.”

“It doesn’t matter, Pallid,” the boy spat back. “This trap can only be passed if someone is willing to sacrifice themselves for another!”

“Then I will fall for you,” Annodia quickly said, looking at Valian.

“I’m pretty sure that’s supposed to sound and feel differently,” he commented. “And just because this one said something, that doesn’t make it law.”

“So you have another solution, Pallid?”

“I do!” Valian snapped. “And if you want to hear it, we will start with you never calling me that again, understood?” The boy looked at Annodia and Valian without speaking and the violet-eyed boy took the initiative to move things along. “Good!” he said, offering his hand. “I’m Valian.”

“Kethgeegan,” the boy replied said, shaking Valian’s hand. “No family name.”

“This is Annodia,” Valian announced and the boy shook her hand as well.

“Well met,” he said softly.

“Not yet, but we’re getting there,” she replied, sweeping back her light brown hair.

“Keth, are you a person of your word?” Valian inquired.

“When I give it.”

“Fair enough. I am going to ask you to give your word to Annodia that you will not, in any way or fashion, impede her chance to finish this race.”

“I give my word,” Kethgeegan quickly said.

“Wait,” Annodia protested. “Why just to me?”

“Because we can only expect so much so soon,” Valian said. “... and this proud young man might not want to give his word to someone so pale. Just know, if you break your word, there will be the ward of a Duke coming after you until he is at least ten days dead!”

“I gave my word and I will keep it.”

“Valian, this is wrong!”

“Actually, no it isn’t,” Valian replied. “You’re too light for this to work the way it did the first time. But the two of you together can make it over to the ladder while I counter your weight.”

“But when we get off the edge, you will fall!”

Valian looked at the platform and smiled. “Not according to my father’s pendulum. I’m just not sure I have the legs for this.”

“Then tell me your idea and I will do it,” Annodia insisted.

“No you will not!” Kethgeegan declared, beating Valian to the response.

“What?!”

“I cannot let you do that,” he explained. “That would be breaking my word.”

Flustered, Annodia sighed, folding her arms and looking at Valian.

“I did say shape or fashion.” Valian slapped Kethgeegan’s shoulder. “Keth, there’s hope for us yet. Okay, now you two start out that way and I’ll go the opposite.”

With the greater weight being on the side of Kethgeegan and Annodia, Valian had to move out closer to the edge to keep the platform balanced.

“Okay,” Valian shouted. “Keth, you’re going to help Annodia jump up one side of the ladder, you’ll jump lower on the other side.”

“And what about you?” Kethgeegan yelled out.

“Pray for me!” Valian leaned forward, placing the toes of his boots against the slick metal.

Annodia, still protesting, was helped up onto one side of the ladder while Kethgeegan tried to keep one foot on the platform.

“Appreciate the effort,” Valian thought, starting for the center of the platform. He jumped, carrying over the center area and landing on the far side. When that side of the platform started to go down and Valian turned to skate back, jump the center and land on the other side as it too was still coming up. 

“I see it now,” Annodia said in an airy breath. “And I see why he doubts his legs. He’s got to keep that going until the platform comes around again.

“Gods of my mothers,” Kethgeegan said softly, closing his eyes. “... gods of my fathers... move not this mountain from in front of this boy... but give him the strength to climb!”

“You’re praying for him?” Annodia asked.

“He didn’t have to help me,” Kethgeegan returned. “And it was the only thing he asked of me. It seemed to be the thing to do.”

“That seems to be contagious on this tower,” Annodia said, looking up the ladder.

“Aye, many things are!” 

“Mother forgive me,” Valian thought as he continued to skate. “The times you literally had to force me to take lessons for ice skating. You even had to imprison Boris once. Please forgive me.

“And Father is right,” he thought, ignoring the pain coming from his legs and side. “You’re the smart one! And I can hear you, Daddy. I’m sucking it up. Fatigue is candy, and boy do I have a sweet tooth!”

When the sixth platform came around again, Valian was still holding his speed, but he had mistimed the circuit of the platform. He was going to be on the wrong side of the platform when the ladder was in position. So instead of jumping across the center, Valian jumped early and landed on the edge of the center area, rolling to a stop. As the side of the platform came up, he ran and jumped back on the metal, hoping his momentum could carry him... effectively skating up a hill. He dug in with his toes when he could and jumped. Two hands took hold of his wrist and he smiled up at Annodia who was anchored by Kethgeegan.

“Question,” she huffed, holding on to the young man. “What do you call a male damsel?”

“Right now you can call him Valian!” he proclaimed and the three of them laughed before pulling themselves up the ladder.



Once you start asking questions, innocence is gone. 

Mary Astor
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“They don’t make it easy, do they?” Kethgeegan asked as he and the other two looked around the immediate area. It resembled a cone with the walls getting further and further apart the further up one went. The entire area was covered with spider webs – some dusty and some almost pristine – and each child could hear soft clicking on all sides of them.

“What would be the point of that?” Annodia panted. “We’re children, after all. Apparently some of our parents don’t want us around anymore!”

Valian let out a bark of laughter. He had his hands on his hips, walking around, panting for air and kicking out with his legs. He wanted to stop. He wanted to drop. He wanted to roll over and go back to sleep. This nightmare was not fun any longer.

“You might have a point to that one, Annodia,” he stated. “And we’ve got blood... right over Kethgeegan’s left shoulder.” The other two turned to look to see it. It was clear that it was fresh blood. “And part of a racer’s uniform on the opposite side, about twice the distance up. 

“And I am sure glad I didn’t try to get to this level using the ropes,” Valian said, looking back down at the floor. “I think I can see one tied off from here... and it looks like something is moving over there.”

“Is that what I think it is?” Annodia asked, not knowing where to go or who to grab.

“That depends... are you afraid of spiders?”

“YES!” she shouted, grabbing Kethgeegan’s arm.

“Then I’m not sure what that is,” Valian quickly said and Kethgeegan covered his mouth, turning away so that Annodia could not see his smile. She slapped his shoulder anyway.

“That is a good amount of blood,” Kethgeegan stated. “And fairly high up too... like he climbed to get up there.” Kethgeegan started for the wall. 

“I wouldn’t,” Valian warned.

“Why not?”

“Because the blood is only one clue. It also happens to be the easiest one to understand. We know it had to come from one of the two finishers.”

“Maybe even both,” Kethgeegan said coldly.

“Okay, it came from at least one of the finishers,” Valian adjusted.  

“But what about the webs?” Annodia asked.

“What about them?” Kethgeegan asked.

“Some of them are dirty,” she said walking over to a clean web. “... covered with dust... and some of them looked as if they have been cleaned.” Looking around, Annodia squatted down and picked up some dirt and dust. She tossed it toward the clean web. The pack burst apart just before reaching the web. “It’s a repulsion field!” 

Valian nodded toward her and smiled. “Nice! So, some webs won’t let you go... and some will push you away. One of the racers figured this out and tried to climb out... up the bracing in-between the webs. It looks like it wasn’t a perfect climb and they lost part of their sleeve.”

“H’Tanvor wore red, so that isn’t his uniform,” Kethgeegan noted.

“No, it isn’t,” Valian said softly. “So let’s just say... to make you feel better... that the blood belongs to H’Tanvor.”

“That does make me feel better!”

“Then we should climb the bracing like Yorlson did,” Annodia suggested with a bright smile.

Valian frowned, doing one more stretch of his legs. “The only trouble with that is this: Yorlson’s a good climber and the cloth is a little past halfway up.” Valian walked over to the bracing and put his hand on it. He could hear more clicking and a soft tone that was slowly getting higher in pitch and louder in volume. “It’s a timed climb!”

“Then we will have to move fast,” Annodia offered.

“Like I said, Yorlson is a good climber, sometimes faster than me, and it’s clear he wasn’t fast enough. Maybe one of us could make it, climbing and fighting off spiders at the same time.”

Annodia shivered at the thought of it and stepped back.

Valian nodded before continuing. “... but I get the nasty feeling that the moment time runs out, the spiders come out and attack racers... no matter where they are in the chamber.”

Kethgeegan was flustered, throwing his hands up. “Then it’s-” 

“Don’t say that word,” Valian warned. “That’s a blind word, and it should be reserved for only blind people to use. I know a blind man... and even he doesn’t use it.

“No,” Valian continued, looking at each wall. “We just have to think like a Games College Technician. How do you do a quick climb... without climbing?”

“We fly!” Annodia declared. “We jump from web to web, picking only the clean webs to jump on. The repulsion fields will send us away... and we use them to fly up and across to the next clean web!”

“That looks like five jumps,” Valian estimated, looking up. His head came down and he looked at the other two. “Okay... maybe seven.”

“Seven sounds more like it,” Kethgeegan judged, pressing his lips together. The fear and doubt on his face did not go unnoticed.

“You’re not a tumbler,” Valian concluded.

“What?” he asked, looking at the Duke’s ward. The impulse was to lie, but the boy just lowered his eyes and shook his head ‘no’. “H’Tanvor said it wouldn’t be necessary for us to know the basic skills... not for why he needed us to come along.”

“Okay... then Annodia will go first,” Valian directed. “You can watch her and just do what she does.

“Think you can keep it to just jumps?” he asked the girl.

“It’d be easier with flips, but I can try.”

“No, I can’t let you,” Kethgeegan argued.

“Yes you can,” she returned, cutting Valian off. “... because we’ve all caught the contagion. This isn’t my race, or your race... or even his race,” she said, pointing at the Duke’s ward. “This is our race. Which means you can’t impede our chances of finishing. So step back, watch carefully, and learn!” The girl turned to get her bearings and her best starting position.

Kethgeegan turned and looked at Valian for some sort of support. Valian just closed his eyes and shook his head, dismissing the entire matter. “My Dad used to say: ‘we must pick the battles we can win’. You can’t win this one. Pick another.”

Annodia ran and made her first jump as Kethgeegan watched. Her feet met with the repulsion field. The clicking started, along with the low musical tone.

“Apparently she registers more than a pinch of dust,” Valian amused himself as he watched the girl bound across the area, giving a whelp of surprise and delight as she arched over their heads. “That probably didn’t help matters, but it was still a good jump.”

Seven jumps she made, steadily climbing up the chamber. She hit the last repulsion field and arched over the top of the chamber, landing on the outside lip. Kethgeegan applauded and Valian only joined in after he heard the tone and clicking die down.

“Well done, Annodia!” Kethgeegan shouted with a bright smile. “She made that look easy!”

“Then relax yourself, and begin when you’re ready.” Kethgeegan walked around Valian before beginning his run. His first jump was a little high and he went up more than he carried over to the other side. Fortunately, he landed on the floor and Valian kept him from falling into a sticky web.

“Whoa! Maybe not easy after all,” the boy admitted, and Valian nodded in agreement.

“But you can still do it,” Valian asserted. “Now you know the strength of the repulsion field and the fact that you control how you come off the field by how and where you stick your jump.”

On his second attempt, Kethgeegan ran faster and landed his first jump perfectly. Again the timer started and Valian prepared himself for the worst. The second jump was nearly perfect. His approach was a little low, but he made up for it with the way he sailed over to the wall. The third jump was actually stronger than the first and Kethgeegan shouted in delight.

“Celebrate when you’re done!” Valian thought, gritting his teeth. He watched the boy fly to another and make a fourth bounding jump. It was far less than perfect and Valian broke into a run for the wall. “I have to go faster than him!”

“Keth!” Annodia cried as Kethgeegan came away from the wall. His knees had buckled under the weight and momentum. His body had next to no push-off and it was a miracle he actually ascended from the jump at all. His body slammed up against the framework and Kethgeegan grabbed it. His left and right hand had good holds... his left foot was also in a good position. His right foot, however, had landed on a sticky web and he could not pull it free.

“They don’t need a timer now,” Valian thought, hearing a buzzing sound coming from all sides of the chamber. His second jump took him up two levels and he had already eyed his third jump and landing point.

“Need a hanging hand if you can do it!” Valian huffed as he went into his third jump.

Annodia looked around... but there was no rope, no visible means of assistance. “And why would there be?” she thought. “I’ve never even heard of people from different Houses helping each other in a Test Tower.” Annodia shuddered back from the edge, seeing a giant metallic spider move out on the web. It appeared to look up at her, clicking its pincher jaws together. She took another step back and the spider started down for Kethgeegan.

“It’s too strong!” Kethgeegan cried out after giving his best effort. “I can’t get free!”

A spider entered out on to the web, one panel away from Kethgeegan and its pinchers clicked as arcs of electricity passed between them. Kethgeegan screamed in fright and the spider advanced toward him. It had moved one leg when Valian landed on its back. Allowing his body to drop down to a clean web, Valian jumped to another wall. The spider sparked and fell to the floor below.

“Leave the boot!” Valian yelled.

“What?” Kethgeegan panted, looking at his foot. “Right! The boot!” The orphan of two farmers might not have been a tumbler, but he was very flexible and he easily reached down and started unfastening his boot.

Two, three, four spiders suffered blitz attacks from a flying Valian. That was when they decided to changed their approach. It was clear the bounding boy was not going to let them get close to his hampered friend. The next logical approach was to contend with the bounding boy. One of the spiders jumped down and landed on a repulsion field. It arched across the chamber, demonstrating that it was better at jumping than Valian.

“That’s not fair!” Valian shouted, landing on the frame before dropping down to a lower repulsion field. The bounding spider just missed over his head and carried into a sticky web... which it did not stick to. “Really not fair!”

“Okay, my foot’s free,” Kethgeegan announced.  “Now what?”

“I’m a little busy!” Valian snapped in-between jumps. He had six spiders chasing after him and knew it was only a matter of time before they would get tired of following directly behind him.

“Keth!” Annodia called from above. She was marshalling her fears and thought the least she could do was coach Kethgeegan while Valian dealt with the spiders. “One panel to your right and one panel down: that’s a clean web. If you can jump down to it, your next jump will be two panels further to the right and one up. Come off that one leaning to your left.”

Taking a deep breath before jumping over and down, Kethgeegan landed in the center of the repulsion field. He jumped as Annodia had directed him, landing another very good jump. He made something of a no-hand cartwheel in air and screamed as he landed on the field, climbing up another level... into the grasp of a spider. Annodia screamed along with Kethgeegan whose body carried into the repulsion field. He came up and out of the chamber, landing on the top where the spider sparked and ceased to function. 

Annodia looked down and screamed again. There were too many spiders to count and they were jumping all over the place, clamoring after Valian. They jumped and snipped, but to no avail – and Valian flew between them, flipping, periodically landing on the frame to pause his ascension or change direction. After a triple flip he landed on the top of the chamber. He stumbled away from the hole and fell to his back, out of breath. His two friends ran to his sides and laughed together when they saw he had not been hurt.

Having seven platforms was indeed an impressive number, but the designers were not people without souls. The seventh and last platform was indeed a challenge, but it was hardly more pressing than the first. The rings around the stone cylinder were armed with repulsion fields, but they were not perfect circles which made it simple for whoever was climbing to use it as an access way.  Given his level of fatigue, it was still quite a climb, but something kept Valian in good spirits: the thought of someone with a broken hand making the climb. Valian could not wait to see H’Tanvor and ask him how he felt about the seventh platform.

Requesting time to rest, Valian sent Annodia and Kethgeegan ahead of him and in that order. He waited for the sound of elation to die down after Kethgeegan was teleported to the ground before he began his ascent.

“Just like you said, Uncle Travis,” the boy thought. “I would have to fall before I could rise... but if I fell the right way, I could rise up three times as well. This prediction stuff always makes more sense after the fact!”

Valian appeared with a black crystalline hoop in his hand, finishing last on the Test Tower and receiving the most applause. “And you will win... without winning,” the boy thought, recalling the advice he received from his Uncle Travis. It was the reception of that news that had made the boy late in leaving his room. But every time Valian tried to press the old blind man for time, he gave his standard response, which simply put was, ‘don’t worry’.

The spectators were still abuzz about what they had witnessed and how they all had known the Duke’s son was going to win. Even among the Finishing Masters there was open conversation about the prowess of Yorlson Jhormynn.

“Well, Seranos, it just doesn’t seem fair,” Klatha Rozo boldly stated, his arms waving out from his sides, giving him even greater presence. The man was rotund... but it was mostly muscle behind his massive frame, and he needed to appear bigger in the company of a Grandmaster Praeceptor. “You’ve already made a name for yourself... and here it is that the Duke’s son falls into your lap.”

“Perhaps he was in your lap, Klatha, and you couldn’t see him! And instead of being smothered, the boy simply seeks a mountain he can climb.”

The smile went away from Klatha’s face and he glared at the older man. He took one step toward Seranos and quickly stepped back as a smaller figure happened by. It was a slightly bent figure, slender and light of step.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” an old and scratchy voice uttered from underneath a hood of burlap and rags.

Klatha turned to say something, but he caught a glimpse of the man’s back and stammered himself into silence. “It... cannot be!” he mouthed. It was not so much what he saw as it was what he had felt that made the man stammer.

Seranos took a look at the old man and his eyes flared wide in shock.

“Not now,” a projected thought reached Seranos’ mind and he kept himself from reacting in the manner he had felt was appropriate. Instead he reached over and took hold of Klatha’s arm. 

“And let us keep this between ourselves, eh?” Seranos asked and Klatha quickly nodded, still not speaking aloud. “And guard your thoughts and expressions, my gargantuan friend. Your eyes are more telling than a thousand voices at the moment.”

Klatha Rozo closed his eyes, lowered his head, and went into a practiced form of meditation. His nostrils flared with the ease at which he attained it... as if there was a more secured harmony about his person than in his own home. 

Duchess Guysorla approached... her left hand in her right and front of her stomach. She smiled as she spoke... her voice was both warm and invigorated. “Will the Finishing Masters kindly assemble?” Without another word, everyone moved to their places; the Finishing Masters to a prepared platform and the spectators to the side, all eager to see what the successful racers were going to do.

Duke Vaiyorl was definitely feeling the joys of the day. It was his first Test Tower as a Duke, his son won the race, and his ward finished. On the surface of things, everything was perfect. After the racers were restored and cleansed, they reported back to the grounds, wearing gi-like clothes matching the shade of their winner’s hoop. With Yorlson’s brown skin, the white was even more striking, and the same could be said for Valian wearing black. 

“This is your moment, son,” Vaiyorl said as the two of them walked, slowly approaching the platform where the Finishing Masters waited. “With the number of finishers in comparison to the number of Praeceptors, I should remind you that you are allowed to make up to three selections if you wish.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Yorlson asked.

“First impressions are a funny thing, son,” Vaiyorl replied. “Choosing more than one Finishing Master allows you to change-”

“Why would I choose anyone other than the man who trained my father?” Yorlson said, walking ahead of his father.

The Duke looked at his son, taking hold of his lapels. It was a very stately stance, but the man did not feel much like a successful diplomat. He delayed only for a moment though, joining Yorlson in time to hear the official word.

“I can’t believe you are here, sir,” Yorlson said, speaking only to Seranos who gave the boy a head bow as he smirked. 

“If I may be so bold,” Seranos said, taking only one step forward. “Young Master Yorlson, do have a good look about. Your father has gathered the very finest of the Empire to stand in service for this occasion.”

With a fiery gleam in his eye, Yorlson replied, “Sir, I need not look for what my eyes have already found. Grandmaster Seranos Pruntrill, will you please approach?”

“It was an ambitious effort, Ran-Ran,” a projected thought entered Seranos’ mind and he closed his eyes for a moment, recalling when he had last heard that nickname. “You honor me.”

“Master, you must tell me why you are here!” Seranos projected. 

“The only things I must do are stay brown and die,” the voice replied. “... and as far as the latter point, that remains an open argument. Let me simply say... I have been summoned, Student, and I am answering that call.”

“But what could summon him?!” Seranos thought.

“That, too, I will not tell you.”

Seranos smiled, reveling in the feeling of being a student again... in the presence of a true master again... feeling the warmth from a mentor who was proud and confident in his protégé.

Yorlson smiled brightly as Seranos stepped close to him. “You have called, Young Master Yorlson... and I have answered.”

“Grandmaster, you honored my House when you trained my father... I would choose you to be my Praeceptor as well.”

“The honor, Young Master Yorlson, has always been... and will always be mine. Address your family, Phytos, and then come stand at my side.”

Guysorla was pleased and proud to announce, “Our Test Tower Champion, Yorlson Jhormynn takes Grandmaster Seranos Pruntrill to be his Finishing Master!” Cheers and applause rose up as Yorlson stepped up on the platform to the left side of Seranos.

True Lord Kelsbi had not expected the arrival of Seranos Pruntrill when he had perused the field of Finishing Masters before the race. His son had used the given resources adequately and made his way through the Test Tower, finishing second of five from a field of eighteen hopefuls. It was a good showing for the House Herthane. He ignored the transmitted messages coming over his communications link. The small alliance of farmers had undoubtedly heard the news that one of theirs had finished the Test Tower, and they were looking for confirmation from the True Lord. He would make them wait until after the Choosing Ceremony. It was all too easy to give them a cost for a Finishing Master, of which his promised ‘scholarship’ would cover roughly two-fifths of the costs involved. They would either produce the credits he believed they did not possess or go quietly about their work.

“And H’Tanvor Herthane takes Praeceptor Klatha Ergan Rozo to be his Finishing Master.” 

Vaiyorl turned to walk past Kethgeegan and Annodia on his way to Valian. “So, this is the time he chooses to look like a child,” he thought, setting his eyes on his ward.

Valian was obviously excited. His eyes were ablaze and he was fidgeting, barely able to stand in one place.

“Indeed. Jumping from one platform to another... allowing oneself to be partially frozen in order to contend with a flame blast... leading a chase of mechanical jumping spiders...yes, that’s the easy work, isn’t it, Valian? Facing a crowd of well-dressed, wealthy fops... surely that is the bane of all existence!

“If I may have a quick word,” Vaiyorl spoke softly, stopping to stand beside Valian.

“And how do I not love this boy like a son?” Vaiyorl thought, watching Valian’s reaction to his request.

The excitement was completely suspended as eyes locked on the Duke, his mind ready to receive each word as if it might be the last he would hear. “Your Grace?” he said gently, at just above a whisper, but the tone is what touched Vaiyorl’s heart.

“He gives me too much,” Vaiyorl thought. “I do not deserve this dedication!”

“I can think of lesser creatures the boy could love, Phytos,” Seranos projected. The Duke was immediately reminded of the company he was in. “Imagine what that might lead him to. Accept his love and give him yours in return... but do so carefully. Hearts are like space-mines and must be treated with the same level of care and fear.”

“I trust you spoke to Travis about today?” Vaiyorl asked.

“I did. That’s why I was late coming out of the manor.”

“Ahh, of course. Travis and his sense of timing. Might I then ask what he told you to do?”

“He told me to wait for you to come to me, Your Grace.”

Vaiyorl chuckled, nodding his head and placing his hand on Valian’s shoulder. “I must thank Travis when I see him again. Crafty old relic of a man!”

“You still don’t think he’s blind, do you?” Valian smiled while posing the question.

“His eyes don’t work as yours and mine do,” Vaiyorl emphatically returned. “... but that man has never been blind! But I digress, and our time grows short. 

“It would be so easy for me to tell you who to choose, Valian,” Vaiyorl projected as telepathy was faster than spoken conversation. The boy was not versed in the discipline, but the physical contact made it easy for the Duke to read his ward’s thoughts.

“Is that not the province of a parent, my lord?” Valian thought.

Vaiyorl kept from physically registering the implication of what the boy had thought, but the grip on the boy’s shoulder tightened. “If that is your position, perhaps...”

“It would be an honor to call you father... Father. And I understand that would have to be a conditional matter.”

“In that case, son... I have only a measure of advice to give you for your choice. And in your case, I am not sure it is advice so much as it might be a reminder. You’ve been very good in walking your own path, Valian. Do not allow the pomp and circumstance to cloud your vision or cause you to hesitate.”

“Thank you, Father,” Valian said aloud before stepping forward. There were many who had heard the boy speak, as he had not spoken in a hushed tone.

“And apparently he has established the conditions for this matter!”



You always have two choices: your commitment versus your fear. 

Sammy Davis, Jr.
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Valian approached and stood beside the Duchess who looked very happy to see him. She looked down on the boy and was surprised when he turned to face Yorlson and bowed deeply.

“Salutations, Champion,” Valian said in a proud tone, his teenage voice nearly shouting. 

“The Champion’s Embrace,” Guysorla thought, hardly remembering the custom herself. “He’s following the old ways.”

“I commend you on your victory, Young Master Yorlson,” Valian continued, slowly coming stand up straight. “The banner of Jhormynn flies higher in its moment of pride. It shines brighter, receiving your light which will guide it through the days to come.”

Guysorla then turned to face her son and she too bowed, which was the custom after the embrace was spoken. Roughly a third of the people gathered initially bowed with her, but all soon took her lead and made the same gesture.

When everyone stood up, Valian turned to face H’Tanvor. Surprising everyone, Valian bowed to the boy before he bowed to Kethgeegan and Annodia. “And to my brothers of the breach... well... brothers and sister of the breach... we ran a great race today,” he shouted. It came as no surprise that Kethgeegan and Annodia shouted their response, lifting their fists in the air. Yorlson gave a confused, half-hearted shout, and H’Tanvor looked around thoroughly confused. “None of us know what we will become, but we will forever know how we began. The Test Tower was the initiation and now, the good Duke of the House Jhormynn has assembled the finest Finishing Masters to oversee the end of the beginning. You all have made fine choices. You have my hope, my pride...” Valian paused for a moment, silently admitting something to himself. “... and my envy.” He smiled as laughter and applause was the response.

Stepping up to the platform where the masters waited, Valian pointed at three. “Gentlemen, I would ask you three to remain while we wait for the others to step down. Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your attendance and your immeasurable consideration.” There was a swell of conversation as most of the remaining field of Praeceptors started off the platform. One Finishing Master in particular walked to the edge of the platform and looked down on Valian and glared.

“Who do you think you are to dismiss me?!”

“I am Valian Styrke, ward of the House of Jhormynn,” he said calmly and confidently. “... and I would rather not have a Finishing Master who has forgotten the Champion’s Embrace, especially when my Lord’s own son is that Champion. If you wish to press your issue further, sir, I–”

“He does not wish to!” several voices spoke at the same time... one even coming from the remaining three masters, but it was Seranos who stepped forward and removed his cape from over his right shoulder; it was a sign that he was ready to engage with the man if necessary. For those who knew Seranos, they knew it was not a gesture he often made... which meant there was little chance he would hesitate to follow through on the implication. “Thank you for attending, Praeceptor.  Goodnight.”

Without another word the man stepped down off the platform and walked away. Three people in the crowd moved to depart with him, and Valian did his best to mark each person to his memory.

“Not just their faces,” the slender hooded figure spoke, taking a step forward. “But the way they move... and more importantly... how it makes you feel to see them.” 

Valian had not looked away when the man spoke. His eyes remained fixed on the four until they were out of sight. Then his eyes closed and his head lowered. 

“Not a bad beginning.”

Valian looked up at the man. Between his tattered cloak and his large hat, the man’s face could not be seen. But such things clearly did not matter to the boy. “Sir, will you consent to being my Finishing Master?”

“You won’t like it,” the man responded. “I have serious doubts that you will like me.”

“I suppose then it’s a good thing that I am not asking you to be my friend,” Valian replied. “Though I have to admit, I already like you.”

“There are two questions you must answer first,” the man stated as he turned to join the other chosen Finishing Masters.  He stood beside the man that Annodia had chosen and turned to face Valian. “First, am I in the right position?”

“Yes you are.”

“And what is your position, then?”

Valian thought for a moment and then walked over to the man. All of the Phyti stood beside their Praeceptors. Valian walked over and stood in front of his. He then went down to his right knee and the slender man removed his hat and the hood of his cloak.

“Thy faith, most Sacred Empress, is justified,” the man said softly. A soft, cool breeze swept over the area, swirling around the man as his burlap cloak became embroidered silk. Thick, wavy black hair fell around his shoulders, save for the solid stripe of silver that actually started on his skin. His nose and left eye seemed to be made of silver, running up to his hairline and into the stripe of hair.

He was still slender in frame, though taller than he had originally appeared. His dark brown skin seemed to glisten, even though it was not wet. The hat became a cane for which the handle was well under the extended top. It was made of a rich, dark mahogany and capped by a sunstone that floated freely at the top.

“Jorkethian!” someone whispered the name of the living legend as others gasped at seeing the ancient figure in the flesh. 

The man’s sapphire blue eyes swept over the crowd, stopping once they arrived at the Lord of the Estate. “Duke Vaiyorl, I believe Master Seranos and I have need to speak with you on an urgent matter.”

Valian stood with his back in the corner across the large corridor from the Duke’s study. His arms were folded as he leaned into the corner, watching Yorlson pace in front of the double doors of the study. 

Looking mostly at the floor as his mind went over the events of the Test Tower yet again, Yorlson walked with his hands on his hips.

“You do know that you’re too skinny... and too young to make that work, right?” Valian asked.

“To make what work?”

“That pose you’re using... for the first time.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve had my hands on my hips!” Yorlson argued.

“First time I’ve seen it,” Valian remarked. “And trust me, the way it looks, there’s no way I would have let you walk around like that in front of someone outside the House. I know I would have said something!”

“No one is listening to you,” Yorlson declared.

“Now I know you can’t make that pose work for you,” Valian concluded.

“Young Master,” Yorlson added. “To you I am Young Master Yorlson.”

“To me you are brother,” Valian returned. “... and I suppose we’re both sad at that. You’re sad for all the things that happened before today... me for what happened a few hours ago.”

The doors to the study opened and Duke Vaiyorl emerged from inside and then looked at both boys. The tension was apparent, but it was drawing close to dinner and the House Jhormynn had two incredibly distinguished guests under its roof.

“Yorlson, I am engaged in a pressing matter at the moment,” Vaiyorl said plainly as Seranos and Jorkethian stepped out and turned down the corridor.  

“Your Grace, if you would excuse us for a moment,” Seranos requested. “I am in need of some air.”

“Of course,” Vaiyorl replied with a nod of his head. “I will come to find you in the garden the moment I am able.”

“Excellent!” Seranos said with a bow. His eyes drifted over to Yorlson for a moment and he lost his smile before turning to walk away.

“Perhaps I should attend to our guests,” Yorlson said quietly, looking at his Praeceptor.

“I wouldn’t,” Valian replied, keeping his voice low as well.

“And who asked you anything?!” Yorlson snapped, still keeping his voice down.

“They were being polite, Brother,” Valian said, standing up straight and unfolding his arms. “There’s a balcony attached to Father’s study. You think either of those men, if they truly just wanted only air, would have missed that balcony?”

Yorlson took a moment of recollection. Valian was right. The size of balcony was a little over a third of the study. Surely two men could have found plenty of fresh air there. He looked down at the floor, caught between confusion and rage.

“What is it that I can do for you, son?” Vaiyorl said warmly, moving to touch his son. Yorlson stepped back before cutting his eyes over at Valian.

“Perhaps you should see to your son!” Yorlson said before turning on his heels and storming away.

Vaiyorl and Valian looked after the boy as he stormed off for his room. Both of them wanted things to be different and they nearly mirrored one another, drawing in cleansing breaths to set their minds to other matters. Vaiyorl noticed Valian doing it and he smiled.

“Is that something I do so often?” 

“Not so often you should worry,” Valian answered with an embarrassed smile. “I used to think it only applied to things related to New Eden Technologies... but... over time...”

“Indeed... over time,” Vaiyorl looked down at Valian and did what he could to suspend the antics of his first-born child. “Well, these things aren’t going to clear themselves, are they? We have people waiting in my study. After you, son.”

“As you wish it, Father,” Valian said, walking across the corridor to enter into the room. He frowned at the sight of Annodia and Kethgeegan standing near the Duke’s desk. They smiled at him and then looked at each other, reveling in the fact that they had surprised him.

“It would seem that these two young people have been taking the matter of the Test Tower to heart,” Vaiyorl said, walking in behind Valian. He waved his hand over the sensor in the doorframe and the doors closed, locked and erected a sound shield. This was to be a very private matter. “They have been talking to one another... and a few of our distinguished guests... and they have decided to approach you for permissio.”

“Permissio?” Valian repeated, nearly choking. “But I can’t... I’m not... Fa-”

Vaiyorl stood there, reveling in the moment. He knew there would be few times when Valian would be tongue-tied, and as cruel as it might have been... he was going to enjoy the moment.

Valian continued to stammer, taking a step back, and Annodia came forward to put him out of his misery.

“We wish to be your retainers, Valian,” she said, immediately losing the fire of her perspective the moment she heard the words aloud. “That is... if you will have us.”

“Have you?!” Valian barked. “I don’t... I’m not...” Valian closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, holding it for a moment.

“Oh well. There goes my fun,” Vaiyorl thought, turning to sit behind his desk.

“I’m just a boy,” Valian finally spoke clearly. “I don’t own property... I don’t have any station.”

“No, that is where you would be wrong,” Vaiyorl, adding another facet of this meeting he would enjoy for as long as he would be allowed. “You forget that I am a Duke.”

“But I am only your ward!” Valian snapped, surprising everyone in the room with how loudly he had spoken. He covered his mouth as Vaiyorl’s eyebrows lifted.

“That you are, boy. But in legal matters, that means you are my protégé, and your station cannot be any less than two plateaus beneath mine.”

“And what does that make me?” Valian asked in an airy whisper.

Vaiyorl lifted his hand and slowly counted. “One station would make you a True Lord. Two stations would make you a Lower Lord... but ‘lower’ is not a word we engage too often, so the appropriate level is often just called Lord. You are... and have been for some time... Lord Valian Styrke.

“And don’t bother,” the Duke quickly added, cutting off Valian’s response. “You cannot renounce your position unless I renounce mine. Do you wish me to renounce my position?”

Valian stood still for a moment with his eyebrows locked in lifted position. The world had been made to spin around him and it was a confusing thing to see. He stammered before he nervously said, “No?”

“And that brings us back to now. It is a most somber situation, the offers that have been made... and Valian is going to hold them in abeyance.”

“I am?” Valian thought.

“While both bold and gracious, I see nothing but children before me. And what can a child truly offer my ward? So... we will have to address that point first. You are children! A fact that is inescapable and unchallenged at this point in time. 

“I have already been in counsel with your mother, Annodia,” Vaiyorl continued, getting up from his seat. “... as well as your Mistress at the orphanage, Kethgeegan. They have both agreed that in order for you to be honestly considered, you will need to complete your education with your Finishing Masters. Thusly, it has been decided that the two of you will take residence on this property while you are in training. Once you have completed your individual strides as Phytos, we will revisit these offerings.” Walking around his desk and to the doors of the study, Vaiyorl made it a point not to look at Valian. “I will give you all this room to discuss amongst yourselves. Dinner will be in forty-seven minutes... try not to be late.”
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Seated in his study chair once more, Vaiyorl could see the image of himself, nearly five years past, walking through those same doors, leaving Valian to contend with the repercussions of his actions. It had been a most interesting season for the Jhormynn House.

“Who could’ve expected to see a KnighT of his caliber unveil himself at our Test Tower,” Vaiyorl thought, recalling what it had felt like to see Ulreejun Jorkethian standing behind his ward. “They don’t teach the skills one would have to engage to remain unaffected by that.

“And, of course, with him came the will of the Throne. How many times have people told me that I have the favor of our Empress? They told me such things then... they tell me the same now. But despite their claims it is apparent that I do not have the full measure of trust of her majesty. Neither she nor her most noted servant has elected to explain to me why Ulreejun Jorkethian presented himself to be a Praeceptor. And my wife wonders why I would have preferred to remain a True Lord.”

Vaiyorl activated the virtual monitor and it appeared above his desk. He leaned back in his chair and the monitor elevated itself to remain in the perfect eye line.

“Activate optics,” he commanded.

“Specify please,” the computer replied.

“Valian’s training... Praeceptor-marked entries only.”

A three-dimensional image of a thirteen year-old Valian was created, clothed in the black garments of the Choosing Ceremony. 

“Of course,” Vaiyorl thought, “where else would they begin?”

Ulreejun could be seen walking around his Phytos. He was speaking and Valian listened as intently as he knew how to. Whatever was said, the equipment on the KnighT’s person kept his voice from reaching the receptors. Theirs was a very private conversation, the first of countless others. 

The image changed to the two of them running side-by-side; Valian was now clothed in gleaming white clothes and Jorkethian wore his armour and weapons. Vaiyorl smiled at the look of the white clothing, which had been charmed to grow with the boy. Valian had never been allowed to clean those clothes, merely treat them with a powdered herb that would contain the smell of them. With the passing days, and incredibly arduous lessons, the white clothes lost their glow, slowly turning gray before they turned black.

Three days of the thirty of each month were given to Valian as a respite. In the beginning, the Duke’s ward counted the minutes to his day off. It was only eight months after the training had begun that Valian had actually opted not to take one of his days. That had been the day that Jorkethian had broken the boy’s jaw. Valian had opted not to take the next day as well.

Vaiyorl watched, seeing his ward go through the paces of learning how to run, skate, ski, surf, bike, drive, and ride. No form of ground transportation was missed, and Vaiyorl could then read the writing on the wall. The Duke might not have known the specifics of the instruction to be taught, but he had a notion and he acted in a manner he had thought was appropriate. A large domed facility had been built so that Valian could train in assured privacy. The intensity of the lessons had only increased after the introduction of the dome, and a mixture of acrobatics and gymnastics was included.

The images also showed the strides of academia the Praeceptor put the boy through. So many subjects were covered; ranging from History to Art, Civics, Finance, Basic Mathematics, Algebra, Geometry, Literature, Foreign Languages, Biology, Chemistry, Physics, and Ethics. Jorkethian did not act as if he had a child for a student, and the initial grades were poor. Vaiyorl had been ready to speak to the Praeceptor on the behalf of his ward, but Valian never complained. Even when he had cried alone in his room, he would give no foul word of his teacher or the demands that had been made of him.

“That was, ultimately, for good reason,” Vaiyorl thought, remembering how the grades had, over time, improved. “Somehow he adapted and improved.

“And still, this is only seventy-five percent of his studies,” Vaiyorl thought, deactivating the monitor. He could hear footfalls approaching. The two he had summoned had finally arrived. “The other quarter was kept even from the receptors. Only Praeceptor and Phytos know what those lessons were.” 

A knock on the door brought the Duke from his deliberations. The time had finally come.

“Enter.”

The double doors opened and Vaiyorl could see Valian’s hands on them. He pushed them open and he stepped back, allowing Yorlson to enter into the room.

“My word!” the Duke thought, looking into the possibility of tomorrow. “What a difference five years makes!” He would have preferred if they had walked in side-by-side, but the Duke had mastered being satisfied with the victories he could achieve.

Yorlson’s strides were confident and long. He had grown tall, strong, and handsome. He approached his father’s desk and stopped, ushering Valian to a particular chair.

“He’s grown careful,” Vaiyorl considered. “... careful and conniving. The projected image is one of grace and courtesy... but the chair offered to Valian is next to the one my chair is facing. You’re missing out on a strong and sure ally, son!”

“Father,” Yorlson said before taking his seat.

“Pater,” Valian said, placing his left fist over his heart before bowing. 

“And Yorlson is not the only cunning one,” Vaiyorl concluded. “Valian knows of my interest in the Old Earth languages, as it was also an interest of Zeu Rex. I wonder if he knows I am most familiar with Latin. Still, one method was applied as a control... I cannot say the same of the other.”

“You called for us, Father?” Yorlson said after a moment, and only then did the Duke realize that he had not yet spoken.

“Yes! Yes, I did. My apologies. A matter is most pressing on my mind and I’m afraid I am a bit distracted. But, I am with you now. 

“To put it simply and succinctly, I have been appointed as the Lead Emissary for the Empire at a conference regarding New Eden Technologies and the technological developments of the Middle Rim.”

“Congratulations, Father!” Yorlson said, getting up from his chair. “Oh, this is splendid news. Isn’t this wonderful news, Valian?”

“I am happy for you... if you are happy for yourself,” Valian said softly.

“Then be happy for me, Valian,” Vaiyorl replied. “It isn’t a simple matter, but it is one that I am looking forward to. This will require me to be away from the estate for a prolonged measure of time.. bringing me to the point of this meeting. 

“I must decide who will handle my affairs while I am away.”

“Ah, good, the Duchess will be going with you then,” Valian quickly concluded.

“Yes. Yes, she will. I have decided to name Yorlson as my Proxy. His word shall stand as my will. Now, if you will excuse me, there is a matter to which I must attend immediately.” With that, the Duke was up and out of his chair, quickly walking out of his study. The doors had not yet closed behind him when Yorlson’s head started to turn, smiling over at Valian.

“I am sure this comes as a shock to you,” Yorlson said in a very cool tone. Valian said nothing as he got up from his chair, making his way out of the room. “Have you nothing to say to your Lord before leaving his presence?”

Valian paused for a moment, but opted to say nothing and resumed his exit. Yorlson laughed as Valian walked down the corridor.


We must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.
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The door opened and he stepped in, standing just inside his bedroom, waiting for the door to close and lock. He stood there for a few moments, waiting for the rest of his world to fall apart. When it failed to do so, Valian took in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. A very subtle knock at the door made him smirk and shake his head.

“Please, not right now,” he said calmly.

When he could hear metal tools picking at the lock, Valian sighed and walked away from the door.

“I see you,” he said softly. “Corner of the wall and ceiling... just over the book on Olasson poetry.”

The section of the wall started to shiver before Boris changed to his most often assumed appearance; that of a ball of orange, brown, and black fur. He came away from the wall, landing on Valian’s shoulder. The young man smiled, scratching the top of the ball, making Boris shiver as he chirped. 

“Yes, the colors and contours were excellent. This time it was your texture. The light bounced differently off of you than it did the rest of that area.” Boris chirped again and Valian chuckled and he walked further into his room. “Yes. It appears we both still have training ahead of us... if his lordship will allow it.”

The door opened and Kethgeegan walked in just ahead of Annodia. They both wore their concern openly... but Kethgeegan was smiling, tapping the door. “You changed the lock!” he stated.

“Yes, and it only added a few seconds to your time. Well done.”

“What happened down there?” Annodia inquired.

“Always to the bone of it, right?” Valian said softly.

“Do you know of a better way?”

Valian snorted. “Not for you, Annodia. I suppose it’s – like it always is – a matter of perspective. When it rains, the farmer rejoices... the outdoor performer grimaces. But they both know it won’t rain forever.”

“Ugh,” Annodia grimaced, “why did Jorkethian have to teach you Philosophy?!”

Valian frowned at the comment, but he did not speak on it. Instead he removed Boris from his shoulders and secured his mind. “This I get from someone suffering from arachnophobia,” Valian said, looking intently at Annodia who met his eyes with equal concentration.

“They know we’re here!” Ulreejun declared as he stepped through the wall to Valian’s left. “Attack! And Kethgeegan is it!

“A bit of assistance, if you please, Brick,” Jorkethian thought, lifting his cane toward his student; the sunstone flaring to life. The rug Valian was standing on came up from the floor, becoming a bag lifting him up to the ceiling.

Lyndreesa Z’Bassai, Kethgeegan’s Praeceptor, smiled as she ascended up through the floor. The Power Armour Specialist had turned in a sufficient military career, but it was not exactly considered remarkable. Her resume as a Praeceptor was not distinguished, but she had come recommended by Jorkethian, which was all the Duke needed to hear.

Her instruction had had nothing to do with what she was known as publicly, and everything to do with her true passions: alacrity. The woman was fast and nimble... and a master of skills best applied in the shadows and away from the eyes of the commoner. Kethgeegan had proven to be a most eager student who had performed so well that Lyndreesa had been forced to augment her intended curriculum.

The woman moved on Annodia, lashing out with her energy whip in an attempt to entangle the young woman’s ankles. Though not as quick at Kethgeegan, Annodia was by no means slow. Her cartwheel was perfectly timed and the energy whip burned into the floorboards.

Seeing the two masters’ points of entry, Kethgeegan charged, jumping over Valian’s bed and racing to the far corner. He could see the figure of Churzoviaro, the large Shatter Caster who was a graduate of Seranos’ teachings, coming through the wall. “Oh no you don’t!” Kethgeegan yelled, jumping up and planting both feet into the man’s chest. With a wide-eyed look of surprise, the large man fell back through his portal. “That’s one!”

“Counting victories during a fight?” Ulreejun whispered, stepping toward the named target. “Endure this count!” Pointing his cane toward Valian’s bookshelf, the entire top level came off the shelf, flying toward Kethgeegan.

“Too slow, old man!” the young man yelled, jumping up from the floor, twisting, flipping, and splitting his legs. He landed on the floor after successfully dodging the wave of books.

A ripping sound caught Jorkethian’s ear and he smirked. “The Bladed Hand,” he thought, sending the next shelf of books at Kethgeegan. He had little hope he would hit the nimble fox, but he did not want to turn his back on an unengaged opponent.

“My Boris to your Brick,” Valian whispered, coming out of the carpet-turned-bag trap. He tossed the ball of fur toward his Praeceptor as he came down from the ceiling.

Jorkethian lifted his cane to intercept the pet and guardian he had come to know and have genuine affection for... when he was not involved in a contest such as this. Before Brick could make contact, Boris lost his fur, becoming a purple-colored mass of flesh that split into a circle, falling around the Finishing Master. It had been a feint, a false attack, and now the Phytos had the advantage.

“Never fight a superior head on,” Valian thought, recalling one of Jorkethian’s secret lessons. He landed on the floor and stayed low, spinning to sweep his teacher’s feet out from under him. Jorkethian gave a brief yelp as he fell to his side.

“And my friend could use a weapon,” Valian said, grabbing and pulling Boris up from the floor. As the creature came away from Jorkethian, it grabbed onto Brick and snatched the cane out of the man’s hand. “To you, Annodia!” The cane arched across the room.

Without the left sleeve of her shirt, Annodia jumped up from the floor – dodging another slash of the energy whip. She caught the cane, flipped, and landed on one foot and one knee, using the cane to pin the whip to the floor. Once the energy pulse had run its course, Annodia grabbed the whip and shouted, “Kesurgi!”

Lyndreesa did not know the language, but she had seen the practice of a Chi-Shout many times. Opting not to test the young woman’s augmented strength, Lyndreesa released the whip and put her hands to her weapons belt.

Ulreejun wanted to applaud, but the engagement was not yet over. Still, the Phyti were all performing well. Any lesser opponents would either have to see that the tide had turned and withdraw or suffer defeat.

“But we are not lesser, are we, Brick?” Jorkethian thought as he started to extend his hand toward his cane. He could feel Brick waiting for the command, as it was eager to be away from the young woman, but Jorkethian’s hand was cut by passing paper.

“Ow!” the man yelled before he suffered cuts to his arm and face.

“Can’t call... that damn stick ... with an... unfocused... mind!” Kethgeegan asserted as he continued the barrage of hurled pages.

“This fight is proving expensive,” Valian thought, yelling as he charged Lyndreesa. As he expected, he caught her attention; receiving two hurled daggers. He caught the first, spinning as he did so. Boris smacked down the second as purple tendrils sprouted out toward the woman’s legs.

“Ewww!” Lyndreesa shouted, jumping to avoid the entanglement attempt. The tip of her energy whip touched against her stomach and Lyndreesa landed, cursing at how she had been distracted by the shape-changing creature. The delivered energy pulse robbed her of the ability to move.

Annodia smiled as she turned to face Jorkethian. 

The Praeceptor looked around the room. Both his student and Churzoviaro’s were ready to press him, and Kethgeegan had already picked up a second book. Slowly, his face lit up as he smiled, clapping his hands together. “Will you accept my yield?”

“Only if he pledges fealty!” Kethgeegan shouted, causing his friends to laugh.

Valian quickly waved off the possibility as he approached his teacher. He lowered his head, touching his right knee to the floor.

“Your yield is accepted only if you found my performance adequate,” Valian said softly.

“Then we are in trouble, Phytos,” Ulreejun replied, placing his hands on the young man’s shoulders. He ushered Valian to stand. “... because, with the exception of your awareness, that performance was exemplary!”

“Really, Lyndreesa?!” the Shatter Caster complained, re-entering the room. “You taught him how to hurl cutting paper?!”

“Don’t start with me,” the woman returned with just as much fire. “You taught your Phytos the Chi-Shout!”

“I did no such thing!” Churzoviaro asserted.

Annodia’s head dropped and her gaze lowered to the floor as Lyndreesa turned to look at the young woman. She watched as the student made it a point not to look her in the eyes.

“You,” Lyndreesa said with a proud smile. Annodia looked up, rolling her lips into her mouth. “Well played.” The woman walked directly over to Annodia and wrapped her arms around her. “Well played indeed!” The two embraced for a moment and Lyndreesa laughed, stepping away to put her hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. 

“Lyn,” Jorkethian said, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

“What?

“Lyn,” the man said again, opening his eyes and frowning at the Praeceptor.

“Well, I didn’t want these young upstarts thinking they were masters,” Lyndreesa explained, handing the young woman her bracelet. 

Annodia gasped, taking back her jewelry.

Jorkethian folded his arms while he kept his eyes on Lyndreesa. He sighed as his head tilted to the side.

Lyndreesa sighed in frustration, handing Annodia back her necklace... and her identity card... and her belt... and finally her bra. Annodia gasped, snatching back her belongings.

“I don’t think any of them are in fear of that, Lady Praeceptor,” Ulreejun said, giving a friendly glare to the woman.

“The partition is to your left,” Valian said softly and Annodia quickly followed his lead.

“I can’t believe she did that,” Annodia said softly. She stopped short of the partition and turned to look at Kethgeegan. She pointed him and said, “And don’t you ever touch me again!”

Jorkethian and his Phytos could not keep from laughing out loud. Valian, however, did manage to take one of his shirts and toss it over the partition. Churzoviaro chuckled but his mirth came from looking at the look of shock on Kethgeegan’s face.

Ulreejun shook his head and waved to get the attention of the Shatter Caster. “Churzo, if you would be so kind,” he said, motioning to the torn-apart book and ripped rug.

“Materials easily enough mended, my lord,” Churzoviaro said, casting the necessary incantation to restore the items.

Jorkethian summoned his cane and returned the hurled books back to the shelf.

“Thank you, Master,” Valian said softly, his face losing its smile.

“And there is the opponent you have yet to counter.” Jorkethian said softly before looking up at his colleagues. “Will you give us this room, please?”

Acknowledging the request, Churzoviaro ushered everyone to the door. “Still, Lyndreesa... cutting paper?!”

“What? We had completed our studies for the day... we were both bored... and he was supposed to limit it to playing cards!”

“But of course! The fault lies with him then!” 

“Indeed it does,” the woman insisted. “And that first throw? He could’ve put an eye out with that one.”

“And those burn marks I had to remove tell me that your whip was set to a mild stun?” Churzoviaro asked with a knowing smirk on his face.

“I just got that thing back from the technician,” Lyndreesa complained. “He still hasn’t worked out the kinks!”

“Just walk woman!” he said, shoving his friend who laughed as she walked out of the room.

Valian managed a smile as they left. He then looked up to see Annodia wearing his shirt. Without speaking, she nodded, thanking him for the clothes. Valian returned the nod and the young woman made her way to and through the door.

“Shall I start, or will you cut to the heart of it?” Ulreejun asked, walking over to Valian’s desk. He pulled the chair out and took a seat.

“I don’t really have a valid reason for my anger, Praeceptor,” Valian started. “I am the Duke’s ward, nothing more. Yorlson is his son. The control of the household should go to him. I just...”

“Just would have hoped he would have at least mentioned you?” Jorkethian asked.

“Would that have been unreasonable?!” Valian snapped.

Ulreejun nodded. “Unreasonable in the short term? No. In the long term... most definitely.  Fortunately for you, Duke Vaiyorl is a long-term thinker.”

“What do you mean, Praeceptor?”

“Speaking in the manner you would have preferred would have helped your position in this house while he was away. But your place is not here and he would have tied you to the house, constantly going cannon to cannon with Yorlson. You have bigger and better things to do.

“First, allow me to say this: your armour is incredible, Valian. It is nearly flawless and in all my time I have never seen one so young with such a solid base. But you do have one chink in that armour and it too is remarkable. Your dedication is-”

“Something I thought we agreed we would not discuss,” Valian interrupted, looking uneasy.

“I agreed not to question it, Phytos. And I still don’t... but you should. Your dedication to this family-”

“My family!” Valian asserted. “My parents died protecting them, believing that it was something worth their lives.”

“Yes I know.

“I’m not blind, Master!”

“Yes you are, Phytos. You still think Yorlson won the Test Tower Race.”

“He did!”

“No, Phytos, he finished first!” Ulreejun snapped, his silver skin gleaming in a light all its own. “You won the Test Tower! Assemble the witnesses of the event, boy, if you dare. Count the number of them that will start talking about how the Duke’s son won and continue to do so after they start talking about what you did!” The two stood there for a moment, realizing that their voices had climbed in volume which was against their nature together. Ulreejun took a deep breath before speaking again.

“My tenure as your Praeceptor began on the first day of Mityar,” the man stated, getting up from his chair. “That day is exactly one and a half months away... or it will be... in four days. The Duke has given me permission to alter the teaching format in any manner I deem fit... or, in this case, necessary. 

“You and your friends had better pack your things,” Ulreejun said when he reached the door. “Your transport will depart shortly after the Duke’s. But I think you would be well-served in saying your farewells as soon as you can muster the strength to do so.”

“Thank you, Praeceptor,” Valian said softly.

“Thank you, Phytos. And I meant what I said, aside from your awareness, that was a near-perfect application of skill, strength, and speed. And is the warning code always going to be spiders?”

“It never fails to get Annodia’s attention... and true assassins would not know the code we used last time.”

“There is a point to that... you hope.” Ulreejun stepped out of the room, nodding his head at the two students who had opted to wait in the corridor. “Not so questionable a tumbler anymore, are you?” he said, beaming a smile at Kethgeegan. “Not many make me miss, boy. I’d be sorely put out of place if you allow others to hit you.”

“No, Master. I will see to it the list is short but distinguished,” Kethgeegan returned.

The KnighT nodded before shifting his eyes to Annodia, all the while maintaining his smile. “Kesurgi,” he sighed, chuckling. 

“It felt like the right word, Master,” Annodia explained.

“Indeed. And I shall ask your Praeceptor if he has any argument in seeing to it that when next you use the word, you will have the option of engaging actual Chi.”

“Thank you, Master,” Annodia smiled, trying not to show her excitement. 

The two waited for Jorkethian to be out of sight before they returned inside the room, receiving an assault of pillows and a shouted reminder to knock before walking into someone else’s room.



Let parents bequeath to their children not riches, but the spirit of reverence. 


Plato
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Stretching after his morning workout, Valian was bringing his mind to a place where he believed he could withstand saying farewell to the Duke and Duchess. There were so many things he wanted to say, but he needed to separate the impulse from the sentiment. It was imperative he say the right thing as there was no telling when he would see them again.

He looked up when the doors to the exercise room burst open and he did not have to wait for the culprit. Annodia rushed inside, looking flushed and aggravated. Right on her heels though was one of the Estate Guards who came running in after her, grabbing the young woman by the arm.

“Whoa! That’s not a good move,” Valian thought as he watched Annodia take hold of the hand, plant a back kick to the man’s knee. She then sank her elbow into his stomach and turned around, lifting her knee into the man’s face.

As the first guard fell back, another came rushing into the room. His fist swung into Annodia’s face and she fell down, back-rolling up to her feet before the man could press and jump on her while she was on the ground. He continued his charge, swinging down. Annodia timed her spin perfectly and his fist just missed her face. Her spinning backfist hammered against his face, stunning the man long enough for her hand thrust to find his neck. The man choked as Annodia jumped up and forward, coming down with a hammering fist that broke his nose.

Valian shuddered and frowned in sympathetic pain. “Hold!” he commanded, getting up from the floor.

“We are following the orders of the Duke’s Proxy!” a third guard cried, running up to swing at Annodia. His fist was caught before it had an opportunity to fly forward.

“Then we must ask ourselves... how committed are we to our chosen paths? Will you be loyal to and through your visitation to the HealeR? Or do you think the will of the Proxy will keep me from finishing my morning workout on your person?!”

A fourth guard came into the room and took hold of the third, pulling him back from Valian.

“Now... might I know the trouble here?”

The first guard sat up and pointed at Annodia. “She-” his voice choked in his throat seeing the Duke’s ward quickly snap his head around to glare at him.

“Ladies first, guard,” Valian said softly. When he was assured of their silence, he stepped back and looked at Annodia.

“I went to the field for my morning ride,” Annodia began, flexing her hands. She was ready to continue the fight; the landed punch had only elevated her anger. “The horses have been moved to the other side of the estate... and they are dismantling the field!”

“Dismantling?”

“The test track has already been removed,” she continued. “... and they are taking down the obstacle course. I asked them to stop and explain themselves.”

“We don’t answer to her!” the guard spat.

“Why?” Valian quickly asked, knowing the particular tone he was hearing coming from the man. “She is a guest of the Duke, and for the past four years this house had been her home. So tell me how it is now that you cannot answer the lady’s question?”

“They were about the business I put them to,” Yorlson said as he entered the room. “Unless you question my position, boy.”

“Boy?!” Valian thought, glaring at Yorlson. He turned and walked over to the young man, pulling free of Annodia’s grasp.

“Is this the best you can do?” Valian asked. “These men have no oil, no soil, no signs of labor on their persons. Are you going to contend that they were actually doing the work of dismantling constructs? I would challenge that assertion, taking the matter to a point of verification, and you would lose. 

“They are guards and the task they are meant to perform is one of protection and service, which means they are in a position to answer questions, especially to the residents of this estate! So my claim is that they were out of line just as you are in this pitiful effort to support their position with your authority. I am no Proxy, but I am the ward of the Duke and therefore this estate... and as such I can challenge any and all improprieties. So what say you, Proxy, shall we take this to the level of a challenge? Have a care... I won’t be there to save you this time!”

Yorlson stared at the Duke’s ward. They had both grown, but the advantages Valian held when they were thirteen had only been increased over time. 

“The domed facility is off limits!” Yorlson declared. “It is to become my training area.”

“Training, Yorlson?”

“As Proxy of this estate, I cannot leave my post, so I am having my instructors join me here. They require that area for my training.”

“You will find it to be good soil for such things,” Valian stated in a softer voice. “The blood, sweat, and tears of real students have been spilt on those grounds. Mayhap those components will inspire you. Annodia, with me.”

Valian turned and started out of the room, Annodia walking right behind him. The two made it into the corridor where Annodia could see Valian relinquished his anger.

“Your morning rides are getting earlier,” he commented.

“So they are.”

“It was the horses, wasn’t it? How did you come to know something needed investigation?”

“Why I went to the dome is immaterial to what happened when I got there. They were looking to be troublesome... so I gave the some trouble.”

“How many before those four?” 

“Only three others,” Annodia admitted.

Valian snorted a laugh as he looked at his friend. “And to think I was getting worried when that one landed a punch on you.”

“My concern was with the one I put down before him,” Annodia replied. “He didn’t fall well and I thought I might have hit him harder than I meant to.”

Valian put his arm across her chest as he frowned. “You were pulling the force of your attacks?!”

“Well of course!” Annodia quickly returned. “Those men work for the Duke!”

“Good morning, Annodia.” 

With the way he had spoken and turned down a hallway, Annodia knew she was not required to follow him. She watched Valian walking away, feeling Kethgeegan’s approach to her back. “Tell me again that was the right thing to do.”

“That was the right thing to so,” Kethgeegan said, sounding incredibly supportive. “You heard Jorkethian two days ago, just like I did. The weakest point in Valian’s armour is his family. If he isn’t made to face it and resolve his feelings, it will remain a liability.”

Annodia turned, smiling at Kethgeegan. “And when did you become the philosopher?”

“You’d be surprised how well thieves understand people,” he replied, ushering Annodia to the kitchen. It was time to get something to eat... and they had all worked up an appetite. 

“Would I?” Annodia coyly asked.

“I know I was!”

The triple knock at the door told the Duchess that their breakfast had arrived. The Duke had already stretched, shaved, and showered. He was tying down his robe and looking out on the terrace.

“It certainly is warm enough,” Guysorla said. “If that is your intention.”

“You would not mind?” 

“It has been a while since we have taken our breakfast together out on the terrace,” she smiled.

“You can cut your statement off at ‘out’ and still be accurate,” Vaiyorl said, opening the doors and taking in the fresh air and sunlight. 

“My husband is a Duke, and the Director of Development and Acquisitions at New Eden Technologies. He is a hard-working man and his wife has no complaints.”

“None?”

“My husband still saves his hardest work for me,” she returned, blushing a smile at Vaiyorl.

“Woman, get the door while we both can still walk!”

“Valian!” Guysorla gasped. “You brought us breakfast?”

“Uhm, no,” he admitted, carrying the tray into the room. “I’m afraid it is a matter of fortunate timing, actually. But in hearing your surprise, I apologize. It has been too long since I last brought you your meal.” 

Guysorla smiled, remembering how sweet the boy could be. “Valian, you’ve spent more time in the library and the infirmary than anywhere else. The absence is understood. But do come along. The robots were designed to carry those trays. I’d hate to think what you’re doing to your back.”

Valian barked a laugh as he walked through the bed chamber and out on the terrace. His eyes met with Vaiyorl’s and Valian smiled. “Father, I trust you slept well.”

“The night was very calming,” Vaiyorl said, pulling a chair out for his wife. “My wife.” Guysorla took her seat and Vaiyorl adjusted her chair. “Would you care to join us?”

“The trays are set for two, sir.”

“Yes, a shame the robots can’t return to the kitchen and fetch more food,” Vaiyorl said, clapping his hands once. The robots turned and started back to the kitchen. “I forgot we were being rationed!”

Valian smiled, remembering how easy it was to be in the presence of the man. “Thank you,” he answered, pulling out a chair for himself. 

“So, what brings you to my doorstep so early in the day?”

“I wanted to apologize for my behavior in your study two days ago.”

“Did I miss something?” Vaiyorl asked.

“It was nothing I said, sir,” Valian clarified. “But my thoughts were far beneath my station.”

“You take exception to my decision?” Vaiyorl inquired. 

Valian nodded ‘yes’. “I did, sir... at first. I have since come to a better understanding. That doesn’t excuse what I was thinking and feeling.”

“Valian, we can hardly hold a person-”

“I am responsible, sir,” Valian interrupted. “... responsible for my thoughts and feelings as much as I am responsible for my actions. You gave me a home when it couldn’t have been easy to. Your position with regards to the Throne... the expansion of New Eden... along with the normal responsibilities of being a loving husband and father. I’ve had a good home in comparison to most, and both you and the Duchess have been a blessing to me.

“And on second thought,” Valian said, getting up from his chair. “... I will not be joining you for breakfast. I don’t know what condition I’ll be in when your transport is departing. My Praeceptor seems pressed to make the last month and a half worth aching over. I simply wanted to say that I love you. I was born to incredible parents!”

“Yes you were,” Guysorla said, getting up and holding out her hand for Valian. “I knew them briefly... but they were at the very least... incredible!” Valian was brought into an embrace and Guysorla was surprised to feel the tightness of his hug.

“Thank you... but I wanted to add that I was entrusted to equally incredible people who had no obligation-”

“We had every obligation!” Vaiyorl insisted.

“Father, we’ve both seen otherwise. Love given does not mean love will be returned.” Both the Duke and Duchess lowered their eyes from his. “And whatever debt you feel you owed my parents, I am here to tell you that debt is paid. It has been overpaid and I shall spend my life seeing to the balance.”

“Valian... son, you don’t owe us anything!” Vaiyorl declared. Guysorla batted away forming tears as she nodded in agreement.

“Perhaps not... but I do love you... I love this family... each and every piece of it... and in one measure I can say I agree with my parents: you’re worth it!

“Now, if you will excuse me... there are matters I must see to before you leave. Father, I will have a number of requests on your desk first thing in the morning.”

“I will make sure to look at them before I leave, son,” Vaiyorl said calmly.

“Thank you. Mother... Father... enjoy your day.” Valian turned and walked back into the bedroom on his way to find his Praeceptor.

The Duchess looked at her husband and allowed the tears to fall from her eyes. Vaiyorl wrapped his arms around her and held her until the crying stopped.

“What are we going to do with all of this food?” The two laughed together, holding on to one another. It was not the familial resolve that either wanted, but it would serve for a time.



A man never knows how to say goodbye; a woman never knows when to say it. 

Helen Rowland
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The transport was nearly out of sight and two of the children were still waving. Dressed in their formal attire and standing oldest to youngest – Valian, Yorlson, Shonsatah, and Pirion stood in front of Valian’s friends and five Praeceptors, the household staff assembled in a third line as the Duke and Duchess of Jhormynn made their departure. The two youngest children continued to wave as the two oldest slowly lowered their hands to their sides.

“Valian,” Yorlson said as he turned to go back inside the house. “I will need you to clear the pad as soon as you can. I have materials arriving shortly.”

“There are other pads you can use!” Shonsatah said bitterly. “Like the one closer to your project, perhaps?”

“What did you say to me?” Yorlson asked, stopping and turning to look at his sibling.

With the fire of a Jhormynn, Shonsatah took in the breath to repeat her words if not choose a few more colorful ones. 

“Young Mistress Shonsatah, you are out of line!” Valian barked. 

Nearly everyone present was shocked into silence. Ulreejun pressed his lips together and put forward his best look of surprise.

“What?” Shonsatah asked, barely able to speak. 

“You are addressing the Proxy of the Duke Vaiyorl of Jhormynn. He has been chosen to care for this estate in the Duke’s absence. Do you question your father’s judgment?!”

“Of course not.”

“Then apologize and make your withdrawal,” Valian commanded.

Shonsatah’s eyes welled up with tears, but she kept to her station and turned to face her older brother.

“A thousand pardons, my lord,” she said, bowing to Yorlson. 

“Forgiven and forgotten, Sister,” Yorlson said warmly. “Attend to your quarters.” 

As she walked away, Yorlson looked at Valian who stepped closer to him. “I think we can agree that my position as Ward of the Duke obligates me to my service of this very fine House.”

Not sure as to what he should say, Yorlson nodded, muttering, “Agreed.”

“My lord,” Valian said, taking hold of Yorlson’s hand. 

Several of the guards jumped with his movement and even Seranos readied himself. All of those intended guards had their attention stolen away by one clearing throat. Jorkethian glared at Yorlson’s Praeceptor, reminding the man how all Finishing Masters felt about their Phyti. One Praeceptor smirked, moving into a position to protect his Phytos, the latest Champion of the Test Tower, young Pirion Jhormynn. 

Valian put his forehead to the back of Yorlson’s hand, completing the salute of station. Yorlson frowned in confusion until Valian lifted his head. He licked his lips and nodded his head. “Indeed. I will still need the pad.”

“Have your ships make their approach, my lord,” Valian said confidently. “I will have mine redirected at once. Kethgeegan, have our things moved to the Southeast Lawn!”

“I will see it done,” Kethgeegan said, bowing his head.  

“Even better, Ward.” Yorlson turned and walked back inside followed by his Praeceptor and the guards.

“Developing that long-term vision, Phytos?” Ulreejun asked.

“My father is a long-term thinker,” Valian replied. “I am merely following his example. This family is not the chink you mentioned, Master. But like all things, it has the potential of being used against me... if I allow it.”

“Well done, indeed!” Jorkethian said, clapping his hand down on Valian’s shoulder. The three Praeceptors all wore smiles walking back into the house while Annodia and Kethgeegan stepped closer to their friend.

“Please forgive me, Keth,” Valian said softly.

“And here I thought you were sharp,” the young man replied. “You’ve given yourself in service to this house, but feel you’re unworthy to receive the same dedication. It wasn’t the house that saved me five years ago. The lord-and-master-to-be didn’t bother to even get my name after I finished. No, only the man I called Pallid and his friend were there for me... and they’ve been there for me ever since that day. I think I will be there for them just to see how high this tower reaches.”

“Someone’s been reading that Olasson poetry,” Annodia commented. 

“How could I not?!” Kethgeegan returned. “Those are old print books. The quality of paper... my word!”

“You see, Annodia” Valian smiled. “... he wasn’t really reading, he was keeping a weapon handy while perusing the inscriptions.” The three laughed, making their way inside.

After a few strides, Kethgeegan cleared his throat. “Do I really have to get the bags?”

Laughing louder, Valian put his arms around both of them, pulling them closer. “Of course not. I carried them to the Southeast door just before my parents’ transport arrived.”

“You’re getting good at the backstage management,” Kethgeegan remarked.

“Sometimes it is the only way.”

“Wait!” Annodia said, bringing the three to a halt. She turned and looked at where the Test Tower had stood and she could remember when it had been in front of her. Now it was behind her, but Kethgeegan’s words had struck a chord. The Test Tower had only been a preamble, the first step in the Life Tower they were climbing together. 

“Gone from our eyes... but forever in our hearts,” Kethgeegan said, walking up to the young woman.

Annodia turned around and grabbed the young man, pulling him into a kiss. It was not a mere touch of the lips, and it was not brief. 

Valian was very much surprised and looked away, softly scratching the cheek under his eye. 

Their lips parted and Annodia smiled up at Kethgeegan. When he started to smile, she stepped away, grabbing Valian and kissing him as well. She kissed him through his brief muffled protest. 

Now it was Kethgeegan’s turn to look away, but he was too mystified to do it. He stammered a question, frowning as the two parted.

“Hmmm,” she said, turning to walk into house.

“Hold!” Valian commanded and she stopped, turning around with a devilish smile on her face. “Explain.”

“I walked away from my life when I climbed the Test Tower,” she stated. “... and soon I will be walking away from my Finishing Master beginning a new climb. I wanted to know what it was like to have a farmer and a pale-skinned Middle-Rimmer.”

“But you didn’t have us,” Valian argued.

“Oh but I did, Valian... and I still do. The rules are different for women!” Annodia turned and walked away. “Like right now... I own your eyes!”

Both young men looked away, clearing their throats and composing themselves.

“You just remember who she kissed first,” Kethgeegan whispered.

“She was saving the best for last!” Valian argued.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Brother.”

“I’m not sure either of us will be sleeping too much tonight,” Valian thought remembering the sweet softness of the young woman’s full lips. There was also something rather stirring to being grabbed and manipulated in the way Annodia had.

“I will get to the transport in a moment,” Valian said, increasing his gait as he started up the stairs.

The young woman did not know how to feel. It was as if she could feel her world spinning out of control. Shonsatah wanted to scream, and she did when someone started knocking on her door. She turned on the defense screens at her doorway and the knocking stopped. Getting up from her bed, the young woman crossed the room and opened the door, but no one was there. Closing the door, Shonsatah jumped at the sound of clamoring outside her bedroom window.

Rushing over to her window, she nearly screamed to see Valian hanging by his fingertips on a very thin ledge below. “Valian! What are you doing?!”

“Trying... not to fall,” he panted. 

“Keth makes this look so easy!” the young man thought, looking for something to brace his weight. “But he is a bit thinner, isn’t he?!” Valian looked down at the ground below. “But not as thin as I am about to be!” Rope came down from Shonsatah’s window and he frowned at it. “What is she doing with rope in her room?!”

Climbing up into the bedroom, Valian had to contend with Shonsatah nearly tackling him with her charging embrace. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. Abruptly, Shonsatah pushed away and started slapping his arms and chest. 

“Ow... ow... ow... ow... OWWW!”

“You made me apologize!” she shouted.

Valian lunged forward and wrapped his arms around her to keep her from swinging. “Can we talk now?”

Shonsatah stomped down on his foot and he released her, hopping on one foot.

“Dirty fighter!” Valian protested.

“My brother taught me that,” Shonsatah testified. “Or someone I thought was my brother.”

“I will be your brother beyond these stars and into ones we cannot even see!” Valian declared. He put his injured foot on the floor and stared into Shonsatah’s eyes. “I will never stop being your brother.

“Imagine,” he pressed, taking hold of her shoulders, “if I had faced off against Yorlson. He’d be in the infirmary and I would be in irons or worse, thrown off the property. Who then to protect my sister? We pick our battles, Shonsatah. Let him have these meaningless moments. We have each other.”

“You promise?”

“I swear it! You will be marred by these petty little needles, but when the real beast comes for you, it will only find my sword!”

“So, swordsmanship is one of those secret lessons,” Shonsatah smiled. She gave slight scream when she was thrown onto her bed. 

“I’ll show you a secret lesson,” Valian sneered, rushing in to tickle his sister. It was all fun and games until the heel strike – another offensive measure he had taught her – found his chin. Valian rolled off of the bed and down to the floor.

“I think I might have a future as a Praeceptor!” he thought, rolling on the floor.

“Are you alright?” Shonsatah asked.

“Did I teach you how to hit someone softly?”

“No.”

“Then, no, I’m not alright!”

Shonsatah scampered out of the bed and to Valian’s side. Blue flames erupted from her hand and enveloped his body, concentrating on his face and foot. He was locked in the euphoric sensation of her restoration charm. According to the Duke, she had applied it the night his parents had died. In relation to the report Vaiyorl gave, Shonsatah had obviously grown stronger in her ability. 

Valian looked up at her, and though she looked like she had put forward some effort, she did not appear to be spent.

“Much stronger,” he thought. 

“Thank you, Sister,” he said.

“I should be thanking you,” she returned. “In many ways, you taught me how to be better at that too.”

“I did?”

“You told me, ‘don’t put so much effort in trying, just focus on doing and trust nature to take its course. I’ve even gotten to where I can work the charm without physical contact.”

“Should I ask how you came to have to practice that?!”

“All siblings have their secrets,” she smiled.

“No!” Valian exclaimed. “You set Pirion up to get hurt?!”

“Pirion was going to hurt himself with or without me,” she argued. “And that’s entirely your fault! Ever since the Test Tower he’s been trying to do what you did.”

“Yes, I remember his race,” Valian admitted.

“Well... he was a lot more reckless before then.” 

“Ugh!”

“But I was looking after him and everything is alright!”

“And the projected charm?”

Shonsatah stammered for a moment before saying, “He... might have... been unable to swim... after breaking his legs on the rocks!”

“Shonsatah!”

“But he’s alright!” she quickly replied. “I was able to help him and he’s fine. And after that night he was a lot more careful. I promise.”

Valian wanted to argue the point, but he did not know how to begin without being a hypocrite. Getting up from the floor, the two exchanged smiles and shared an endearing embrace. “Pick your fights!”

“Always come for me?”

“Every single time, Sister!” Valian backed away, receiving a blown kiss before turning to leave. He was reminded in the worst way that Shonsatah had set door defenses and since his hand did not have her bio-signature, she needed to restore her brother again so that he could get to his transport.

“Certainly not what you expected to feel, eh, Phytos?” Ulreejun asked, watching Valian gaze out of the window as the transport circled the property.

“Not at all,” Valian said softly. He tried to smile when he saw Pirion on his balcony performing the Champion’s Embrace... but only tears would come. “I love you too,” he whispered. Closing his eyes for a moment, Valian moved his hand to the portal controls, lowering the blind. He put his head to the center of the headrest and started his metered breathing.

“Mind if I ask what you’re doing, Phytos?”

“Filling my tanks,” he replied. “Not sure I’ll find a stronger fuel.”

The Elder KnighT sat down, handing his Phytos a glass of wine. “Aye, it’s a good strain of propulsion, I’ll grant you. But here’s to you hopefully being so very, very wrong, Phytos. There are many fuels out there in life waiting for you.”

After drinking to the toast, Valian looked over at Jorkethian. “Question for question?”

“That is how we have been doing it.”

“Where are we going?”

“Why to see your Uncle Travis, of course!” 

As his student sat awestruck, Ulreejun finished his wine and got up out of his seat. His Phytos was going to need some time to himself. He was about to endure the longest month of his life.



I’ve always had a ‘Work hard, play hard’ attitude to life – I still do – but sometimes you get involved in something that needs a calm, methodical approach.


Damian Lewis 
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(II)

(Rims Time: XI-4804.15)

The transport for the Duke and Duchess cleared the atmosphere and engaged the propulsion systems for interplanetary travel. As it turned to set its course for the border of Primuson, Kantren turned away from the scrying mists feeling aggravated. He had been called away from a rather pleasurable encounter with a displaced Soboree female. Both she and her symbiont were in a most uncomfortable situation and he had been enjoying watching her plead for her release... even if that meant her death. 

“My Lady and Mistress, is there anything of specialty regarding these Vohlterrans?” Kantren asked.

Lirtelzi chuckled, walking by her Powerkin and softly stroking the side of his face where she normally struck him. He was still very impatient, but he was learning. “With respect to who and what we are, no. However, with respect to our aims, you could say that they are...  part of the plan. They are, of course, oblivious to the fact that they are about to be abused and then used.

“Shall I show you more?” she inquired, taking her seat.

“Please, my Lady!”

“Do you recall the stone we took possession of in the Enacranite vault?” 

“I do recall that venture into the Rims.”

“Good!” Lirtelzi said, waving her hand over the cloud of reflective mists. “Let us shift the scrying mists and see what can be seen.” The gray vapors swirled about, slowly turning black.

“The scry-field is changing to touch upon the Time-Space Bridge,” Kantren said, folding his arms. “We are looking into the past.”

“Well, it has been over ten years. But it appears we are only going back eight of them.”

The large garnet stone sat on the gem-cutter’s table, locked in the vices the artisan used to insure that his canvas could not move. The view of the Vythe was that of the interior of the stone looking out.  Thusly, nothing seen was in its correct hue, and the material they were looking through attached its color to every beam of light. But it was clear that the artisan was an aged Terran. Another figure stood behind him, a tall and slender figure, standing with its arms folded.

“Reveal,” Lirtelzi commanded, waving her hand across the face of the cloud. The garnet tones were removed and the two could see clearly. Kantren snorted in disgust, seeing what he considered to be another sorry excuse for a SpellCasteR. But in the corner of his eyes, the Powerkin could see a smile forming on the face of his Mistress.

“You know him!” he concluded. 

“I do indeed,” Lirtelzi chuckled. “He is the student of one of my operatives. One of the more accomplished students. I believe the term applied to his ilk is Light Mage.”

“Light Mage?!” Kantren challenged and Lirtelzi quickly lifted her hands to calm him. “What in the Ten Furies is a Light Mage?! I swear, what these Terrans have done to MajiK is nothing short of sacrilege!”

“And it is through their gaps of ineptitude that we slip in and out of their realm, Kantren,” she countered. “Put the Ten Furies away and be grateful for the opportunities their shortcomings afford us.”

“The artisan at least appears to know what he is doing,” Kantren offered.

“If that were true, he would have discarded the stone as hexed,” the female Vythe pointed out. “His ignorance is as great as the one for whom he toils. 

“Yes, you feel the light coming from the stone, don’t you?” she whispered. “You feel its incredible potential and what it can bestow upon you. What is it that the artisan is crafting for you, child?”

The two continued to watch as the artisan took slow and steady measurements before making his first cut. When mallet fell to spike, the gemstone was pierced and it split into ten stones; three of equal size and incredible quality... seven smaller fragments of various size and shape. The glowing light remained with the three stones while the seven grew dark, turning nearly black in color. 

“Success!” Lirtelzi cried out, startling her student. Her left hand clutched at her right fist, bring both slowly to her lips as she continued her viewing. “You have what you want, don’t you?” she spoke to the image.  “And you are very pleased with yourself.”

“That was a masterful cut, Master Artisan,” the Light Mage said as his back came away from the wall he had been leaning up against. “Truly masterful.”

“Thank you, Master SpellCasteR,” the aged gem-cutter replied, coughing and slapping his own chest. The outcome had not been his intention, but he was more than pleased with the happy accident. “It isn’t often I am called on to work a cut for one who has championed a quest for the Enacranites... especially for one not of their rank. I hope they will soon rectify that point.”

“Perhaps they will, old man,” the Light Mage said, patting the shoulder of the aged craftsman. “Which of the three will be mine?”

“It seems they have fallen in the best manner possible,” the gem-cutter laughed. “Two fell to my left, and here you stand to my right. You shall have the one that wishes to be with you. Give me a moment to smooth the edges and give it an even brighter shine.

“My, I can feel the power surging through the stone already,” the old man observed. “It would seem that this one is quite eager to serve you.”

“It is a fine lady, gem-cutter, and it is often an insult to keep a lady waiting too long,” the young man said as he turned to take his leave. “But take your time. That part we should not hasten. My new light will shine when she is with me, but it can wait for the harbinger of her delivery to make his final preparations. I will go now and speak with the Arch Mage to see when I might be able to take possession of that chiseled star you have just crafted. You have my gratitude, gem-cutter.” Stepping back into the light coming from the far wall, the Light Mage was gone.

Lirtelzi was still so very anxious, taking another slow step forward as she looked at the artisan. “Seven fragments,” she said softly, tapping the side of her hand against her lips. “They are near black... useless... discard them!” Lady Lirtelzi closed her eyes and sighed in tremendous relief when the artisan’s long brush was taken out and used on the cutting platform. The fragments fell into a leather bag along with dozens of other shards. To the community the artisan served, they were useless, but the gemstones were still of worth on the open market, and being able to sell them at his discretion was among the chief perks of working for the Enacranites.

“Yes!” Lirtelzi said just before sharply turning and walking for the doors to her viewing chamber. “Stay here, Powerkin, and keep a watchful eye on the mists. We are allowed few glances into the realm without notice, and I would rather not have to work this spell again.”

“What am I to look for, Lady Lirtelzi?” Kantren asked.

She stopped inside the doorway, turning to look back on her student. Kantren could not remember when he had seen such light in her eyes.

“And again she demonstrates her mastery over the moment,” Kantren thought. “Something vital has happened and I cannot even see the first marker.”

“The incantation is attuned to monitor every facet of the stone,” Lirtelzi explained. “We know the fate of only one of the three stars. We must know where the others will wind up. As for me, I must go and report this development to the Eromzunn. The Order of Approach may have to be amended, my Powerkin.”

“Truly?!” Kantren nearly shouted. “Because of this?”

“Just keep watching, gifted one,” she said warmly. “I shall return as soon as I have engaged our master and ministers!”

Kantren stood there for a moment, watching his Mistress exit from the chamber, moving in such a way that was very much unlike how she had been acting the past two days – beleaguered and often dizzy. Now she was alight with newfound energy. 

With a withering measure of disgust, Kantren put his eyes back to the mists. Confusion from a student was allowed and, in many cases, expected. There were times he thought his Mistress even enjoyed it. Failure to follow a simple directive, however, was unacceptable. The Powerkin felt he would prefer to be oblivious to the reasons explaining Lady Lirtelzi’s sudden happiness than chance giving a report of failure in witnessing the outcome of time and incident regarding the stones.

“One stone is presented to the... Light Mage,” he muttered, quivering in antipathy. “How I would love to show him the light of real MajiK! How were we ever expelled by these insipid fools?! 

“And what is this?” Kantren whispered, taking his seat. The image within the mists faded from an award ceremony where a battle wand was being given to the Light Mage who had overseen the aged artisan’s cut. 

The next forming picture opened on another craftsman; not as old as the first and certainly not nearly as gifted. “Hrmph, a Witch!” Kantren commented. “And from the looks of it, her signatory fires burn black as pitch. What are you doing, Black Witch?” He watched as the young woman toiled over the second of the three larger stones. Extending his hand toward the mists, he received a marking for the time. “And this was seven years ago. A Witch who is trying to pass herself off as a SorceresS is mounting the stone to a... to a bracer?! And just when I was ready to commit all Terrans to being useless, this one has to go and be inventive. I wonder if she knows what she is truly doing. That bracer already has an aura of purpose to it. Hmmm. Inventive, but still blind... fumbling about with a power she cannot hope to comprehend.”

It was with some objection that Kantren saw the mists change yet again and he picked up his glass to sip some of the sweet wine he had made. He was swallowing, savoring the rich flavor, when the mists focused on the fragments which had made their way to a shop some six years after they had been separated from the original stone. The fragments, still a very dark garnet, had been worked into a heavily beaded necklace which was purchased and – as the image shifted once more – worn by a woman who was performing some sort of ceremonial dance. She was barefoot, wearing very colorful clothing and scarves... with some sort of cymbals in her hands.

“I believe those are taal... or is the word zill?” he muttered before catching himself. “Not that my attention needs to be on the musical instruments! She does dance very well though. Old Earth cultural rituals; they are the last haven for Terran sophistication.

“And for some reason the mists revealed the shop as well as the owner of the necklace. The shop is somehow significant... tied to the woman somehow. Whatever it is, it was not strong enough to register fully to the mists.

“Perhaps it was something that could partially hide itself from the mists,” Kantren thought, putting his hand to his chin. “The Mistress should be informed of this. She might be able to draw a better conclusion.

“Yes,” Kantren said with some relief, reaching for the bottle to pour more wine. “... finally, the last stone.” Slightly removed from the viewing, Kantren waved his hand again to get the time-marker for the moment while he poured his wine. “Six years ago as well.” He put down the bottle, picked up his glass and lifted his head to view into the mists. “... and we’re back with the Enacranites. Oh, how wonderful! I think I am beginning to see why our masters did away with television. This programming is simply horrific!

“And it would appear that one solitary SpellCasteR is perusing the items of the vault and he... seems to be taking notice... of the last stone.”

Kantren put his glass down as he observed a short, clean-shaven man use forceps to take hold of the last of the three large stones.

“Something is not right here,” the fair-haired young man had said as he examined the stone. “The aura of light is not pure... and by all means and measures it should be. This stone has been tainted. I wonder... are you the reason why my detection incantation burns in a warning color? We shall simply have to see.”

Kantren stood up as the image changed to that of a laboratory, and the Vythe Powerkin quickly recognized the particular spell that held the stone above a work table. It was more than a spell that allowed the stone to hover, it was a powerful mechanism of entrapment as well. If something was being contained inside the stone, it stood little chance of escaping the sphere of light surrounding the stone.

The SpellCasteR looked to be preparing the tools necessary to shatter the stone, and Kantren was growing more and more nervous. There was a knock at the door and Kantren could not tell if it was something coming from the mists or the door of his Mistress’ viewing chamber. Fortunately, when he heard the SpellCasteR respond to the sound he knew from where it had originated. 

The young man walked quickly to the doors of his lab and opened the door. He looked out into the corridor and sighed, withdrawing from the open door and sighing. “Vura, what are you doing here?” 

A woman stepped into the room, scantily clad and certainly of the form to draw a Terran man’s attention... or at least his eye. Her long red hair had a streak of bright orange that matched her eyebrows.

“Vohlbred,” Kantren estimated. “And quite comely.”

“How can you ask me such a question after the last occasion when we were in each other’s company?” the woman asked, the sound of her voice feeling like warm silk sweeping over Kantren’s mind. “I never said I was so disciplined that I was above being greedy.”

“Neither did I,” the SpellCasteR replied with an air of confidence in his voice as the woman approached. “But to all things there is a priority.”

“And what priority do you give your passions?” Vura asked before she took hold of the man’s face, pressing her lips to his. The man seemed to protest the intrusion, but he soon moved to hold the woman closer as their kiss turned more passionate. When she lifted her leg to wrap around his body, the man moaned and abruptly pulled his mouth away from hers.

“Vura, I can’t,” he said, breathing deeply and stepping away from the woman.

“I could,” Kantren muttered as he watched with intense focus.

“Your body would have me believe otherwise,” the woman cooed, taking a very slow step forward. 

The man nodded, but held out his hands to maintain distance between them. “Yes, of course, I can... just not at the moment. This work is pressing! I think I might have uncovered a breach into the Enacranite stronghold.”

“A what?!” the woman gasped. “Show me!”

The man turned to move toward his desk and the door to his laboratory opened. There was no sound coming from it, and Kantren wondered if the woman had closed it fully. Two men walked in and the SpellCasteR immediately noticed them. They were dressed in gray robes and simple affectations. The SpellCasteR’s back was to them when they entered, but still he had felt their approach.

“Who are you?” the young man demanded as his eyes began to glow with raw MannA. “What are you doing here?”

“Did you release a Seeker Spell inside this stronghold?!” the tone of the man’s voice was rife with authority and anger. The SpellCasteR immediately released his threshold, beginning to stammer. He stepped toward the robed men, gesticulating his explanation as he tried to find the right words. Passing by Vura, he was blind to her strike to the back of his head. The SpellCasteR was stunned, but his left hand still reached out. A glowing green gem shot from the shelf on the far side of the room, but it was intercepted by Vura’s hand. Energy was released into her body and she closed her eyes, smiling at the attempt the gem made to free itself from her grasp.

“It is a simple repulsion spell,” she explained. “Take him down the Southwest stairway. Several... friends of mine are already waiting. If he stirs before you reach them, strike him... do not kill him; there are contingencies in place for that. Now go!”

Vura turned to face the stone and directed a powerful Dispeller Charm that freed the stone, allowing it to fall into her hand next to the green gem she had caught. Closing her fist around both gems, the woman’s form blended into black smoke and folded in on itself, fading from sight.

The next image was dimly lit. It was some sort of temple, but Kantren could not see clearly enough to mark the culture. Black smoke burst out in the center of the room. Vura stepped out of the cloud toward one wall where there were carvings and pictures. With a wave of her hand she altered some of the carvings... and these markings Kantren could recognize because they were from one of the three languages the Vythe used.

Combining the two stones, Vura placed them into the wall and a picture formed around the stone. It was a depiction of a man, holding a large and powerful sphere of light. The stone Vura had just made was in the center of that sphere. 

“Yes,” Vura whispered. “We shall let this marinate a while. Let the flavors of the power feeding it take root and intensify. It is done, Mistress!” The woman faded from sight as the scrying mists turned back to gray. 

Kantren picked up his glass and downed all of the wine he had poured. He then looked at the empty glass and resolved he needed something stronger.



Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth. 

Buddha
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(Rims Time: XI-4804.16) 

It was always something of an event: Big Sunday breakfast amongst the carnies. Big Sunday was always the Sunday near the middle of the month where the carnies, if they were able, took the time to come together, break bread, check in with Travis, and share what the world had meant and/or brought to them.

Since they had been asked to move into the former residence of Vaiyorl Jhormynn, a few things had changed. Knowing a True Lord of course had its perks... knowing one who had become a Duke by his own hand was an even greater advantage. The carnival had become part of the community’s scheduled events, coinciding with the Summer Festival. It would not be long before the young people would start coming around to see if they could get jobs handling the crowds or helping with the shows.

Travis and Gwendolyn made their way to the table, the latter helping the former as he seemed to be slightly inebriated. Once again, everything had been set up outside and there were over fifty people seated and waiting for the food to arrive. They cheered when they saw Travis, and their elation made the blind man smile along with them.

“We’ve got incoming,” Thomas Jeffries announced. He was deaf much in the same way that Travis was blind, and just like his fellow Ardrian Marine, a trade had been made and in return for his loss of hearing Thomas was incredibly sensitive to vibrations. He could not hear the transport ship, but he could feel it. “Primuson Transport, Cutter Class... the portside stabilizer could use some realignment.”

“And you’re not surprised,” Gwendolyn said to Travis. His head turned in her direction and he smiled, holding up his glass. “So, who’s coming?”

“I don’t know,” Travis answered. “Why don’t you ask one of the other Monkeys, dear?” 

For many, the blind man’s tone was off-putting and often hurtful, but Gwendolyn received it with a smile that did not lessen as she caressed Travis’ hand. She did, however, look over at Thomas. Her blue eyes gazed into his brown and she did not have to repeat the question.

Extending his hands out in front of him, Thomas’ fingertips danced on the air as his hands slowly moved apart. His eyes closed as his head turned to the right. A transport ship flew overhead, coming from the direction he had turned to face.

“I count seven aboard, including the pilot,” he reported. Taking another feel of the ship and its interior, the man frowned before staggering back a step in shock.

“Thomas!” one young carnie yelled, quickly getting up out of his seat, running over to the older man. He stopped short of touching him, knowing what that might do to both of them. “Are you alright?”

“Just a little surprised,” Thomas answered. “Wasn’t expecting to feel Boris.”

“Boris is back?!” a young female carnie shrieked, getting up out of her seat.

“Yes, he is... and he brought someone with him that I recognize. It’s Valian!”

“What?!” several people asked.

“Yes, that Valian. The son of Eagle and Link!”

Shouts and screams of joy erupted from the table as the crowd ran to meet the transport. Several people remained at the table. The third of the Three Monkeys, Tacita Julius, was the only one who kept her head down. She did not say anything... she could not... or rather, it was in everyone’s interest that she not try. The resident fire-eater just shook her head, accepting the fact that the inevitable had finally caught up with them.

“Just like Travis saw it,” she thought. “We’re old, but we don’t feel it. Link and Eagle paid the price eight years ago, and even then we were ten years into our ‘extension’. It’s funny... when you’re dealing death, you expect one of those cards to come back and bite you in the ass. When the living’s good, the end of that life is the last thing on your mind. Oh well... such is life!”

“You okay down there, TJ?” Thomas asked. 

She nodded before making the sign for, “Just coming to terms with what this means.”

“Copy that,” Thomas replied, slowly getting up from his chair. “But this objective ain’t going to come to us.”

The carnies ran to the transport, filled with anticipation and elation. They came away from the reception slightly disappointed. 

Boris, as expected, was a delight to embrace once more. The son of Kolinkar and Arva Styrke, however, was found to be unconscious along with his two friends. As many volunteered to help carry their bodies into the house, Travis made his way to Ulreejun.

“You drugged them?” he asked the Praeceptor.

“You have your ways of getting around your vision, and I have mine.”

“Effective,” Travis remarked. “I have the perfect room to put them.”

“We’ll have to get them changed first.

“Of course,” Travis agreed. “Let Gwendolyn and Tacita see to that.”

Valian’s eyes opened slowly... his consciousness was being summoned from a very deep sleep. He felt completely rested with not even twinges of the pains Shonsatah had delivered to him registering. He frowned, realizing that he was not aboard the transport... and it did not sound or feel as if he was in motion of any kind.

“Well there he is,” Kethgeegan said, approaching the side of the hospital bed. “You snore!”

Valian slowly brought his head up and looked around the room. It was sparse. Only the three beds – Annodia was still asleep in hers – and lights. From the sounds of things, there were probably sensors of some sort inside the lights. “What are you wearing?” Valian asked, looking at the neck-to-toe bodysuit Kethgeegan had on. It was black and form-fitting. 

“Same thing you’re wearing,” Kethgeegan notified. Valian pulled the sheet back and saw that he was indeed in the same clothing.

“Which means you checked us both,” Valian said, grinning at his friend.

“Hey, after that kiss, everything changed!”

“I’m inclined to agree with you.”

“Like I said, I still have you,” Annodia said, sitting up in her bed. “... both of you!”

Valian laughed as he got out of bed.

“I wouldn’t bother,” Kethgeegan stated. “I already tried the door. They’ve got us locked up pretty good.

“Master,” Valian called out. “We’re all awake. Can we proceed, please?”

The door to the small circular room unlocked and opened. Valian turned and smiled at Kethgeegan.

“Anytime you want to admit how much you’re impressed with me, I’m open to receive it.”

Kethgeegan shook his head as he walked out of the room. “Just between us, that face doesn’t work on you.”

“It doesn’t?”

“It really doesn’t” Annodia asserted.

“Consider it gone then,” Valian concluded, being the last one to leave the room.

“That said... it was very impressive!” Annodia softly added.

“Come ahead, Phyti,” Ulreejun called from down the corridor. “We have much to do and very little time given to us.”

“Why do you suppose that is?” Kethgeegan asked. “Why is it that the heroes never have as much time as they want?”

“Because then we wouldn’t be heroes,” Annodia replied. “We’d be stuffy, old lords and ladies with so much power that we would forget what it is to even be mortal.”

“Interesting perspective,” Valian noted.  

The three entered another circular room, but one that was very much larger than where they had awakened. Seated at a long rectangular table in the middle of the room were two men; Valian recognized them both. Jorkethian sat leaned back in his chair, and there was a sharpness to his eyes that Valian had never before seen. But then there was the man petting Boris.

“Travis!” Valian nearly screamed as he ran around his friends and the end of the table. 

“Incoming,” Jorkethian warned. 

“Oh, I could tell,” Travis Child responded, getting up from his chair in time to receive the charging embrace. He knew he should not have been, but the combination of the boy’s strength and the clean expression of his emotions surprised the blind man and he struggled to keep from crying. “I missed you too.”

“Forgive me,” Valian said, stepping away from Travis, turning to look at his friends. “Annodia, Kethgeegan, this is Travis Child... the man in charge of the carnival that I told you about. Uncle Travis, allow me to present my friends, Annodia Gabbanior and Kethgeegan Arator.”

Kethgeegan’s eye shot over to Valian at hearing a name that was not his. He then looked at Travis who chuckled with a bright smile as he leaned over the table, offering his hand to Annodia.

“Well met, young lady,” Travis said and Annodia’s eyes squinted.

“How did you know which one was...”

“Valian, I thought you said you told them about me.”

“I did. Apparently not all of my story was believed.”

“Oh, I believed you,” Annodia argued before lunging at the table and picking up a piece of fruit.

“Red Keel Melon,” Travis whispered. Valian grinned while Kethgeegan frowned. Annodia stepped back, throwing it at Travis. His head turned to his left as his right hand snatched the fruit out of the air. “I prefer the Purple Rinds, actually,” Travis commented.

“Annodia!” Valian chastised. 

“It’s quite alright, Valian,” Travis said, tossing the fruit to Boris who threw a Purple Rind Melon at the blind man. He caught it with the same degree of accuracy as he had Annodia’s thrown fruit. “She’s been talking about doing that ever since you first told her about me. Kethgeegan was washing his hair at the time and he advised her against it, but, as you can see, she is very much her own woman.

“You will find the release tab at the center of the neck, dear,” Travis continued. “Though I would ask everyone else to look away when Annodia decides to reveal herself to me.”

It was a very close contest for Kethgeegan: seeing which he could open wider – his eyes or his mouth – and he stepped back at the invitation the man had given Annodia.

“I was washing my hair!” he declared.

“And using her shampoo,” Travis added.

“And using her- uhm... what?”

“I knew it!” Annodia barked,

“Children!” Ulreejun shouted without moving in his seat. “Because there is no way I can consider you to be Phyti at the moment!”

“Our apologies, Master,” Valian said, returning to the other side of the table. He gestured for the others to take a seat and Kethgeegan took the chair to the far left, Annodia took the one to the far right, leaving the remaining middle chair for Valian.

“You weren’t kidding,” Travis remarked, slowly retaking his seat. “Smooth and without hesitation.”

“It would be different if we had trained them to do that,” Ulreejun added.

“Agreed. But it is much better like this. With your permission, we should proceed.”

“Fine,” Jorkethian agreed. “You can begin this. I will then tell them what I can.” 

“Then we will start with one order of business,” Travis said, leaning back in his chair. “Valian, the people seated at your sides are waiting for your answer. They have offered themselves to be your retainers. And before you ask, I will tell you this, I can see you moving forward with them and without them. This is entirely your decision.”

“It is difficult to answer, Travis,” Valian started. “I don’t know what trouble I will be getting them into if I say yes.”

“That is not for you to say, child,” Travis returned. “In their offer, they are saying that want that trouble... if only to make it so that such trouble never touches you.”

“I am not worthy of such things.”

“And more to the point, the trouble coming your way they can’t keep from you,” Travis added. “That is not to say you don’t need them... just as you should consider whether they need you.”

“The Test Tower was a long time ago,” Valian argued. 

“And do you think you’ve all had the same training since then?” Travis asked. “Do you think a First-Class RoguE-AcrobaT or an even higher rated Shatter Caster could deliver the level of instruction Jorkethian brought to you?”

“No.”

“Good,” Travis snorted. “You are not too far gone... yet!”  

“Then I have made my decision,” Valian said, looking at his Praeceptor. “Master, you have to be one of the most gifted individuals I am ever going to meet. Power seems to follow behind you asking for the right to get warm in your light!”

“That damn Olasson poetry,” Annodia whispered.

Valian smacked his hand against her leg as he spoke. “But for all of the power, skill, grace, and presence... forgive me, sire, but you seem to be irretrievably lonely. What good is it to have what you possess if you do not or cannot share it with someone?

“If you two are willing to risk your lives to be at my side,” Valian said, looking at Kethgeegan and Annodia. “... I will take that honor and covet it for as long as I am able.”

“Perhaps I will tell him later that I did not start out alone,” Jorkethian considered. “No, that would only serve to weaken him. Let that bitter lesson come when it will... if it will.”

“Congratulations!” Kethgeegan cheered. “You just gave birth to a pair of retainers!”

“More specifically,” Jorkethian corrected, “he’s managed to find himself a Squire and a Retainer Maiden or Master, depending on who is assigned to what task.”

“Squire?” Annodia asked.

“Retainer Maiden?” Kethgeegan inquired. “I mean, Retainer Master?”

Valian leaned forward, staring at Jorkethian. “Forgive me, Praeceptor... but aren’t those persons usually associated with a KnighT?”

“You are forgiven,” Jorkethian returned. “... and yes... they are!”

“But I am not of the necessary birth,” Valian pointed out.

“There is only one way one of questionable blood can enter the ranks of KnighTs, Valian. They must serve as a squire to a KnighT for a period of no less than four years, and they must be raised to the position by someone within the first three Tiers of Imperial Peerage. You remember your Civics, do you not? What are the first three tiers?”

“The Throne is first,” Valian stated, already knowing where this was going. Vaiyorl was more than a long-term thinker; he was a treacherous man who played his games eight to ten moves ahead. “That includes the Emperor, the Empress, and the Regalion. After that there are the Princes and Princesses. The third level would be a Duke or Duchess.”

“He didn’t,” Kethgeegan whispered.

“He did,” Ulreejun confirmed, getting up from his chair. “And by all accounts, I have been training my Squire for the past five years! The writs have already been recorded, Valian. The only thing that remains is for the First Sword of my Order to accept you, and you will be a KnighT. And trust me we have some work to do before that introduction can be made.

“But that is not all we have to tell you,” Jorkethian said, getting up from his chair. “Still, it is all that can be said in open company. Annodia, Kethgeegan, I will need you to come with me.”

“So they can fight and die for me but not know the truth, Master?”

“Make no mistake, Phytos, when they are better prepared, and you are ready to burden them with what you’re about to be told, that will be your option. But these two haven’t even initiated the disciplines of mental defense. That means telling them would ultimately prove to be irresponsible. Now, if you will excuse us, I will begin with them while you speak with Travis.” 

“Yes, Master,” Valian said before turning to nod at his new retainers. They stood up from their chairs and followed behind the Elder KnighT.

Valian looked down at the table before his eyes slowly came up to Travis.

“For the last eighteen years,” Travis stated. “You wanted to know how long I’ve known. One of my first visions was this very meeting. I didn’t know who you were, of course, but the image made me feel comfortable... hopeful.”

“Because you knew you would live at least this long?”

“Bad assumption,” Travis stated. “My visions are very particular. Just because I am looking through the eyes of a person in the room, it doesn’t mean that person is me. I wasn’t on the Test Tower, but I saw you through the eyes of both Yorlson and Annodia.”

“Not Kethgeegan’s?”

“Here is where things get interesting,” Travis announced. “My visions of the Test Tower showed Kethgeegan falling. It turns out that vision was dependent on your young Kethgeegan remaining loyal to H’Tanvor Herthane... which he didn’t... but at the time of my viewing, it was more likely that he would.” 

“What changed?”

“You changed him, Valian!”

“I did what?!”

“A little over twenty years ago, I was the Field Leader of a Strike Fire Team. Let me tell you, son, they didn’t come any tougher then Valkyrie! They sent us in on all kinds of runs... quick strikes... blockades... demolitions... hell, they even had us do a Search & Rescue op once.

“Your father was my Heavy Gunner,” Travis shared.

“And my mother was the team’s pilot,” Valian said. “... at least after you guys rescued her, that is.”

“So, you remember that?”

“I remember everything my parents ever told me,” Valian shared. “Before you received the team name of Valkyrie, you were 3T2K. The three T’s were you, Thomas and Tacita. The two K’s were Keisha and Kolinkar, my father.”

“That’s exactly right,” Travis nodded. “I forgot how no-nonsense your father could be about things. I should have known he would tell you about his time as a Marine.”

“He also told me about the Occurrence,” Valian mentioned, and he could see Travis shudder at hearing the word. “Yeah, I pretty much expected that reaction. He made me promise not to even mention it to Mother. Looking back, it’s funny how much those two were alike; hiding secrets from one another through me.”

“God only knows what Eagle told the boy,” Travis thought as he tried to recover from hearing a word his ears had not heard in many years. 

“What are you trying your best not to tell me?” Valian asked. 

“Valian, I-”

“Need to come clean, Uncle Travis,” Valian interrupted. “And please spare me the perspective of keeping things from me in order to protect me.”

“I’m not sure I appreciate the implication of your tone, Valian,” Travis said in a voice that conveyed he felt Valian had made a misstep.

“It’s been made very clear to me that none of this is about what you think, feel, or appreciate, Uncle Travis,” Valian returned. “One thing that not being involved with the details has allowed me is an outside-looking-in perspective. You say that you saw this conversation. If that’s the case, how is it that I surprised you? That reminds me of what you saw Kethgeegan doing... which he wound up not doing. Now, in that instance, you tell me that I was the thing that changed your vision of the future. I am thinking that’s also the difference between what you saw as our conversation and the one we’re actually having.

“I was just told that I’m being trained to be a KnighT,” Valian continued, his back straightening and eyes squinting slightly. “I don’t remember asking anyone asking me if I wanted to be a KnighT... and I’m pretty sure I’d remember something like that.”

“Valian-”

“It’s one thing to make decisions for a child,” the young man continued, looking down at the table as his hands came together. “It’s something else when that child is approaching adulthood and decisions are made without request or notification.

“And don’t worry, Uncle Travis, I’ve put it together. My parents couldn’t bring a child into this world on their own. They tried four times to do so, and I am Number Three. The only difference in the four pregnancies was The Occurrence. So the very same thing that took your eyesight and made you a Seer is what made it possible for my mother to give birth to me.”

“Just remember that I did try to warn you,” Jorkethian projected. “I put enough on the shoulders of that boy to destroy him. There were tears, of course, even one fit of rage. But just one fit, Seer. And it didn’t require anyone else to talk him down. He talked himself down.”

“Something that evaded my vision,” Travis projected.

“Let us be as honest as we can with each other, Travis. You can’t see that boy! You can only see others who are spending time with him. And be honest, Travis... because the boy’s words just gave me an idea. Just how many times have you seen something involving the boy only to come up wrong?” 

“What did it do for my father?” Valian inquired, noticing a sudden change come over Travis. It was like he had been pulled away from their conversation. “Is everything alright, Uncle Travis?”

“I told him what would happen at the Test Tower,” Travis responded with his directed thoughts. “... as far as I could see it. I told him he would have to fall in order to fly... but that had more to do with the images of his mother I could see imposed over him. And I told him something that would give him hope because in my visions... he didn’t finish.”

“Uncle Travis?” Valian called to the man.

“Answer his questions, Seer,” Jorkethian directed. “The time where we are allowed to protect him is quickly coming to an end. Let’s not send him out into the fates unprepared. Answer his questions... all of them!”

Travis held up his hand to calm the young man, but it was clear he needed a moment. Between what Valian had said and the question Jorkethian had posed, the man’s world had been shaken. 

“I should’ve known better,” he thought. “Who am I kidding? I did know better! When I was just a grunt receiving those one-way mission orders, I knew the officers were keeping the truth from us... and I hated it. And what did I do the moment I had a say in matters? The same damn thing!

“I won’t ask for your forgiveness, Valian,” Travis said calmly. “At the risk of sounding arrogant, it really doesn’t matter if you forgive me or not... I’m not sure I can forgive myself. Eighteen years ago, the ship we were on happened across... an event. Just some unremarkable area of space where an Ardrian transport happened to be steaming through. 

“All of a sudden... BAM! A tear opened up in space. Before anyone knew anything, just touching the rift ripped half the paneling off the ship. The closer you were to the port side of the ship, the better it was for you: everything happened faster than the brain’s ability to consciously process.

“Most of Team Valkyrie had copped a squat on the starboard side of the ship.”

“Most of the team?” Valian pressed.

“The transport was our ride back to the world. We were signing out. Our Forward Pointe, the other K, she wanted to stay in the Corps,” Travis explained. “It made sense. My team was her first assignment out of Basic.”

“And you made her your scout?!”

“We made her the first that would find the trouble... the most likely to get zeroed and killed... saving us the trouble of getting to know her. Yeah, I know how that sounds. 

“Well, Keisha wasn’t having it. Three drops in she starts showing she has a real instinct for the job. I started teaching her a few things on the sly... it took about two more drops before we learned that we all were teaching her... and she hadn’t broken the trust of any of us. Instant family credentials. 

“Anyway, she stayed in. The rest of Valkyrie had seen and done enough. The Higher-Ups saw fit to give us clean discharges and a free ride home. That rift ripped into the ship and the ship ripped into the rift. It was an ugly trade-off... and that’s when I saw her.” 

Valian was prepared to wait for this information. Travis had left a big hole in the story, but the young man was going to give him the opportunity to fill it.

“With Jorkethian being your teacher, I will presume he taught you History.”

Valian nodded yes, still listening intently.

“And do you know the two kinds of history there are, Valian?”

“I have seen only two kinds: the reported account and the truth.”

“Very good. Because the history of the Rims is a reported account. That day, we came face-to-face with the truth.

“Some time before the era of the Pirate King V’Lerro Oranuos, when technology embraced the ability of space-flight, another small discovery was made: while technology had just enabled the common man to travel from one planet to another, SpellCasteRs had been doing it for ages! You can imagine that didn’t rest well with the masses, and for nearly three hundred years, the public opinion of anyone wielding MannA plummeted.

“For the sake of time, I’ll try to keep this part short,” Travis stated. “The casters were already split into two factions: the Vythe and the Etasians. The non-casters were split into the Odelree and the Vohlterrans. The Odelree and the Etasians bowed out. They didn’t want any part of the shots that were about to be fired, so they took up together and left.”

“Leaving the Vohlterrans and the Vythe,” Valian stated.

“Which is where the reported accounts tend to have their beginning,” Travis pointed out. “The war with the Vythe wasn’t quick or easy. In and out of war, it took thousands of years, but eventually the Vythe were beaten down.”

“Beaten down?” Valian quickly inquired.

Travis smiled at how the young man had heard that little detail. “They escaped, Valian. They weren’t destroyed. Over a thousand years of seeing them come and go; they have been on the run more than they have been invading.

“To add to their worries, the Etasians returned; their travels among the Stars had made them like gods. One of them goes by the name Tarranos.”

“The God of Light?!” Valian gasped. “You mean he’s mortal?!”

“I mean they all are,” Travis returned, “... they just don’t play by all of the mortality rules.”

“Tarranos!” Valian whispered.

“But even among the Etasians, there are factions,” Travis continued. “... splits where they don’t necessarily agree with one another. How Tarranos is able to manage it all earns him a godhood from me! Still, it was one of these split factions that was hard at work trying to cut the Vythe off from being able to invade again.

“The rift,” Valian sighed as his head lowered to his chest.

“It turns out the rift was the byproduct of the Etasians and the Vythe bumping heads,” Travis explained.

“At least, that is the account you were given,” Valian returned, but he did not receive a response from Travis – the man had stopped moving.

Everything went black, but Valian was still conscious.

“Valian Styrke,” a female’s voice called out to him from the depths of the darkness. It was soft, warm, and very comforting. “You have passed tests that even your Praeceptor does not feel you are ready to take. Travis Child cannot tell you a truth he himself was never given. Would you care to know the truth?”

“Before I give you that answer, I have inquiries,” Valian stated. “Not many, but perhaps for one who has exceeded the expectations of Jorkethian, a little latitude could be considered.”

“Oh, this is going to be good,” the female said. There was a bright smile in her voice and Valian allowed himself a slight smile as well. “You may ask your questions, Valian Styrke!”

The smile faded from Valian’s face as a spark fired deep in his eyes. His nostrils flared as his mind prepared to take hold of the moment. “Now we’re getting somewhere!”



The only discernable difference between entities and mortals is that the pains caused by entities last a great deal longer... and are often more troublesome to contend with! 
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(Rims Time: XI-4804.16) 

Zorkaysha sat on her throne, bathing in the light and stroking the fine yellow fur of her onyx snake, Lleerzi. Only a small section of the creature had fur, growing in the space between its sapphire wings. Most of its near five-meter long body was on the floor at her feet.

“Are you sure this is wise?” the snake asked, receiving an immediate giggle from his mistress.

“Lleerzi, shame on you!” she said, with a forming smile, scratching a little harder at the fur. The snake closed its emerald eyes and shuddered at the sensation. “How can I even begin to answer that question? We’re dealing with simple mortals... or at least he was one, when he was conceived.”

“Oh... right!” the snake hissed. “From the one calling herself Eagle came this one. Bound for Death when your light touched him.”

“Yes, Mortisia had a place for him already arranged,” Zorkaysha said, slowly standing up from her seat. She was, after all, not in a state a simple mortal would consider to be presentable. The males were especially still too preoccupied with sexual conquest to be capable of competency after seeing the entity in her naked form. Her complexion was the softest brown, not even what would be considered a tan hue, but she was flawless and quite tall compared to mortal women. Her golden eyebrows and eyelashes were the only examples of hair on her body and like most of the Etasi, her eyes were living light. “He was to rest beside his sisters... the only male of what would eventually become four attempts to bring life into the Rims through Arva’s womb.”

“Was there an error with the mother?”

“No, far from it actually. The DNA of the father was re-engineered. It was biologically impossible for him to seed a living child into the world. It was something of what they call a miracle that the two even conceived. Be a dear and bring me my headdress.”

The snake had barely moved when the would-be goddess started moving her fingertips over her shoulders. The light from her hands fell to her crossed forearms, and gold bracers were left in the wake of its passing. Her arms slowly uncrossed, trailing light from the bracers, leaving a shimmering shower of light that became links of white gold and pearl settings which draped over her body with her skin showing through.

“Sceptre?” Lleerzi asked before making his return trip.

“No,” she answered after some consideration. “Subjugation is not the aim here... unless, of course, he insists on it.”

“Do you think he will?”

“It isn’t likely... but I’m not about to deny someone who wishes to worship me. But, as I said... it isn’t likely. He’s more likely to attack me.”

“Then I will destroy him!” Lleerzi vowed.

“You will take no action without my approval,” Zorkaysha commanded. “This boy has been manipulated since before his birth. A certain amount of hysterics should be expected.”

The onyx snake returned with her headdress. It was a white gold skull cap with hundreds of white, yellow, and gold scarves hanging from it. The moment the metal touched her skin, each scarf was lined in living light and able to move on its own.

“Lleerzi, our guest has been in limbo long enough,” Zorkaysha estimated, believing that her visitor was not as eager now that he was closer to her realm than his own. “Bring him through the veil.” 

The snake slithered to the edge of the throne platform and gazed down the steps, allowing his talent to focus through his emerald eyes. The door to the realm was opened and the young man started to materialize. “Should I make myself scarce?”

“Whatever for?!” Zorkaysha asked, taking her seat again. “There is courtesy, my friend, and then there is submission. The longer both sides can keep from going to that extreme, the more we can hope to accomplish. A fanatic will die for me... I want to know if this emerging man will live for me!” 

Valian looked around, wondering where the room and Travis had gone.

“They are fine,” Zorkaysha said softly. “Both the chamber and your Uncle Travis. You needn’t worry. You are welcome here... you’re safe here... and I offer you my apologies.”

“Your apologies?” Valian inquired. “Not your humble apologies? Whoever you might be.”

“I think we can both see humility is not one of my passions,” Zorkaysha smiled. “I prefer truth... I believe we have that in common.”

“Aye, that is a preference we share. I get the feeling that you know my name-”

“From the moment it was given to you,” Zorkaysha informed.

“... but I do not know yours. Or should I say, I do not know what you wish me to call you.”

“How very thoughtful,” she commented, standing up to walk down the stairs toward Valian. “I have been called so many things over the ages. And I speak of names of reverence.”

“Of course you do,” Valian replied, realizing that he could see no doors to the room, no corridors leading out. 

“We don’t use the doors you are accustomed to, Valian,” Zorkaysha projected. “But I assure you that you are not a prisoner. Merely give the word and I shall return you to the place and time from which you were snatched.

“I believe the names you are most familiar with...,” she continued, without losing any tempo to her speaking. “... would be Zorkaysha... or the Sacred Empress.” She smiled, watching realization find its home in Valian’s mind. “Yes, that Sacred Empress. Ulreejun loves it when he can lie without lying.”

“He spoke of your faith being justified,” Valian recalled.

“Such a sharp memory, too,” Zorkaysha smiled, reaching the lower floor. Valian looked into her eyes without fear or confusion. His mind was focused on the point he had made. “That is good.”

Zorkaysha took hold of his arm and Valian bent it in the fashion of how it would have been had he offered it. He closed his eyes, nearly overwhelmed by the presence of the woman. Her touch might have started at his arm, but it was his heart that began racing as a particular heat rose from his chest. 

“That smell!” he thought, closing his eyes. “This must be what heaven smells like.”

Feeling his thoughts... and some of his rising passions, Zorkaysha encapsulated her essence, blushing at the predicament she had put the young man in. “Again, my apologies. It has been some time since I last entertained company of your sort.”

Continuing the walk, Valian closed his eyes and focused his thoughts inward. He did not try to fight the feelings he was experiencing. His training with his Praeceptor had already shown him that was a fool’s errand. Instead he categorized the sensations, filing them away to use as a basis of reference at some later date. His mind was then able to return to the present moment and the objective he had set for himself.

“If you truly wish to apologize, you will provide me with answers instead of immeasurable distractions.”

Zorkaysha patted his arm, giggling and taking them out of her chamber. The walkway they were suddenly on was made of a crystal that looked and felt like glass. It was actually a bridge suspended over a lush, green valley and Zorkaysha continued to lead the young man down the path. “Most interesting, a compliment, a complaint, and a directive wrapped into one statement. How very clever.

“My first apology is simple to explain,” the Sacred Empress began. “I find it incredibly unfair that so many decisions were made for you even before you had the opportunity to leave your mother’s womb.”

“And because of you I was born,” Valian added.

“Because of your mother,” Zorkaysha corrected. “Travis and Ulreejun are under the impression that I only spoke to Travis that day. That would be inaccurate. I spoke to your mother and father as well.”

“Why did you talk to my mother?”

“She was the only woman  in Travis’ group who was of her own mind. She had taken Kolinkar for a mate, so I had interest in talking to him as well.”

“That sounds somewhat sexist,” Valian measured.

“Only somewhat?” Zorkaysha asked. “How is it not sexist?”

“I was trying to be polite,” Valian stressed.

“Lies are only a courteous comfort to the incompetent, unwary, or uninspired,” she shared. “I truly appreciate your capacity for integrity and truth.

“To continue, I asked your mother to choose: service to me or death. Her only request was that you live. If I could promise that she would do as I asked, provided I did not request the harming of either her husband or her child.  As I stated before, this made me curious as to what her so-called husband would request.”

“So-called?”

“A matter of reference at the time, Valian,” she assured. “... and only at that time.

“He only wanted one thing: for the image he held tightly in his heart to come true. In that image was a happy and healthy child being held by its mother. She too was happy and healthy. Oddly enough, he was not in the picture... when I inquired why he wasn’t, he told me that the people in the picture could control themselves. They were not savages like he considered himself to be.”

“My father-”

“No, not the father you knew,” Zorkaysha asserted. “That man was very much in control of his rages.”

“And that was because of what you did for him.”

“What I did for the both of you!” Zorkaysha stated. “His plea touched me... I decided to give the level of control he requested for you to him as well. The others received what Fate had in store for them.”

“So you and Fate are not the same?”

“Gracious, no!” she exclaimed. “Sister Fate is much more powerful than anything you will see here. But she allows me to work in her light... which brings us to you, Valian Styrke. Simply because more than my light has touched you. In the instant that I reworked your destiny, Fate herself worked her power into you. 

“And before you ask, she shares with me what she wishes for me to know; her reasons and objectives remain her secret. I only know you are something that the mortal realm has not seen in ages, which puts upon you a tremendous responsibility, if you wish to accept it. If not, like so many powers given to us, it too will be wasted.

“Let’s see... that brings us to the second inquiry,” Zorkaysha continued. “My faith in you being justified. I summoned Jorkethian. I told him his skills were needed and sent him to the Duke’s House on the day of the race. The disguise was something he put together all on his own.

“And last but not least, why have I brought you here and now. The rift. It was not the result of an altercation with the Vythe. It was the Vythe making a breach point into your realm. Before it could be secured, however, I attacked them. Normally I am much more successful against a handful of the Vythe.”

“But?”

“Turns out there were more than a handful,” she stated, frowning as she remembered the conflict.

“And you were nearly defeated,” Valian assessed.

“The arrival of the ship distracted the leader of the group I had engaged. In a fit of anger he ripped the paneling away from its port side. In that same instant I was able to reverse the tide of our conflict. By the time I got to the ship... most of the passengers were dead.”

“And your way of saying ‘thank you’ was to subjugate the remaining passengers?!”

“They were given an option!” she fired back.

“And who would choose death over a life of servitude?”

“Someone who is able to see beyond their own selfish aims,” Zorkaysha answered.

“I can see there are a number of points where we will not agree,” Valian estimated. 

“Agreement on every point is not a requiem for an alliance, Valian. Trust and understanding, however, are very necessary.”

“But I don’t understand you,” Valian claimed.

“Of course you do,” she argued, “... you just don’t like or agree with my perspective.”

Valian thought about her point for a moment. He looked at the woman and she giggled again. She stopped, and Valian could see they had reached the end of the bridge.

“Where are we?”

“Your next decision,” she stated plainly. “Ahead of you is a cave where you will meet K’Torru, the Thousand-Mind Monk. He will instruct you. The man is a grandmaster of the many facets of the mind which so many of your kind have forgotten. To your left is a portal that will take you back to the time and place when and where I collected you. You can either leave at this very moment, or you can meet with the most gifted PsyondaR I have ever known. If you leave through the portal, it is highly likely we will never speak again, and that may be to your advantage. But if you meet with the Monk, you are indebted to me and you must swear that you will see to it that our account is brought into balance.”

“Stride for stride, I swear this to you!” Valian said plainly. The speed of his response surprised the entity and she smiled at the young man, nodding as she released his arm.

“Then proceed as you best see-” 

Valian took hold of her shoulders, and through the wave of euphoria the abrupt contact brought him, he pushed through it, bringing the goddess to him. Their lips met, and Zorkaysha’s warning was muffled. Her hands came up to push him away, but instead, she took hold of his face and allowed herself to be swept up in his passion. Her arms then moved to embrace him, and she moaned as his arms tightened around her. The sleeves of his shirt gave to the strength and sharpness of her nails. Valian bled from the shoulders and the back but, the pain never registered. 

For a moment in time, his eyes were replaced with orbs of living light. And then everything went black... again.

“There are many kinds of daring in the universe,” K’Torru said after waking Valian. “Yours is the sort less exercised. It is refreshing to see one who is able to take up the challenge. I am K’Torru. It is time for you to leave.”

Valian looked at the slender man who wore the most simple clothes. They were clean, but without any expression of style. The top of his head was covered in thick black hair, but kept it in a tight ponytail. His face was clean, save for the mustache and goatee that reached to the middle of his chest. There was a slight slant to his eyes, but they were made of light.

“What about my instruction?”

“Who am I again?” the man asked.

“K’Torru.”

“There you see, I have taught you my name and you know it well. Your instruction is complete. Zorkaysha will be in touch with the means by which you can repay your debt to her.” The slender man took a hold of Valian’s arm. The young man lost all the feeling in his hand. Valian was turned and shoved through the portal which took him back to the room where he had been talking to Travis.

“It turns out the rift was the byproduct of the Etasians and the Vythe bumping heads,” Travis explained.

“Your mind is guarded, Valian,” K’Torru mentioned in a soft voice. “At the moment you are hearing one of my minds that I have place inside yours. I am using telekinetic sound to speak to you, as there are many sensitive minds about that I do not wish to alert by using telepathy.

“The mind I have bestowed upon you will allow you to remember the lessons I have taught you. Remember, do not speak to me... think to me and I shall hear you... but only you can hear me.”

“I don’t understand what is going on,” Valian thought.

“To put it simply, I was told to do something and I did it. You are the latest plaything of the Sacred Empress, and she means to have much more amusement at your expense. You and I will forge a means by which she will be pleased and you will grow in worth in her eyes. And do not thank me for this. Thank Sister Fate.”  

“And what does she want with me?” Valian asked.

“Try not to think of her in such a fashion,” K’Torru replied. “What Fate is... that is a concept which is still beyond you... at the moment. It is enough for you and I to know that Fate is working her power through you. The reason for this has not yet been revealed. 

“Now say, ‘all of that was a byproduct?!’ to Travis,” the mind of the monk directed.

“All of that... was a byproduct?!” Valian posed.

“Nice embellishment,” K’Torru remarked. “And by the way, notice that you are lying to protect someone. You cannot tell Travis what has transpired because Jorkethian would eventually know... which means Zorkaysha would eventually know.”

“So the person I am protecting is myself!”

“That is the student I have spent the last seven months training!”



May your choices reflect your hopes, not your fears. 

Nelson Mandela
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It was a fairly strange sensation, listening to Travis explain the Occurrence to him when he already knew what had happened. In the very beginning of his training with the Thousand-Mind Monk, being able to map his own mind and recall every event with incredible clarity was one of the disciplines Valian had been taught. Unbeknownst to the young man, being able to access his own memories meant being able to access his mother’s memories the moment her mind was linked to his physical form. The Occurrence had been two months before he had been born, and it was nearly the first memory he could read.

Valian smiled, amusing himself with how much it took to keep from correcting Travis when he got some minor detail wrong.

“And that, in one way or another, brings us up to the moment,” Travis said with a sigh. “I have been using my ability, as much as I could, to help you.”

“And my Praeceptor?”

“The voice I encountered during The Occurrence told me I’d meet him one day, but it wasn’t any more specific than that. I didn’t see him until after you had chosen him to be your teacher.”

“Some things are clearer now,” Valian stated. “You met with him before my first day off from training, didn’t you?”

Travis turned to face Valian with a smile on his face. “Very good, Valian. That is exactly when we met. He wanted to verify who you’d be spending time with on your furlough.”

“And the house we used to meet at?”

“Something the Duke acquired when he was promoted to that position. His home away from home, or something to that affect.”

“I see,” Valian replied. “So... what is the plan going forward?”

“Valian, I think that is entirely up to you,” Travis answered.

“I had a feeling you were going to say that,” Valian said, getting up from his chair. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to talk to my Praeceptor now.”

“Of course,” Travis said softly. “I will let him know you wish to speak with him.”

“Thank you, Uncle Travis... for everything. I am in your debt.”

“Hardly, son,” Travis said, stopping at the door. “Whatever debt you think I am due... your parents more than took care of long before they saved True Lady Jhormynn and her children.”

“Then we will have to agree to disagree, sir,” Valian returned. 

“Damn, he sounds like both of them!” Travis whispered, making his exit out of the room.

Ulreejun certainly did not waste time getting to the room, but he was surprised to open the door and find that no one was there. 

“Imagine if I had been armed with weapon and cruel intention,” Valian commented as he stepped up behind Jorkethian.

“Indeed. Are you trying to make a point, Phytos?”

“No,” Valian said, stepping back. “I think we both know that I was successful. I have been to see the Sacred Empress, Master... and now I am in her debt. I do not know what she will ask of me, but perhaps as a KnighT... I stand a better chance of justifying her faith... and yours.”

“Perhaps you do at that, Valian,” Jorkethian said, turning to leave the room. “Perhaps you do at that. You get today and tomorrow with your roots. After that... we’re off to the last proving grounds you’ll ever see as my Phytos.”

The young man stood in silence after his Praeceptor left the room. He still had reservations about his path being chosen for him... but he could not put forward a genuine argument against becoming an Imperial KnighT. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine would it would be like to see the colors of the Jhormynn Estate flying behind him as he stood behind the Duke.

“That is a handsome image,” K’Torru commented. 

“You know, it’s something that you being in my head is something I’m alright with,” Valian thought.

“Do not worry... you were very much against it for the first nine weeks.”

“Yes, that sounds more like me,” Valian agreed. “And can you tell me how you managed to fool Zorkaysha into thinking that you didn’t train me?”

“You could say it was a very fateful exchange,” K’Torru replied. “The speed of thought is difficult to gauge when one is not engaged in the exercise. Zorkaysha saw what she needed to see. She was not looking to see anything else.”

“I see.”

“Yes you do,” the monk said. “You see quite a lot. Allow me to demonstrate. You have your back to the room. There is a small bookshelf on your left-hand side.”

“It’s on the right-hand side, Master,” Valian thought.

“Correct. And there are four shelves.”

“But only three of them are being used. For some reason the third shelf is bare.”

“Correct. Second shelf, second book.”

“Second book from the left is a book of maps... second from the right is the Imperial Catalog of Stations.”

K’Torru decided to say nothing more and allow the realization take hold in the mind of his student. He was pleased when a smile formed on Valian’s face.

“That, my friend, was a demonstration of your mental focus,” K’Torru added. “Wait until we are ready to re-embrace your hand-eye coordination!”

“I’m looking forward to it, Master,” Valian thought, walking out of the room.

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

(Rims Time: XI-4804.18) 

Valian certainly took advantage of the time his Praeceptor had given him. It was significant, touching base with his history and introducing that history to his present. As much as he enjoyed himself, he knew it paled in comparison to the elation Boris achieved. He was still everyone’s favorite and when he started to perform, there was no hesitation. Valian, his Praeceptor, and his retainers were treated to an impromptu carnival performance that went deep into the night. While most were still recovering from the jubilation, Annodia, Kethgeegan, and Valian were up at the break of dawn, exercising and training. Jorkethian was waiting for them at the end of their morning run, and applauded as the three of them all finished in a hard-pressed sprint.

“Well done,” he cheered. “And without instruction. That is very good. Now, which of you three could do that run again... but faster?”

All three lifted their hands.

“Truly?! Very well, prove it. Begin now!”

“About face!” Kethgeegan ordered as he turned around. “Three steps and set.” The three walked together, stretching different muscles as they took three steps forward, stopping on the third with a forward-leaning pose. “Ready... steady... go!” They took off, running three abreast as they had on their approach.

“Hmmm,” Jorkethian thought, folding his arms. “Not even a sigh, or any hint of anger, resentment, or aggravation. I have to be careful here. The other two look to Valian for the example they should follow... and he doesn’t break easy, does he? And up until this very moment, I was thinking the best place for them would be the Gulmar System. But that is looking insufficient now... and far too close. Another locale came unbidden to his thoughts.

“But I will have less control there,” he whispered, beginning to pace. “The potential detractors to my aims are more powerful and stand a better chance at being able to harm the boy. Of course, that harm could be a training measure as well... provided he lives through it.” Ulreejun looked up at the ledge the three were running along. They were still in good form; they stood a good chance of beating their first time. The Elder KnighT pressed his lips together and looked at the ring on his right hand. The small ruby seemed to flicker in response to his gaze. “Yes... arrangements will have to be made. Protects us, Sacred Empress... your KnighT finds himself on a most challenging quest: to train another KnighT.”

It was early in the afternoon and everyone gathered on the Northern Lawn to say their farewells. Boris took his leave of the carnies, and their children especially, giving them all one last hug with his tendrils.

“Is it me... or is something missing?” Kethgeegan asked.

Looking around, Annodia answered. “Everyone seems to be here.”

“Yes they are... but where is the transport?” All three of them looked around, seeing no sign of a spacecraft. “We are leaving, right? Is the training area just over the hill?”

“I doubt that seriously,” Valian said as he started walking away from his friends. “But that is not the only thing out of place here. Excuse me.”

Tacita, Thomas, Gwendolyn, and Travis were approaching, wearing what appeared to be variations of their old field uniforms and carrying duffel bags. Tacita flashed a bright smiled and waved. Thomas nodded his head... Gwendolyn giggled, and Travis put his hand on her shoulder while squaring his own.

“We thought we would come with you... watch your back,” Travis said.

“And I appreciate the offer,” Valian returned, walking up to Travis. “And if you truly want to watch my back, you’ll get to where you can watch over my brothers and sister at the Jhormynn Estate. We are all familiar with the fact that Vaiyorl Jhormynn has his enemies. With his work taking him away from the Empire, his house is left guarded only by the Estate Guard and the will of his eldest son.”

“And the latter is the one you do not trust,” Travis stated.

“I have Jorkethian with me!” Valian continued. “Yorlson won’t accept assistance, especially if he knows that help is somehow associated with me. But if you truly want to watch my back, you will do this for me.

“I know what you fear, Uncle Travis,” Valian said, taking the man’s hand. “Will I be more like my mother and not be able to turn down a dare? Or will I be more like my father and not be able to resist a damsel in distress... ever the Beast protecting every Beauty in sight!”

Travis allowed his head to drop as he nodded. He squeezed Gwendolyn’s shoulder and she knew it was time to withdraw. “I don’t fear it so much anymore,” he said as he started to turn. Valian took hold of the man and brought him in for a strong embrace. Travis chuckled as he hugged the young man. Valian’s arms came out, reaching for Tacita and Thomas. While the former was eager to join, it took Valian looking up with a frown before Thomas consented to the group hug. A soft kiss placed on Gwendolyn’s cheek made the woman blush and giggle.

Jorkethian approached as the others joined their carnival brethren. He said nothing to the three students as he lifted his right hand, making a fist. The ruby ring flickered once before Jorkethian said, “Castellan, I wish to come home!”

In front of Jorkethian a red tear-drop of energy formed. It hovered for a moment before becoming an elliptical portal-way. Jorkethian lowered his hand and turned to look at his students. “After you.”

Stepping into the portal felt like being immersed into water, and Valian was surprised to find that he could not breathe. Standing in a tunnel of red and orange light, Valian looked to his left and right. He could see that Kethgeegan and Annodia were experiencing the same trouble with breathing. But they could all see the far end of the tunnel and they started running toward it. 

Jumping out of the tunnel, the three appeared in a large circular chamber. The room was lit by torches and possessed a truly nostalgic look to it with all of the non-electrical trappings.

“Look out!” Kethgeegan yelled as he jumped up and over a staff being swung for his stomach. His feet barely cleared the weapon and he landed, falling into a roll that prevented the staff from striking his head.

Valian had never seen a Delman other than in projected images from his school texts. The diminutive height, the bulging musculature, the broad features, the fierceness about the eyes, it was all apparent as the Delman spun around with his weapon. Valian caught it in his hands.

“I do not wish to hurt you,” he said calmly to the Delman.

“Don’t worry, boy, you won’t! Stick!”

Quicker than Valian could blink the staff he had a hold of had changed form, and the wood now wrapped around his arms.

“Billiard bodies!” the Delman yelled, lifting Valian off the floor. “Flipping fop, corner pocket! Spinning around again, the Delman slung the staff and the top of it dislodged. Valian tumbled helplessly into Kethgeegan who had been too shocked at seeing the feat of strength to move out of the way. “Ha hah... got ‘em!” Suddenly the Delman’s staff was removed from his hand. He turned around only to get punched in the face. The Delman smiled up at the frowning woman and smacked his lips. “Did you hurt your hands, little lady?”

“Not in the least,” Annodia replied, landing a two-punch combination that floored the Delman. She winced in pain as the stout man fell down. 

“His face must be made of stone!” she thought.

“Trust me, old friend, I’ve been struck by softer rocks,” Ulreejun said as he walked into the room. “And I really must remember to be specific  when I’m using the portal ring.

“Kurshigg, stand down,” the Praeceptor commanded, holding his hand out toward the discarded staff. It flew to his hand and the man made his way over to his other two students. “Well, it seems that old Kursh found the one thing you people are no good at handling: each other!”

Kethgeegan was confused and stunned. He did not know how – for a body that could move the way Valian’s could – someone could feel so solid and heavy. Valian, on the other hand, was entangled in a growing mass of black vines and branches. Ulreejun was surprised to see the growth, and looked down at the staff.

“And he’s been busy in the forges again it seems.” Touching the staff to the vines, Jorkethian gave the staff an unspoken command. Valian rolled free as the staff collected its dislodged section. “There we are.” 

“Intruders!” Kurshigg cried as he got to his feet.

“Stand down, Kursh,” Jorkethian repeated his order. “These are guests of mine.”

“And what makes you think you’re welcome?!” the Delman artisan barked, taking a good step toward Jorkethian. His blue eyes flared with anger as he gazed upon the Elder KnighT. 

“Because it’s my house!” Jorkethian argued.

“A mere technicality!” Kurshigg shouted. “I spend more time here than you.”

“And apparently you wish to become a permanent fixture... once again!”

The two maintained their locked stare, but it was clear that the Delman was recollecting a moment in time. “I remember that,” he finally admitted.

“I am sure you do,” Jorkethian agreed. “Would you care for a refresher?”

“That... will not be necessary.

“And you forgot to say you’d be bringing strangers into your house!” the Delman barked. Assured of his high ground, the Delman artisan got up on his toes and glared up at Ulreejun. 

This time, it was the KnighT’s turn to relent and he did so, holding up his hands and stepping back.  “My apologies,” Jorkethian said softly. “Would you be so kind as to see our three guests to their rooms? I must retire to the lower chambers and start initiating Summoning Charms.”

“For what purpose?”

“The one you threw... he is a KnighT in training.” Ulreejun quickly made his way out of the door and into the corridor.

“A KnighT?!” Kurshigg whispered, looking down on Valian. “Hmmm, strong chin... solid shoulders... and those eyes! My word!

“Get up, lad,” Kurshigg insisted, taking hold of Valian and lifting him from the floor. “Get up, get up, get up and stand!” Kurshigg took a step back and looked Valian up and down. “You have a preference of colors, lad?”

“The house colors of Duke Jhormynn,” Valian stated. 

“Good voice,” Kurshigg weighed. “Clear tone... not too assuming... not boastful... but potent! Yes, well, much to do and I don’t have time to tarry. Shall I carry your luggage?” he asked, pointing at still-unconscious Kethgeegan.

“No thank you,” Valian said, moving quickly to pick up his friend. “We’ll manage.”

“Good then. Not a bad back there either. Good. Well, right this way.” After they were in the corridor, Kurshigg looked back at Annodia. He moved his hand through his thick gray beard and inspected the woman as she walked.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Are you the brains of the group?” he inquired.

Annodia stammered, looking at Valian for clarification.

“Lady Annodia is my Squire,” Valian stated.

“Bah... too bad,” Kurshigg replied. “Would’ve felt better about your chances if the brains came with those fists of hers. Solid strikes, lass!” 

Though they were given separate rooms, the three of them huddled together in Kethgeegan’s room. He was only just beginning to discern up from down and Valian had good reason to believe that Boris was the reason why he was recovering so quickly.

“She’s your squire?!” Kethgeegan whined.

“You make it sound like I can’t do the job!” Annodia asserted.

“I will deal with you in a moment,” Kethgeegan snapped at the young woman before looking back at Valian. “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing here.”

“Oh, you can see it, eh?” Valian grinned. “What do you see, Counsel?”

“I see you–... what did you say?”

“I don’t want you in charge of whatever retainers might be coming along,” Valian explained. “The particular skill set you’re putting together means you need freedom of movement. And it’s very good that you’re with Boris right now, because he’s your partner.”

A soft clicking nose came from the quivering fur.

“I know,” Valian said before looking at the other two. “He’s concerned that you won’t be able to understand him, but we can work around that. Besides, I think we can all agree that none of us needs to be doing anything alone anymore. This split up is the most effective... but I am open to suggestions.” After a few moments of silence Valian decided to speak again. “And before the mayhem reveals itself, let me say thank you to the three of you for all that you’ve done. I’m afraid all I have at this moment are words.”

“They come after your deeds,” Annodia stated. “... but even in that order they are appreciated. And if I may be so bold as to suggest ... there is something I learned from spending time with your carnival family. Simply put, that they are indeed a family... but at the core of that family is a unit with a bond that rivals familial definitions.”

“The sort of bond forged when people have faced life and death situations together,” Valian relayed. “When you put your life into the hands of another, receiving the responsibility of theirs as well.”

“You have my life, Valian,” Annodia declared, offering him her right hand.

“And mine,” Kethgeegan added, placing his hand under Annodia’s. A chirping noise sounded off from the bed and a purple-fleshed tendril moved under Kethgeegan’s hand. “Now that I understood.”

“No you didn’t,” Valian smiled, “but it isn’t too hard to guess. Then it starts here... it starts with us!” Valian put his hand on the top, knowing the others would not have accepted anything else.

“If it makes you feel any better,” K’Torru added, and Valian could feel something pressing down on top of his hand. “I am with you as well.”

“Then let the mayhem come,” Valian said softly.

“Do not worry, child,” K’Torru replied. “It is well on its way!”



The key to growth is the introduction of higher dimensions of consciousness into our awareness.

Lao Tzu 
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Guysorla lay on her back, her body glistening as she tried to recover her breath. Her body still had the lingering tingling of euphoria and she gazed upon the ceiling, wondering what color it had been painted.

“Do they call that ‘rose’ here?” she thought. “Or is it ‘rouge’? I know it isn’t ‘fuscia’... that’s the wrong direction.” The Duchess slowly closed her eyes, put her hand over her face, and shook her head in disbelief.

“Here it comes,” Vaiyorl whispered.

“I am a horrible woman!” she proclaimed and her husband broke into laughter. “I am! Just look at me!”

“I am,” her husband growled, drawing a very curious look from his wife.

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

“Oh, I am sated,” he chuckled as he puffed up his pillow. He put his head back down and he sighed. “It’s just that I am so... very... sated.” Vaiyorl lay on his side, gazing at his wife who seemed to be glowing in the twilight. “But it would seem that I am the only one satisfied with the events of the past few moments.”

“Quite numerous, my lord, and most pleasing,” Guysorla smiled. “And despite the utter paradise you have created for your very grateful wife... her mind has drifted.” The smile slowly faded from her lovely face and her eyes returned to the ceiling.

“I should really know better,” Vaiyorl admitted. “I have been through Imperial Conditioning after all.”

“That was a simple course on etiquette,” she chuckled her argument.

“Is that all they did to you?!” Vaiyorl barked, lifting his head from the pillow. Guysorla put her hand on his face and pushed him away.

“No, don’t make me laugh. I am a horrible woman. I have four children! Four! Four beautiful and wonderful children and where am I? I am here with you. Doing things... that we have not done in a while.”

“And for good reason,” Vaiyorl agreed. “Your voice carries!”

Guysorla gasped, putting her hands over mouth. She said something, but Vaiyorl could not hear her through the self-imposed gag.

“What?” he asked, lifting her hands away.

“Do you think the neighbors heard us?”

“Which ones?” he asked, and Guysorla looked into his eyes. He was on the brink of cackling and his wife smacked him with her pillow to send him on his way.

“You’re no help at all!” she hissed.

“I think, biologically speaking, there is sufficient grounds for argumentation. But I would like to draw attention to another point.”

“What point?”

“You said ‘four’.”

Guysorla frowned, not understanding what her husband could mean, but it eventually dawned on her. She had only given birth to three children. She looked at Vaiyorl and all she could find in his eyes was approval. 

“I wasn’t sure that was ever going to happen,” Vaiyorl shared.

“Do you doubt that I love Valian?” 

“No, not in the least... and I would be shocked if he had any doubt. It’s just sometimes it looks as if you put yourself in a position where you must choose between him and Yorlson.”

“Like you’ve chosen?” Guysorla asked, receiving exactly the sort of glare she expected. “Because it seems that you’ve made a choice.”

“The choice I’ve made is not one between them, Guysorla,” Vaiyorl admitted, sitting up in bed. It was clear that he was troubled by what he was saying and Guysorla moved to be closer to him. “It was not that kind of decision.”

“What kind of decision does a father make about his son that has that look on your face?”

“Perhaps it is a decision many fathers refuse to make,” Vaiyorl considered. “But I will say to you this much: my son went to challenge the Test Tower and our first born was the one who returned.”

The two sat in silence together. Several times it appeared that Guysorla was about to speak, but she could not find the words which would alleviate the stabbing pain they both had felt and were still feeling. 

“When he turned his back on Valian,” she whispered.

“When he turned his back on the person who had saved him more than once,” Vaiyorl stated. “Though admittedly, one of those saves had been because Valian had urged him on.”

“Yes,” Guysorla agreed. “That first jump! But you’re right. Valian saved him. When I think of the horrors of that damn tower... it’s one of the things that gives me comfort.”

“The Test Tower?”

“The fact that they survived it,” she clarified.

“I wish I could say the same,” Vaiyorl sighed as he leaned back against the headboard. “Because I don’t consider that ‘they’ survived it. I think Valian triumphed, and did it so well that three other people were benefited into a victory. The only trouble with that is, Valian left the house almost directly after we did.”

“What?!” Guysorla gasped. “Why?”

“Probably for his piece of mind!” Vaiyorl asserted. “We were still in Imperial Space when Yorlson dismissed Jurzo Frill.”

“His Lead Guard? But why?”

“Perhaps because the man spoke against something Yorlson wanted to do. In short, he told our son that he thought it was a bad notion to pursue wizardry over sorcery.”

Guysorla steeled herself against the words that she knew were to follow.  She had thought the matter addressed and dismissed coming away from her conversations with her first born child. Either he had given her a false impression, or she had heard what she wanted to hear and took it to heart as truth. Either way, she felt she was not going to like what she was about to receive.

“I spoke with J’Gayda on the eve before our departure,” Vaiyorl stated.

“How is your old master?”

“Older, yet still hopeful that he will be able to teach our son,” Vaiyorl relayed. “He has already been in contact with him and waits to hear from his Praeceptor in a few years.”

“But Yorlson will be done with his Praeceptor in a few days!”

“Yorlson will be. But it is Pirion he has been speaking with. When I went to our youngest about it, he jumped so quickly to make the point that he would be proud to continue the family tradition that he couldn’t say why his brother has instead taken up the pursuits of wizardry.”

“Oh, my husband,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around the man.

“I told Pirion that if he truly wanted to carry on our best tradition, then he would do as his father did and find his own path.”

“Good words,” Guysorla said softly.

“I don’t think I reached him,” he shared. “One son turns away because he seeks power and station. Another son locks down hard and is possibly denying himself.”

“Possibly, sweetheart. Only possibly. You know the sort of mind Pirion has. Sorcery would be blessed to receive him.”

“There is truth to that,” Vaiyorl said, getting up from the bed. He put on his robe and started for the balcony doors. “Just as there is truth to the fact that the path Yorlson walks is all his own.”

“Husband, I must ask you something, but I do not wish to anger you, or make you think that I-”

“Ask your question, wife,” he directed. “Only a fool of a man would mistake your love for anything else.”

“And my husband is no fool,” she smiled before her eyes grew stern. “Vaiyorl, did you set up our son to fail by making him your Proxy?”

“If he fails in the position, it is a circumstance beyond my thoughts and wishes. The simplest truth is... the only way Valian can help him, the way he did on that tower, is if he is not in charge of the household. As my Proxy, Valian would have had to deal with the Jhormynn name and his brother. Now, his focus is the Jhormynn name which includes his brother.”

“I see the wisdom in it... but you are still using him.”

“My father warned me about marrying a woman smarter than me,” Vaiyorl said before walking out onto the patio. “Quybron, I am outside,” he announced.

“I am not smarter than you, husband,” Guysorla whispered as she curled up on her husband’s pillow. “Nor do I wish to be. And perhaps, when you return, I will tell you that I understand your decisions... and support them. Because you are using him, and yet you kept from saying that I am using Valian to protect a person that hates him. I claim to love him, but that didn’t sway my hand for a single moment.”

The Duchess closed her eyes and applied a discipline of EnerJa that she was barely proficient in using. The Duke would come back to a very warm bed.

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

“And just remember,” Seranos said, getting up from the floor. “... without proper footing, or whatever base you are moving from, it’s a wasted movement. You’d probably be better off combing your hair.”

“I will definitely try to keep that in mind, Master,” Shonsatah smiled up at the man before giving him a bow. 

Looking again in his eyes, neither of them could maintain their smiles. It was a sorrowful thing: being dismissed as a Praeceptor before the end of one’s contract. It was done, from time to time, when a Phytos was accepted under another Praeceptor that was of a greater rank or capability. This was not the case with Seranos Pruntrill and the Jhormynn Estate.

Shonsatah had even tried to consign the man into her service, but that was a maneuver her brother had anticipated. His separation notice had been strongly and most efficiently worded. The Duke’s Proxy had taken well to his administrative authority.

“This is insanity,” Shonsatah declared. “I don’t care what you and Valian have to say, I am going to send word to my parents!”

“Valian?” Seranos inquired. “What did he have to say regarding this?”

“Well, he does not know specifically of this incident,” Shonsatah clarified. “Not yet. But he told me that I should remain quiet when Yorlson commits to these mindless acts.”

“I suppose that it is fortunate that you came to me privately with an alternative means of dismissal,” Seranos stated. “Because your brother is right. And if you truly wish to give Valian every advantage available to him, you will do as he has instructed you to do. Yorlson suffers from short-sightedness, and that is usually the very thread which, when pulled, unravels many a household.”

“Are you talking about Father’s enemies?” Shonsatah asked.

“Young Mistress Shonsatah, you are old enough to realize that they are the enemies of your family, not just one man within it. But yes, that is the category to which I refer. They are still about. And to my recollection, they have yet to be identified. The Duke’s works have kept them at bay for a few years, but they are still out there... and with the Duke and Duchess away, I fear this house is quite vulnerable,” he said, looking out of the window. His transport had finally arrived. “... far too many points in motion... almost impossible to protect.

“What you must do, my lady,” Seranos said, turning to look at the teenage girl. “You must remain vigilant. Be cautious of any new friendships, especially those of the opposite sex. This enemy has learned that this family is resilient, and hard to beat in a straight-up fight. Cuts to the heart will be the next logical step. Remain close to your brothers, all of them... even if you must present a false face. Do this for your family, milady.. and keep this close.” Seranos handed her a slender bracelet of xelectrium and gemstone. The metal had the look of gold, but was much harder and very much lighter; the gemstones were white crystals. “Twist those stones with my name in your head, and I will hear you. I cannot say when I will arrive, but you can know that I am on my way.”

“Thank you, Master Seranos... for everything,” Shonsatah said before embracing the man.

“Damn near removes the sting of a formal dismissal,” he thought, hugging her back. But he stepped back, bowed to her and turned to board his transport. She watched as he walked and was still waving when he turned to look at her one last time. “Bah! What sting?!”

Shonsatah took to heart every word the Grandmaster Praeceptor had said... and decided to apply his foresight to her next move. She waited for a few moments. Seranos’ transport had to be out of her eyes and ears before she would even begin her trek. The moment she turned away from the window, she walked quickly and her newly arrived hand maiden, Tacita, fell in behind her.

The two made their way from one end of the estate to the other and Tacita, under the urging of her Mistress, opened the double doors of the study without knocking.

“Brother,” Shonsatah said, looking down at her hands as if contemplating if her nails needed to be painted another color. “I can see why you wanted to be rid of the old relic, but why a formal dis-” Shonsatah’s eyes came up and she found herself to be actually surprised. 

With their lips just parting, an agitated Yorlson turned away from a young woman the Duke’s daughter did not recognize.

“Dismissal,” Shonsatah finished before stammering. “My apologies, Brother... I did not know you were... entertaining a guest.” Shonsatah made a clockwise quarter-turn and set her eyes to the floor. “I do not think I have been introduced to this most fetching lady.”

“An oversight easily corrected, Young Mistress Shonsatah,” the woman said, placing a patting hand on Yorlson’s chest as she walked toward the young woman who had just entered the room. 

Olpria Tunique knew she had a part to play in things, but that did not mean she had to like it. Yorlson’s kisses were so hard and forced, like his lips were making some sort of militaristic claim to her face. It was difficult to act as if she enjoyed them, and this interruption was a blessing in disguise.

“She seems to be so much the child,” Olpria observed as she walked, not forgetting to move in such a way that her form-fitting dress would accentuate the curves of her body. It was important that she maintained Yorlson’s attention and interest.  “Not at all what I told to expect. Or is she that good of an actress?” She took a very soft hold of Shonsatah’s chin, lifting and turning the girl’s head. “No, she’s actually trembling. Poor little thing... and what dazzling bronze eyes,” she thought gazing through her own light green eyes at the Duke’s daughter.

“I am Olpria Tunique, sub-administrator for the Arch Mage Godantran.”

Shonsatah slowly turned to face the woman, remembering everything her mother had taught her on how to present herself when she did not want to reveal her true perspective or demeanor. “And what a bold sub-administrator you are,” she thought. “Just because you can kiss my brother’s lips does not mean you are entitled to touch me! Mother, you are so right. I haven’t even asked her a question and I think I know more about her than Yorlson does.

“Shonsatah Jhormynn,” the young woman curtsied, looking down at the floor as she did. When she came up, her eyes stopped at the taller woman’s ample chest.

“Yes, dear,” Olpria thought, grinning at the young girl. “... one day yours, too, will come!”

“Welcome to our home,” Shonsatah managed to finish.

“I’ve been made to feel quite at home, Young Mistress. Thank you,” Olpria replied, deciding to have a play on words. As she expected, Shonsatah blushed, gathered up her dress, and started for the door.

“Forgive the intrusion, Brother,” Shonsatah said, sounding as if she were on the verge of tears.

“Well, you are here, Sister,” Yorlson sighed. “What has moved you so that you seek me out?”

Tacita had already opened the door for Shonsatah to exit the room, but the young woman stopped before the door and spoke over her shoulder. “Seranos Pruntrill. Was it necessary to... embarrass him with a formal dismissal?”

“The man is a sham!”

“That may be, but he is an embraced friend of our father, Yorlson. I fear that if you do not make an explanation to father it will be the grounds for an unpleasant misunderstanding.”

“So I need explain everything I do to Father now?”

“Of course not,” Shonsatah said, her voice rife with concern. She turned to look her brother in the eyes. “Your position is your own, and rightfully so. But what does it say when you do that to the man responsible for our father becoming the man he is? That alone should afford the Praeceptor, sham or not, a measure of discretion.”

Yorlson looked down at the floor, considering what his sister had said... and he could find no fault with her reasoning. He nodded before looking at her again. “You have a very strong point, Sister. I will rescind the statement at once.”

“Do so only if it is your will, my lord,” Shonsatah said, giving another curtsy. 

“In honor of the memory of our father,” Yorlson said, waving her off.

“Your Grace,” Shonsatah said before turning and taking her leave.

“Smart little girl,” Olpria remarked after the door had closed.

“Coached little girl,” Yorlson hissed as he walked over to his father’s desk.

“Who do you think would do such a thing?”

“It would seem that Seranos’ transport was delayed in its departure,” Yorlson advised.

“Crafty old bastard,” Olpria smiled.

“Indeed,” Yorlson huffed, entering in the necessary commands. He was relieved to see that his notice had not yet been posted to the Imperial Cortex. “But I will have my words with the supposed legendary Seranos Pruntrill at another time.”

“The moment you are confirmed a WiZarD,” Olpria said in an airy breath. “Which reminds me, I must be about my Master’s business.”

Half-chasing after the comely woman, Yorlson asked, “So soon?”

Olpria stopped and turned. She smiled at the young man. “Oh, my sweet and savory lord, there will be time for our passions... as I intend to request that I be named to Godantran’s staff while he engages in your instruction.”

“Do you think he will allow such a request?”

“How can he refuse the wishes of the Duke?”

“How indeed?” Yorlson whispered as he watched the woman walk away.


Each friend represents a world in us, a world possible not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born. 


Anais Nin
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With three students toweling off as they jogged, they made their way, along with Boris, to the Receiving Chamber. Kethgeegan rubbed his left temple, remembering the last time he had been in the room. They entered the room to see that most of the furniture had been removed with exception of a long table and three chairs that had been positioned on the side of the room opposite of the portal but facing it. Kurshigg stood beside the portal, staff in hand, and Jorkethian looked up, quickly coming to frown at the youths.

“Why are you dressed like that?” he asked, carrying a fourth chair toward the table.

“Your summons was worded in such a way that an immediate response seemed appropriate,” Valian explained.

“Yes, it might have something to do with the part that said ‘come now’, I think,” Kethgeegan added.

“I see,” the Elder KnighT said before returning his attention to the last chair. It was placed at the very end, leaving the original three more toward the middle of the table. “Kursh.”

The Delman Armiger stared at the young people and stamped his staff to the floor. Gray stones, matching the look of the ones in the floor, came up in columns, surrounding the three bodies for a moment. When the stones fell back into the floor, each of them was wearing more formal attire.

“Much better,” Ulreejun remarked. “I will need each of you to take a seat. You are about to interview retainers. Kursh.”

Another stamp of the staff, and the table was changed in the same way their clothes had been. On the far end, opposite of the chair Jorkethian was standing behind, a large tray appeared. On that tray stood a large clay pitcher and three large cups. In front of each of the three chairs was a data-pad. 

“Thank you,” Ulreejun said, giving a closed-eye nod of his head.

“My pleasure,” Kurshigg replied, sounding excited. “Now, let’s see these worms squirm!”

“Please have a seat,” Jorkethian directed, ignoring the commentary of the Delman Armiger. 

Valian led the way, but all three were soon seated; Boris took his place on the table in front of Kethgeegan. Kurshigg lifted his staff but the Elder KnighT lifted his hand, causing him to stop.

“First, you will need simple retainers,” Ulreejun relayed. “Good strong backs to do the manual labor. It’s best to recruit those who are eager to become KnighTs themselves.”

“Thank you, Master,” Valian answered. “... but I cannot say that I agree.”

“Oh?” the man said, only slightly surprised by the response. “And why is that?”

“Because I would be ideal for that, and I was not looking to become a KnighT.”

“One day you will have to let that go,” the Elder KnighT noted.

“Perhaps, Master, but this will not be the day it happens. We’re not here to let go – we’re here to grab on and add to our number. Thank you for the service, Praeceptor.”

“I must admit, I was not expecting that attitude,” Jorkethian thought. “And ever since his visitation with the Sacred Empress, I can no longer read his surface thoughts. I do not know if his tone is heartfelt or if he is testing me.

“Then he is a colleague, isn’t he, Ulreejun?” the Elder KnighT considered. “Perhaps you should act accordingly.

“You are most welcome, Phytos,” Jorkethian nodded. “Let us proceed.” The Elder KnighT signaled the Delman to open the portal.

The first person to step through did so with little coordination and he also found it difficult to speak clearly without giving each sentence at least two fumbled efforts. Annodia had just asked the man what his name was when Valian dismissed him. He then suggested that he might want to attend his next such interview sober and prepared.

The next two candidates were not much better. They were sober, but they were either too old or any hopes they held to attain physical perfection had been sidelined by a craving for food and sloth. After the third man was dismissed, Valian got up from the table. As he started to make his way around it, the other two were out of their seats, Kethgeegan deciding to put his hand down on the table and hurdle it. When he came away from the table, Boris was making his way up his arm.

Valian walked without hesitation, stepping through the portal. 

When both Annodia and Kethgeegan were gone as well, the Delman could no longer keep the smile from his face. He chuckled, looking over at Ulreejun who was smiling, leaning back in his chair, and rubbing his chin. 

“Yes, Kursh, and he did so without an unkind word to his Praeceptor or his retainers.”

“Is that what you were testing?”

“Among other things. If he is able to maintain his calm demeanor upon his return, set the portal to the correct warehouse and let them know that the interviews will begin a little earlier than we predicted.”

“Which is why you told them to be ready to go early,” Kurshigg added.

“It is indeed!”

“This has to be a test,” Annodia whispered to her friends as the three of them walked through the lines of waiting people. 

“Does Jorkethian think we’re this desperate?!” Kethgeegan said softly.

“There’s more to what we’re doing than judging the worth of a body,” Valian said, coming to a stop. He then backed up a step and turned to his left. He excused himself as he cut through the lines.

“Ahh, that time I saw him,” Kethgeegan said, changing his angle of approach.

“Her... and I don’t think she’s supposed to be here,” Valian remarked.  

“You should pick me!” one man claimed. “I am the best man in the room!”

“Excuse me,” Annodia said to Valian, turning to face the talking man. She was a bit surprised when she looked at him. Her eyes slowly rose until they finally reached his face. “Well, you’re certainly the tallest man in the room.”

“I am the best man here!” the man boasted, lacking a measure of vigor to his voice. It was as if he had learned what to say, but did not know how to say it. “I’m even... even better than you!”

“Really?!” Annodia asked, putting her hands on her hips. She frowned up at the large man until her eyes started batting quickly. She was reminded of a conversation she had had with Gwendolyn, who seemed to possess a masterful understanding of men. Annodia kept from smiling. Her face twisted and she started crying. “You hurt my feelings!”

In an instant, the harsh exterior of the near-giant cracked and he looked as if he was about to cry himself. “No, no, no, noooo! Kayjoe sorry!” He started to approach, but an outcry of anguish and frustration kept him from completing the action.

“Dammit, Kayjoe!” a man whined as he came out from his hiding place behind Annodia. “How many times do I have to tell you that’s not how you do it?!”

“And just how is it supposed to be done?” Annodia asked, turning to face the man who spoke.

“Look, brown pie, we’re not here to talk to you,” the man replied as he walked around her. “We’re here to talk to the man in charge.”

“I see,” Annodia replied, looking over at Valian. “Well, he’s right over there. Why don’t we head over in that direction and wait for him to finish what he’s doing?”

The slight man looked over at Valian who did seem to be focused on another matter. He then looked up Kayjoe and nodded in agreement. “Yeah, sure. We can do that.”

Annodia nodded. “I don’t suppose I can get your name while we’re waiting, can I?”

“Let’s just leave it at Larry for the moment,” the man replied.

Valian was moving quickly, slowly gaining on the elusive female. “You’re running out of room, my friend,” Valian said as he approached the corner of the large warehouse. “No one is going to hurt you. We’re just a little curious as to-

“Her eyes,” he thought, finally getting a glimpse of the woman’s face. His mind was able to freeze the moment before it shifted to the next captured frame... and then the next... he followed her eyes. They were not fearful, they were tracking movement and position. “She isn’t running, she’s leading us! She’s baiting us!”

Valian lifted his hand and caught the edge of the bag that was being lowered for his head. His back-kick struck the knee of the man who was holding the bag. He then pulled forward on the bag before sending his elbow back into the face. His attacker was stunned and Valian spun around, taking hold of the man, putting him into a shoulder throw. The man toppled over him, colliding with another man who was rushing him. That was two, but Valian had detected four. 

A third man came rushing up with a powering stun-stick. He was blindsided by a flying drop kick, and Valian snorted a laugh.

“Keth’s fallen in love with that move,” he thought, stepping back out of the arc of a swung powered baton. 

His attacker dealt with the miss, sending his body into a spin and coming around low with the weapon. He was three-quarters through the maneuver when Valian’s raised boot stopped the progress of his arm. The stun-stick dropped to the floor, followed by the man who had been holding it. Valian’s downward punch had robbed him of consciousness.

“And now for the bait,” Valian said, picking up the stun-stick and hurling it toward the corner. Her diving backflip was timed perfectly, and the stun-stick passed harmlessly over her body. Bringing her feet around to the floor, the woman was not ready for the stick to return after hitting the wall. Her body shuddered before falling. “Are you almost finished over there?”

“Nearly,” Kethgeegan huffed before landing a spinning kick to the face of two separate men. The first was knocked out, the second was aggravated and he growled, lunging at Kethgeegan who caught both of the man’s wrists and fell back, lifting his foot. The man landed hard on his back and groaned in pain as Kethgeegan kicked up to his feet. He looked around and put eyes on each of his three opponents. He then looked up at Valian and nodded. “Yeah, I think I’m done. What gives?”

“I’m not sure,” Valian shared. “... but the most immediate explanation points to Jorkethian.”

“They are with him!” a voice shouted from above. Valian looked up to see that there were at least another dozen people in the rafters of the warehouse. However, they were not dressed as commoners. They were wearing armour and they were well armed. “Take them!”

“No!” Ulreejun cried out as he came through the portal. He too was dressed for combat, and was once again holding Brick. “If you seek Jorkethian, know that I am here!

“Valian, take your people back to the castle!” the Elder KnighT directed. “This is my issue and mine alone to press.”

“Kethgeegan, get the girl,” Valian commanded as he took a stance for combat. “Annodia, hold the portal!”

“I told you to leave, boy!” Jorkethian boomed.

“I will not abandon my Master,” Valian returned.

“Fire!” one of the attackers commanded.

“Assist me, Brick!” Jorkethian said, holding up his cane. A wall of energy formed between the floor and the people in the rafters. Energy beams and projectiles hammered against it. The people under the shield started running for the exits. “It isn’t abandonment if you are moving to safety, Valian.”

“Yes, Master,” Valian said, rushing over to Kethgeegan to help him carry the unconscious girl. 

“I’ve got her,” Kethgeegan stated. “I just need a path!”

“Then stay on my heels,” Valian ordered before turning to face the direction they needed to go. “One side!” he cried as he lunged forward.

“Damn!” Kethgeegan thought in awe of the voice coming out of Valian. “I almost dropped her to move to one side myself!”

“It would seem that Bruntelior has yet to give up the chase,” Ulreejun thought. “Yet once again he sends lackeys instead of himself. Tell me, Brick, what stories will we send them back with on this occasion?”

“Only the most auspicious will serve, Ulreejun,” the cane responded.

“Then I will follow your lead,” Ulreejun whispered. He closed his eyes, lowered his cane, and flipped his grip of it. The head of the cane was now facing the ground. Jorkethian brought his feet together, his right arm crossed under his left. The stone at the top of the cane was suddenly moved to the center of a round shield and the cane shifted to the form of a sword. “Excellent choices!”

“Shall we air-stride, my friend?” Brick inquired. 

“Why not?!”

“You two might want to step through if you still want to speak to the man in charge,” Annodia warned as she took her position next to the portal entrance.

“Hey, I don’t run from a fight,” the man called Larry boasted. “And neither does the big man here.”

“Fine, you can take up that issue with those guns once that shield comes down.”

“Right through here, eh?” Larry asked as he stepped into the portal. Kayjoe was quick to follow, a smile of wonder on his face as he moved. The moment they were away Annodia noticed the edge of a shield jut out from the portal. She took it, a smile forming on her face. “Thank you, Kursh!” Annodia put the shield on her arm and rushed to meet Valian and Kethgeegan. She stopped running the moment she saw Jorkethian ascend up through the fading shield he had created. She pointed at the man, and all three students stopped to watch their Praeceptor perform.

A soft white light shone from the stone in the center of the shield. The same kind of light also glowed from the soles of Jorkethian’s boots as he ran toward his attackers. The first swing of his sword removed the firing end of an energy rifle as a projectile ricocheted off the shield. Jorkethian kicked the weaponless man, and his body took on the same glow as his body streaked back into a wall. The collision was terrific and the man was at the very least unconscious, but more likely dead.

A series of sword swings, shield swings, and flying kicks moved through the ranks of the people attacking the Elder Knight. Jorkethian returned to the ground amidst a slight precipitation of bodies and weapon parts. Fanfaring Brick, it soon returned to being a cane and the shield faded from sight.

“Is that the man I cut with paper?” Kethgeegan whispered.

“Yes, that is the man who let you cut him with paper,” Annodia added. “As good as your throws might have been, folded paper travels a little slower than projectiles and light.”

“Let’s make sure we are not in his way,” Valian said, moving his people into the portal.

“Well, that was a bit of an unexpected surprise,” Ulreejun said, returning to the room. “But it seems you were able to make something out of it.”

“Two possible recruits and a prisoner,” Valian said. Kurshigg tapped his staff to the ground and the unconscious female was fettered and carried off out of the chamber. “Thank you, Kurshigg.”

“And my thanks again,” Annodia said, taking the shield and handing it over to the Delman. His staff took the shield and it was soon gone from sight.

“You are welcome, but it wasn’t my idea to send it,” Kurshigg admitted. “The castle likes you... it likes the lot of you, and it wanted to help.”

“Then I thank the castle,” Annodia replied. “Is there a name the castle prefers?”

“Yes,” Kurshigg began before Jorkethian stepped forward.

“You can address it as ‘Castle’,” he explained. “It will know when you are speaking to it.”

Valian kept his eyes from squinting as he took note of the irregular tone and word choice in his Praeceptor’s response.

Annodia maintained her smile as she looked toward one of the walls. She bowed her head and thanked the castle for its assistance. She then backed up a step as there seemed to be a reaction. A fist-sized ball of sky-blue light appeared in the center of the room. It grew brighter as it slowly grew larger.

“You have to like the way the castle says, ‘you’re welcome’,” Kethgeegan whispered.

“I get the feeling that’s not the castle,” Valian returned. “But we’ll take our lead from our Praeceptor.”

“That is one smart boy,” Ulreejun thought, looking at the sphere of light. He was not at all surprised to see a woman’s face appear in the center. Her skin was flawless and appeared to be made of alabaster. Sapphire blue eyes looked around the room; a glowing green gemstone hung between her silvery eyebrows. “And it would appear Bruntelior has finally gotten the knack of attacking on multiple fronts.”

“Ulreejun!” she said. “Where have you been?!”

“Marquise Worlengarde,” Jorkethian said, bowing toward the sphere. “As always, it is a delight. Is that your new morning face? Most ravishing, dearest lady.” Jorkethian stood up straight and took one step toward the projected face. “Forgive my absence, I was tending to a personal matter.”

“And have been for some time in dealing with it, Sir KnighT,” the woman replied, taking a moment to look around the room. “And who do you have there with you? There is a woman there. Well... a female, at the very least.”

“My name is Annodia Gabbanior and-”

“And she is my retainer,” Valian blurted out, speaking over Annodia, cutting glaring eyes at her. “One who often has to be reminded of her place.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” Valian continued, stepping forward in an almost graceful dancing manner. “My name is Valian Styrke, Ward of the great house of Jhormynn.” Valian’s bow was slow and deep. Annodia and Kethgeegan bowed as well before all three came up at the same time.

“Jhormynn?” Marquise Worlengarde repeated. “Do we know of that house?” the projected image of the woman’s face leaned to her left as she was listening to something. “The Inner Rim Empire? Ulreejun, have you been wasting your legendary skills in that wretched place again? I should be very much done with you, Sir KnighT... but I find myself hopelessly bound to you, silly man. I shall expect you directly.” The face and the ball of light faded away at the same time.

Moving quickly to touch Valian’s arm, Annodia made eye contact. “That was foolish of me... especially after you told us to follow Jorkethian’s lead.”

“The woman insulted you,” Valian returned. “Were we of our own standing and accounts, I would not have moved to interrupt you.”

“Then you both would have been in the wrong,” Ulreejun informed.

“A place I will probably inhabit more than I do anywhere else, my Master,” Valian stated. “Are you done with your testing?”

“Watch your tone, boy,” Jorkethian asserted.

Valian kept the man’s eyes. “So, you can test, but not be tested. Most peculiar, Praeceptor. Exactly what are you teaching me at the moment?”

The lips of Ulreejun Jorkethian parted, but no words came out until he looked over at Kurshigg. “See to it that the portal is correctly aligned. I am entrusting his safety into your hands, Kursh.”

“I will tend to all matters,” the Delman replied.

Jorkethian glared back at Valian, turning to leave the room. The door closed behind the Elder KnighT before anyone moved.

“Okay,” Larry said softly, walking over to the Armiger. “Kurshigg, is it? Yeah, if you can just open this up and let me and my friend get the hell out of here, I’d appreciate it.”

“We’re leaving?” Kayjoe asked.

“Can you fly, bigun?”

“You know I can’t fly, Larry,” Kayjoe laughed, waving off the question.

“Actually, the Master was air-striding,” Kurshigg explained. 

“That did not help,” Kethgeegan thought. 

“So he was,” Larry said, forcing a smile. “Bigun, you can’t fly... and neither can I. These people have it so good that they’ve got more than one kind of flying! You know who has that? The people who need to have it! Look at ‘em, baby. There’s not a slender set of shoulders in the room!

“The looming lover that just left the room held off a dozen gun-firing idiots!” Larry exclaimed. “The three younger versions of that guy walked into a trap... and then they walked right out of it. And it wasn’t even all three of them! Bad-asses have their own kind of stink, Kayjoe, and it reeks in this room!”

“Your friend speaks a very special brand of truth, Kayjoe,” Valian said with a warm smile. “At least at the moment.”

“Whoa-there, son,” Larry snapped. “What are you trying to say?”

“Right,” Valian said, stepping closer to Larry. “... because if you manage to say the thing that makes me strike you, then Kayjoe will definitely strike me, correct? You’ve already mapped the room... and you know exactly what you want to take during the commotion. Let’s put it to the test.” Valian put his weight behind the punch and Larry was lifted from the floor before falling to his back.

“NO!” Kayjoe yelled, lunging at Valian. His large hands were balled into fists as he pounded down for the top of Valian’s head.

“And he has the nerve to be fairly quick too,” Valian thought, side-stepping the attack. As Kayjoe stumbled by him, Valian jumped up, wrapping his legs around Kayjoe’s waist, putting the large man into a full nelson and interlacing his fingers behind Kayjoe’s neck.

“Get off of me!” Kayjoe yelled as he struggled.

“Only when you calm down,” Valian stated plainly.

“You hurt Larry! Now I’m gonna hurt you!”

“Easy, Kayjoe,” Valian said as his hold was tested.

Larry could not see clearly and he rolled on the floor wondering what he had been hit with.

“Your guy is strong,” Kethgeegan whispered to Larry. “But if he gets out of this hold he’s only got to deal with the woman and me. But before I leave you alone, I will try my best to drive my boot through your skull! Might take more than one kick, though.”

Annodia watched both men contend with their adversaries, ready to move to assist either if there was need for her to do so. “There are times I feel like I will never get off of that tower,” she thought, looking at Valian. “What was he then? What is he now?!” 

Valian’s face twisted as he struggled to maintain his hold. Kayjoe was stronger than he appeared ... and he appeared to be very strong. “Good gracious! It’s like trying to hold up the world!”

“Focus, Valian,” K’Torru spoke softly inside his ears. “We discovered this when we were mapping your mind: the gifts of your parents. Your father’s immense self-control was rivaled by only one thing: his ferocity. Remember the power that came with his rage. Maintain your hold on the man... maintain your hold on your mind. Sample your father’s strength, Valian. Show me your Tempered Rage.”

Just before his hands could lose their lock on one another, Valian snarled, closing his eyes and reasserting the strength of his body. Kayjoe winced in pain as the lock was reapplied. Valian also squeezed with his legs, and Kayjoe was surprised to find that he had trouble breathing. The gigantic man slowly dropped to his knees, giving one last effort to be free. It failed, and he fell forward to his chest. 

Valian released the man in time to remain standing, but his arms hung like dead weights at his sides. He breathed deeply, but it was not a panting; it was controlled breathing until he could step back from the nearly unconscious man as he stepped back from his anger in his mind.

“Well done, Valian,” K’Torru whispered. “And remember, we found you could augment nearly every facet of your physical form: your strength, your speed, your skill, and even your stamina. But that is only the beginning of your Tempered Rage.”

“My word!” Kurshigg muttered, witnessing the feat of strength. “I’m glad no one was taking wagers... and my apologies for doubting you.”

Valian smiled. “We’re still just getting acquainted, Kurshigg. Now, if you will give me a moment, we will resume the interviews shortly.”



Over time, naturally, you lose your innocence from gaining knowledge. You can’t be innocent forever, but there’s something in innocence you need to regain to be creative. 


Albert Hammond, Jr.
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Valian stepped through the portal just before Annodia, Kethgeegan, and Boris. It seemed like the best approach when considering the one-by-one methodology as an alternative. Valian had been given time to recover from his contest of strength with Kayjoe, and he was very much looking forward to an opportunity to speak with the large man without Larry being present. 

The four of them quickly made an area where they could interview people complete with four chairs and a table that was actually just some wood placed atop two stacks of crates. 

It was in the same span of time where Kethgeegan found the opportunity to access his data-pad. Jorkethian was efficient if nothing else. There was bound to be information on the pad they could use. He smiled when his search brought up files. He quickly wrote a note and sent it to the other data-pads.

Annodia had suggested that she do the initial talking on behalf of Valian. Not that she wanted him to appear arrogant, but she also did not want him to be immediately accessible. After a brief discussion, where she confirmed Valian was not at all comfortable with the arrangement, Annodia was told to proceed.

“You’d think I wouldn’t need the reminder,” Valian thought. “I grew up in a caste system, and still Annodia has to remind me of what it is to take this position.”

“It is good that it is bad,” K’Torru commented. “It is not your way... not yet. But hopefully you can see the good in assuming this path. These people do not know you, and yet they must follow your lead. When that lead is witnessed, you will have your opportunity to justify their dedication. So in many ways you are lord and in many ways you must serve. It is this way with all forms of competent leadership.”

“I am looking forward to your continued counsel, Master.”

“My time in your mind grows short, young one. But part of me will always be with you.”

“If I could have everyone’s attention!” Annodia called out. Her voice was indeed strong, but only covered about one-third the area. Seeing this, Annodia sought higher ground, standing atop two stacked crates. She drew her pistol – another change which had been made before entering the second portal – and set it for an energy flare. It exploded against the ceiling and soon everyone was looking in Annodia’s direction. “My name is Annodia Gabbanior, and I am retainer for Valian, Ward of the House of Jhormynn. You have been invited here today to interview for a position of retainer in service to a KnighT. We have a number of positions to fill, so this will take a good bit of time. We thank you for coming out, and we appreciate your patience.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Kethgeegan whispered at the end of an interview.

“I really do wish you would let it go,” Annodia sighed.

“Ulreejun Jorkethian is a kept man!” Kethgeegan softly screamed, moving Valian to laughter.

“Valian, don’t encourage him,” Annodia urged.

“I’m sorry. It’s just the way he keeps saying it. That, and the fact that if anyone is keeping our Praeceptor, it is that person who deserves your sense of wonder.”

“That isn’t helpful at all,” Annodia remarked.

“But he’s right!” Kethgeegan asserted. “And what was with that ‘morning face’ comment? How many faces does she have?”

“Being a Marquise, I’d say she has as many as she wants,” Valian answered.

“I keep forgetting,” Kethgeegan said as he tried to recollect. “... where does that title rank?”

“Just under Duchess and Duke,” Annodia said abruptly. “Now be quiet!”

A short, slender woman came into their area, dressed in flowing robes and scarves, wearing a large-brimmed hat. Only her eyes could be seen, and just barely. Her head was down when she came in, and she slowly lifted it to look at her interviewers.

“Could you please give us your name?” Annodia asked.

“Gracious shade of my Fathers,” the woman whispered. “I am late. I hope that I’m not too late.”

“Uhm, no,” Annodia replied as Valian leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “You’re right on time, Miss...”

“Well, not too terribly late it seems,” the woman said. “Whatever mistakes that have been made may not be unrecoverable. That is a relief!

“And why are you smiling?” the woman asked Valian.

“He’s enjoying the show,” Kethgeegan replied, suddenly assuming a cooler demeanor, as he had looked as confused as Annodia up to that point.

“The show?” Annodia asked.

“She’s been mapping us,” Kethgeegan stated, leaning back in his chair. “From the way we reacted when she made the ‘I’m late’ claim, she knew who was in charge and where to place most of her attention. She then wanted to know which one of us had Valian’s ear, but I matched you movement for movement so she couldn’t really get a good reading on that matter. She still can’t pick, but she knows that Valian read her reading us.

“I’ve so got to work with you,” Kethgeegan said to Valian who held his hands up in surrender. “But let’s not be altogether rude. My friend has asked for your name on a couple of occasions. Perhaps, now that we’ve established you’ve arrived in time to save us, you can tell us who you are.”

“My name is Quilori,” the woman said, removing her hat. Soft bone-white hair came away from inside the hat, falling around the woman’s shoulders. Her eyes were a soft purple and her skin a light gray. “And I am here to deliver you, my lord!”

“Deliver me?” Valian asked. “From what?”

“From ineptitude,” the woman replied confidently, moving to stand closer to the table. “Let me guess, the brown-skinned amazon is your Second on the field of battle, yes?”

“My squire,” Valian replied.

“And the handsome RoguE opposite of her is your...”

“My Counsel.”

“Oh, very good! Nearly a perfect set. But you’re going to need more, so much more, if you’re going to succeed in your aims.”

“You don’t even know what his aims are!” Kethgeegan asserted.

“He is a KnighT who has taken to having people of strong back, strong hand, and strong heart about him. I doubt he will be masterminding a series of fundraisers.” Valian blurted a laugh at the woman and she smiled. “Take advantage of my age and experience, my lord. Let me help you put this band of retainers together to yield you the very best possible outcome.”

“And what would you gain from it, Quilori?” Valian inquired.

“We serve the same mistress, my lord,” the woman revealed. “If you speak well on my behalf, the Sacred Empress will release me.”

“How is she holding you?” Kethgeegan asked, but Valian lifted his hand. 

“That matter is between her and the Sacred Empress,” Valian stated. “But I will be verifying your–”

A soft beeping noise came from Valian’s data-pad. He looked down to read: This is Kurshigg. She speaks the truth. With regards to Zorkaysha, this one is in a very bad way.

“What are your feelings on this?” Valian thought.

“She is much like you, Valian,” K’Torru noted. “She is indeed indebted to Zorkaysha, but she serves the Mistress of Fate.”

“That changes things.”

“And it would appear that your claim has been verified,” Valian advised. “I cannot say I am comfortable with your situation, but it seems to be of benefit to me.

“And what say the two of you?” Valian asked, looking at Kethgeegan and Annodia.

“I suppose in a way, she keeps us from feeling alone,” Annodia pointed out. “We have another female, finally, and she speaks Kethgeegan’s new language.”

“I don’t have any objections,” Kethgeegan said, smiling at Annodia.

Valian got up from his chair and motioned for Quilori to sit down. “Would you please have a seat?”

“My lord, I-”

“I’m afraid I must insist,” Valian smiled.

With some reluctance, Quilori walked around the table and sat down in the chair. Valian pushed it forward slightly and then turned for the portal. “Between the four of you I am sure a very sufficient group of retainers will be recruited. 

“Now, I ask that you excuse me. There is a personal matter I must tend to. Return to the castle when you can.” Valian walked into the portal and was gone.

“The four of us?” Quilori asked. 

Kethgeegan pointed to his right shoulder, the one closest to her, and it started to move on its own. Boris revealed himself, but Quilori did not jump with fright. Her eyes widened and she held out her cupped hands. Boris jumped from his perch and into her palms where he quivered and clicked. Quilori giggled, looking up to see a very surprised Kethgeegan.

“The Olasson are noted for being able to speak with animals,” she explained. 

“Is that teachable?” Kethgeegan quickly asked.

“No, but I can teach you this one’s language.”

“Good enough!” Kethgeegan smiled brightly, leaning back in his chair.

“Then we should get back to it,” Annodia suggested. “I for one can’t wait to see who’s next.”

Valian came through the portal and quickly put his eyes to Kurshigg, and only when he was sure that the Delman was not going to attack did he relax his stance and start for the door.

“For one who is against being called Lord, you’ve taken to the habit quickly enough,” Kurshigg mentioned.

“I wish you would stand up and say that,” Valian returned, stepping through the doorway. He chuckled at the stammering fit the Delman fell into trying to utter some sort of response. 

The library was not what Valian had expected, but he quickly reminded himself that this castle was not really the property of the Elder KnighT. That of course took him back to the incident where Jorkethian was told that he was expected directly. Needing to focus, the young man dismissed it from his mind and started moving through the library. It did not take him long to find what he sought. Valian sat down with a book detailing a Tournament of KnighTs. 

“A two to three day event where twelve contests are decided,” Valian read aloud. “Twelve? Is hair-combing an event?” he teased, turning the page. “In the case of a tie, the tournament will be decided by the two KnighTs in question facing each other in Empowered Combat.”

“You’re probably wondering what that is,” Ulreejun said starkly. Valian jumped so violently that he fell out of his chair and onto the floor. “Did I mention that the castle has a nasty sense of humor?”

“Somehow, Praeceptor, that much was overlooked when were first acquainted,” Valian said, getting up from the floor.

“Oh. My apologies then. And since we’re talking to one another... would you care to-”

“You have been playing me since the day we met,” Valian said, picking up the book he had dropped. “Poking, prodding, testing at every single turn... exactly what are you afraid of?”

“So there’s something I am afraid of, is there?” Jorkethian asked, moving around to one of the more comfortable chairs.

“Master, you were the one who taught me how to read a person,” Valian said, sounding frustrated. “Are you now telling me that the methodology you instructed somehow doesn’t read you effectively?”

“He’s got you there, old man,” Ulreejun thought. “And what’s worse, you taught him how to get you!

“Then I’ll come to the heart of it,” the Elder KnighT said softly. “Because it’s the heart we’re talking about. I can teach your body, and I can teach your mind, Valian... but it’s you and life that teaches your heart. We basically get all of the same lessons... but we as individuals decide which lessons we take to heart.”

“A former student,” Valian concluded.

“And whatever you do, Valian,” Ulreejun said, pointing emphatically at Valian’s head, “... don’t allow that weapon to dull! You’ve got one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever seen.”

“But you still question my heart,” Valian noted.

“Not as much as I question my own,” Jorkethian muttered. “Yes, it was a former student. A student with a relatively weak heart, as it happens. You see, son, there are all sorts of bad situations. I don’t have to tell you. But there is a peculiar test that nearly everyone who had been oppressed has to take. People might hate how they are mistreated... but the moment they possess power, they must decide if they are going to join the ranks of the oppressor or remain among the oppressed. For you see, even if they have the power to stop an oppressor, so long as they do not apply their power to the mistreatment of others, then they are still one of the oppressed.”

“And your student made the wrong decision,” Valian said, returning the book to the shelf.

“Wrong to you, perhaps,” Jorkethian argued.

“No, now you’re testing me again,” Valian said, waving his finger in front of his own face. “How can something be wrong on Monday and right on Tuesday?! Just because I’m giving the grief instead of receiving the grief? No, Master, there are no two sides on such things, just a loss of perspective.”

“Is that what you think it is?”

“I know what it is for me,” Valian testified. “The number of times I was called Pallid... the traps... the endless hounding... and now I am  to be a KnighT. People are already calling me a lord. I feel the power of this station... and it sickens me!”

“Careful, son,” Ulreejun warned. “It is a power like any other. It can be used justly and with responsibility, or it can be abused. But it can be just as great a crime to misuse it because you have contempt for those who failed their station as it would be to join their kind. Be the example you wanted to see when you were a child. Bring pride back to the station, and shame others who have no concept of what it means to truly hold the title.” Jorkethian watched as Valian closed his eyes and contended once more with his inner demons: the memories of a less than ideal childhood. “And for what it is worth, I do apologize. I have been testing you... and far more than I have a right to.”

“This wayward student that took a piece of you when they betrayed your ideal of knighthood,” Valian said as he slowly opened his eyes. “... you had to kill them, didn’t you?”

“They had become a cancer that I created,” Ulreejun relayed, speaking plainly, looking down at his hands as he removed his gloves. “According to my personal code, I had to resolve the issue. 

“Speaking of codes, have you-”

“I quest for the ultimate light, the ultimate love, and the ultimate truth.”

“That sounds quite challenging,” Jorkethian remarked.

“It’s meant to,” Valian replied. “It is worded in such a way as to imply that I have yet to find these things.”

“You mean to say that you have?!” the Elder KnighT frowned.

“When you stare deeply enough into the abyss, you will see that it is staring back into you.”

“I am familiar with the philosophy.”

“There is no light in the abyss,” Valian stated. “The only way you can see the abyss doing anything is by the light you bring yourself. Name me a greater light.”

“And the ultimate love?” the Praeceptor pressed.

“The love of self.”

“And the ultimate truth?”

“I do not know.”

“Well, two out of three isn’t bad.”

“No, Master. ‘I don’t know’ is the ultimate truth. Without that perspective in mind... how can we ever truly learn?”

Hearing the young man speak, Ulreejun was taken back to a time when he was much younger. He stood in front of his Master, learning of the secrets of the KnighT, feeling as if he was so richly blessed to be in that room at that time. He felt the same way now, only he was supposed to be the teacher.

“Sacred Empress, forgive me, but this I must do.

“Follow me, boy!” The Elder Knight said as he marched out of the library. “And whatever you do, Phytos... hold on to your ultimate truth!” 



There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening, that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all time, this expression is unique. 


Martha Graham
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Departing from the library, the two men walked and Valian had never seen the man move with such intention; each stride was punctuated by a stout clicking of Brick against the stone floor. They strode to the end of the corridor where the spiral stairway normally took them down to the exercise rooms... but Jorkethian started climbing the stairs. The Praeceptor could feel the slight hesitation in his student.

“Come along, Phytos,” he said as he started jogging up the stairs. 

“Right behind you, Master,” Valian responded as he started up behind the Elder KnighT.

“We have to be about the business of answering your question.”

“My question?”

“You wanted to know about Empowered Combat, remember?”

“Yes. Yes, I did!”

Coming out of the stairwell at the top, Jorkethian maintained his quick walking pace. Valian followed the man, with every intention to stay close on his heels. But that was before he saw the glass ceiling... and the blue-purple sky above... and the stars beyond that. 

“What is this place?!” he exclaimed at just above a whisper.

“Outer Rim,” Jorkethian answered. “Thought you knew.”

“There’s knowing,” Valian began, seeing a cluster of stars and red colored gases behind the setting sun. “... and then... there’s knowing!”

“I suppose I can do the driving,” Jorkethian said, finding it increasingly difficult to keep the smile away from his face.

“Driving?” Valian asked, coming away, slightly, from his stupor. He looked down to see his Praeceptor approaching a small launch area where an air-car was waiting. “Yes, perhaps you should drive, Master.”

“Still have a preference for wheeled vehicles, do you?”

“Whenever possible, yes.

“You’re a very old soul, Valian. When I was your age, I couldn’t wait to get into the sky!”

“And yet somehow, you made it.”

Jorkethian laughed as he got in behind the controls, placing Brick in the back seat. He waited patiently for Valian to get in, but it did not take long and he did so without opening the door. 

“Glad I’m not competing anymore,” the Elder KnighT thought. “He’s stronger than he looks, faster than he looks, and sharper than most masters!

“I’m still not sure about having a complete stranger step into the rank of Retainer Mistress,” Ulreejun considered. “That decision-” the man smiled as he piloted the craft away from the castle. “Careful, old man. You’re coming very close to being a hypocrite. The woman announced herself as a follower of Zorkaysha. Something that Kurshigg verified. Wouldn’t that have been enough for you?”

The air-car arched over the castle and the hills around the property, giving the young KnighT a better view of the megacity nestled in the center of the immense valley. Leaning forward in his chair, Valian was quick to discover what he had first thought was the ground was actually thick clouds. He frowned, straining his eyes. Jorkethian thought it best to give him some sort of relief.

“One hundred and twenty decks,” he explained. “One of ten such cities on this continent, though I’m told there will soon be an eleventh. 

“Do you remember your history?” Ulreejun asked as he transmitted the coordinates he wished to go to.

“Yes, I do.

“Who are the Odelree?”

“Did you say ‘are’?” Valian asked.

“My mistake,” Jorkethian admitted. “But since you are here, perhaps it is time you receive a more accurate historical account. Let’s start with what you read in your books.”

“There were two factions of Terrans who were not SpellCasteRs,” Valian stated. “... the Vohlterrans and the Odelree. When spaceflight was discovered, and everyone learned that a number of SpellCasteRs had already visited other planets in the system – establishing bases of one sort or another – the Odelree decided to take their leave of the known systems. The Etasi went with them. Is this where they came?”

“Eventually, yes,” Jorkethian shared. “They went out much farther, but came back to settle into the open territories of the Outer Rim. The name of this province is Bruckedonn and it is at the center of the Odelree Dominion, the best kept secret of the Inner Rim Empire.

“That city back there,” Ulreejun pointed out. “... of the Terrans in that city, I’d say about eighty percent of them are Odelree and the rest are Vohlterrans. And as you get away from the urban areas and into the estates, those numbers begin to shift to about sixty-forty.”

“And that forty percent is mostly made up of the more privileged Vohlterrans?” Valian guessed.

“Exactly. You see, while the Odelree had the technology, traveling through the stars taught them they also needed energy-wielders. So they made peace with their Terran cousins and here we are.

“Hang on,” Ulreejun warned. “We’ve coming to our trans-gate.”

Valian looked at a large free-floating hoop the air-car was approaching. He could see the anti-gravity units as well as other machines that were placed along the ring. He could hear a synthetic voice telling the Elder KnighT he had been cleared to proceed. The mechanical teleportation seemed to be faster than the portal they had used in the basement of the castle, and instantly they were flying over a much smaller city... one that did not have half as many technological devices built as the one in the valley near the castle.

Valian closed his eyes, feeling so many energies passing over his body and through it, as Jorkethian made his approach. The air-car landed on a prepared pad that was a good walking distance from a building that looked and felt like a temple.

“What is this place?”

“The Temple of Light,” Jorkethian stated. “There’s only one thing left for me to show you, Valian. You’ve already named your code, and I’m sure you’ll get around to putting together your Coat of Arms. The last thing you’ll have to decide is your Cast of Light. This place will allow you to sample the known Energies so that you can make an informed decision.” Jorkethian disconnected the straps and started to get out of the vehicle. “The code you choose will be your Energy when you engage in Empowered Combat.”

Valian hopped over the door, landing on the edge of the landing platform. “If you feel I am ready for this, then let it begin!”

The two approached the rear of the ivory building, but Valian could already see the softness of the architecture. There were curves and rounded surfaces. There were hardly any hard and fast edges and where there were, tapestries had been place to drape them, frame them, accentuate them to the point where they did not register so strongly to the eye. The stone door rippled like water as three figures came through from the inside. They were dressed in robes the same color as the building; large hoods had been pulled over their heads, blocking their faces. The figure in the center wore a soft brown scarf around its shoulders, but there were no other distinguishing features. They walked in unison with only the slightest difference in their frames. The scarf-wearing figure was the smallest, framed by near twin figures on either side.

“Speak your name... and your purpose... and be embraced in the Nexus of Wonder.” Valian could hear and feel the voice, quickly coming to the conclusion that it came from none of the approaching trio. But it felt as if the sound had moved up to his body, touched his form, and then vibrated through him, causing him to stop walking.

Jorkethian had also stopped walking toward the temple, lowering his head. “My name is Ulreejun Jorkethian, Elder KnighT and member in good standing of the Sixth Haven Order of KnighTs. I have come to bring one to the Nexus... to feel its embrace... so that it could come to feel his.”

“You are recognized, Ulreejun,” the voice replied as the three figures stopped. They stood three abreast with their arms down at their sides. “It has been some time since last you were felt this close. Much has changed since that encounter.”

“I am teaching again,” Jorkethian admitted. “I did not think I would ever feel moved to instruct ever again.”

“And now you feel even more inspired... and thusly, there is an even greater fear accumulating at your center. You have allowed that fear to drive you... mistakes have been made. This introduction should have been your first act of instruction. But... it is not too late.”

“Thank you, Keeper of the Nexus,” Ulreejun said softly, bowing.

“You are welcome here... but not your fear. Entrance for you is still denied. The one you call Phytos, however, may come forward.”

Quickly turning to face his student, Ulreejun held up his hand. “Now is not the time to stand on principle.”

“That was not going to be my argument,” Valian quickly returned. “I simply wanted to know why I am here alone when there should be at least three others.”

“If and when our embrace is a harmonious one, I will allow you to send your retainers to me... each of them to the level of a First Embrace,” the Nexus claimed. “Will that be acceptable, your lordship?”

“Guarded mind or not, this temple knows what buttons to push,” Valian thought.

“It would be difficult to come to be called the Keeper of the Nexus otherwise,” the voice projected to his mind. “Hello, K’Torru. It is good to embrace you again. You too may come forward, but only so far as to keep your presence from the Elder KnighT. There are chambers where you will find comfort and the means by which to restore what this mind has lost.”

“You will receive little argument from me, Nexus,” K’Torru replied. “Move boy. It is not good to keep the Nexus waiting!”

“Okay,” Valian whispered. “Color me impressed!” As if being assisted by the temple, Valian started forward. 

Ulreejun was just bringing his head up when Valian approached the three figures. As expected, the middle figure turned to walk beside the young man. The other two remained with Jorkethian. “Impressed is the least you will be, Phytos. And I wonder if you will forgive me for this gross misstep. She is right... this should have been the first place I brought you. Five years we could have had, exploring the possibilities. But enough of that. No amount of sorrow can undo what I’ve done.”

“Contemplating the hereafter, old friend?” a voice called out to the Elder KnighT and Jorkethian turned his left shoulder toward the source of a familiar voice. His grip on Brick tightened and he felt the cane making their hand-lock a mutual effort. “Or are you simply wrestling with the woes of your past?”

In front of Ulreejun stood two KnighTs garbed in black armour. Two men who definitely appeared to have the mark of trained men-at-arms. Walking up between them was a third figure, larger than the other two. He too was a KnighT, but like Jorkethian, he was not wearing any weapons. Unkempt, stringy jet black hair framed his long face, and it swung from side to side as his shoulders swayed with every thunderous stride the man took.

“Evard,” Jorkethian said with a slight smile. “Fancy meeting you in a place like this... a place where you will need to be carrying a provincial writ if this is to become confrontational.”

“I have a writ, Ulreejun... just not for you. At least, not for you directly.”

“What?”

“I’m here on official business of the Order. I’m here for the boy... unless you want this to become... confrontational.” 

Valian found himself in a wide-open, dimly-lit interior. The stone walls and ceiling were the same tone of ivory he had seen outside. In the center of the large circular area were four fountains, each shooting a column of fluid into the air. Only one of the four appeared to be water, though slightly green in color... the others looked to be wet, but nothing else like the nature of water attached to it. Stepping quietly onto the polished stone floor, Valian could see a reflection of himself at his feet. But something was wrong, and Valian looked up to make sure he still had an escort. The figure still walked beside him but when the young man looked back down, he could only see himself.

“This floor gets to be a pain from time to time,” the Keeper complained. “Especially with someone who’s been trained to take in his surroundings.”

“An illusion,” Valian said softly, looking down while reaching out to touch the figure walking beside him. With his arm fully extended, he felt nothing. Slowly lifting his head to look at the figure, he blinked, feeling a little light-headed for a moment as the image of the figure faded from sight.

“Of course it was an illusion,” another figure stepped out from behind a fountain of white fiery waters. She was a tall, slender woman with graying hair and a look of wide-eyed inspiration on her face. “That is not the question. Here, at this nexus of the Energies, we do not concern ourselves with the feat, but rather how it was achieved. Did I cast a spell of MannA? Or did I bend light to create the image? Perhaps I simply placed the thought into your head.”

“And since there were three images, who is to say you used the same method for all of them,” Valian added.

“Quite right! Well done, Young Master Styrke.”

“Thank you,” Valian smiled, looking back down. “And the floor?”

“It was here when I moved in,” the woman shared, waving off its importance. She turned to walk toward one of the fountains and Valian looked at the floor, seeing her reflection, though it appeared hazy in the polished stone.

“And who do I have the honor in addressing?” Valian asked.

“The honor of addressing,” she repeated, looking back at Valian. “You’re among the smoother of first attendees, I can say that much. So... it’s a name you’d like, eh?”

“More as a means to make conversation simpler,” Valian replied. “A false name would suffice. It might even go along with your false face.”

The smile left the woman’s face, along with the tenderness that had been sparkling in her eyes. “My, we are capable of rudeness, aren’t we?”

“Am I to presume this does not please you?” he inquired. 

“More of an apt deduction than presumption, I’d say.”

“Then you are as much a hypocrite as you are a false projection!” 

“How dare you?!” the woman exclaimed, her eyes flaring with bursts of white fire.

“Interesting. You think an increase of theatrics will shake me from my resolve.”

“Explain yourself, boy!”

“Everything I have ever learned about the forces of the universe tells me they all appreciate the path of least resistance. That which is simplest in nature is what nature first tries to achieve. You’ve done nothing but waste time trying to show me how impressive you are... as if my opinion of you will change what you are. Must one be in wonder to appreciate the Nexus of Wonder?”

“No,” the woman replied, losing her ire, “... but it helps me to categorize where and when to place my best efforts. So many come with pre-conceived notions. They are the most difficult to educate, and even with energy dedicated to their enlightenment, they often fall prey to the aforementioned notion. So you are right, nature embraces simplicity... and it is most simple for me – in dealing with those who cannot conceive of the true nature of this Nexus – to simply have them administrate themselves to a fitting avenue of approach and be gone from this place.

“And you would be wise to be done with your distaste for testing,” she quickly added, surprising Valian. “We cannot fully conceive of the capacity within the territory of the Rims! This place is filled with I don’t know. Testing is how we come to know things. Are you not testing someone whenever you offer your hand when you’re getting acquainted?”

Valian had to think for a moment and consider what he had been asked. When his eyes returned to the woman, she was becoming a black star of power.

“This is my preferred form,” she announced. “And I am the Keeper of the Nexus.”

“Well met, Keeper,” Valian said, offering his hand.

The black star chuckled, emitting a stream of light that formed into an arm. Grasping at the forearm, the two exchanged a ‘well met’ before releasing one another.

“I should tell you... they are here.”

“Who is they” Valian asked.

“Oh, just one more of the tangents of life, dear boy,” the Keeper replied. “Your Elder KnighT has a history in the Outer Rim with many who would prefer to see him dead. However, he is Ulreejun Jorkethian... and he has demonstrated what is, for them, a very nagging trait: resistance to utter destruction.”

“So why not attack the student when you cannot attack the teacher?” Valian posed. 

“For many that is a wiser approach,” the Keeper answered. “But enough of such things. K’Torru, you know which fountain to take.”

Stepping out of Valian’s body was a ghost-like image of the Thousand–Mind Monk. He turned to face the black star and bowed. He then looked at Valian and bowed again. “By your leave, Master.”

“If it will allow you to remain with me, please do.”

“That is not the Keeper’s aim... and neither is it mine.”

“Then do what you think is best, Teacher,” Valian returned. 

The image quickly ascended from the floor, diving into the fountain of bright, golden waters, basking in the energy he found therein.

“That must be ThoughtWill,” Valian stated.

“Indeed it is,” the Keeper confirmed. “Just as the one where you see green water is ElemahntiA. The yellow-watered fountain is EnerJa, and the bronzed waters belong to the fountain of MannA.”

“And there are more than four fountains, aren’t there?”

“What makes you say that?”

“Is not Chi one of the Energies?”

“That is it,” the Keeper said before white light flared from its celestial form. The room had not changed, but the four fountains did. “The silvery waters are where you will find Chi. The white, fiery waters are the fountain of KaA. The mysterious purple waters flow from OmnahtI, and the pinkish-purple waters belong to FantasioR.”

Valian closed his eyes as a recollection had been triggered in his mind. “K’Torru taught me about one of them. OmnahtI is used primarily by Witches.”

“Yes it is, but even still, very few know its true purpose or capability.”

“And what is FantasioR?”

“Some would say that it is where MannA and ThoughtWill met,” the Keeper explained. “... deciding that they would merge to become an Energy. Others believe it is the material from which our dreams flow.”

“And what do you say?” Valian asked.

“To me, these are all Energies, different forms of light upon which I sustain myself. It is up to the wielder to define them. Just as a man and a woman are both human, both made of bone, blood, and flesh, and yet they are different, perform different functions, yet ultimately have the same task of finding their own place in this universe. Even if two women dance, is it the same dance? And even if it is the same dance, do they execute their steps the same way?

“The choice of an Energy is but the first and easiest step, Valian. For that is why you were brought here today. A little later than most traveling your path, but that is another matter. The time has come for you to choose an Energy and see if it will choose you. For when you are one – moving with body, mind, spirit, and Energy – that is when you will find your universal expression. It resonates with its own vibrations, and where those vibrations are their most powerful – that will be your place in the universe!

“You must choose your direction, Valian,” the Keeper continued. “You must create your own stride and start down the long road of life. Your destiny is waiting for you over the next horizon! For your sake, I hope it is a patient destiny.”

“It will wait for me, Keeper,” Valian said confidently. “It’s got nothing better to do!”



To be prepared is half the victory.

Miguel de Cervantes 
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(IV)

(Rims Time: XI-4804.27)

He would have preferred to be sitting, but Ulreejun had turned to his mastery of Girzakki, allowing his body to assume a resting station even as he stood. He smirked at the figure that had taken to pacing as he waited for the doors to the temple to open.

“When the boy comes out,” Evard said softly, keeping his eyes on the double doors. “... we shall see what sort of KnighT you are.”

“I would have thought that you of all people would know that already, Bruntelior,” Jorkethian quickly returned. “I seem to recall you being there the day I destroyed your son. Yes, you were there... cheering him on, if memory serves. You were screaming to the heavens, ‘Kill that old fool’ and ‘Let him taste his own blood, see his own heart’... or something in the vicinity of that sentiment. 

“But I didn’t take it personally,” the Elder KnighT continued, looking at the ground as he recalled the incident. It was so much easier to engage other senses with the one most used restricted, if not altogether eliminated. Ulreejun had to be sure of his perimeter. There were three KnighTs before him, and they all seemed to be increasingly eager for blood. He could not be sure they would allow something like just cause to stand in their way. “Many people were cheering for your son; the young man they thought they knew. I blame no one. We were all fooled, weren’t we? At least until that challenge... when what we thought was starkly contradicted by what we witnessed. How many times did a judge cry ‘foul’ during our engagement? Six? Seven? Interesting that there were no such cries when my sword slashed through his chest.”

“Master, no!” one of the younger KnighTs cried as he moved to intercept Evard. The large, dark-clad KnighT had started his march of death and revenge toward Jorkethian, but his arms were grabbed. “This is exactly what he wants!”

“Let go of me!” Evard demanded.

“Slay me first,” the man yelled, standing between Evard and Ulreejun. “For I swore an oath of service to your position... and I would rather die than fail my assigned duties.”

“It would appear that such a thing is easily arranged,” Jorkethian added.

“Will you please be silent, Sir Ulreejun?!” the man barked, casting glaring eyes on the Elder KnighT.

“You did at least say ‘please’,” Ulreejun acknowledged before falling silent.

“Resume your position, student,” Evard said. His body still trembled with rage, but he had regained control over that emotion, and he simply glared at the man who had slain his firstborn son. “Clever as always, Ulreejun.”

“Why take to a different weapon when the one in hand is still sharp and true?”

Evard smiled brightly before releasing a hearty laugh. He stepped forward and leaned toward his rival. “But it isn’t sharp and true,” Evard stated. “You missed a step, old man. You are a KnighT... an Elder KnighT of nearly unquestionable standing in order... the Sixth Haven Order of KnighTs. And normally you are allowed to exercise the rights and privileges of someone holding that rank.”

“I didn’t announce,” Ulreejun thought, realizing what he had overlooked when he submitted to the will of Zorkaysha. After the death of Evarzon Bruntelior, Jorkethian had moved himself as far from knighthood as he could. It made it more difficult for Evard and those like him to challenge Jorkethian and it had worked for many, many years. Ulreejun Jorkethian had delighted in the freedom that being a KnighT in name only afforded him. But without an official notice being submitted to the order, Jorkethian was still just a KnighT in name only... and therefore he could not train another to be a KnighT. “They intend to challenge Valian for impersonating a Person of Station and Influence. If I had remained in the Inner Rim, all of this could have been avoided. My status there was awarded to me on the basis of merit. But here in the Odelree Dominion, I officially have no status. Evard is right... my sharpest weapon has indeed grown dull.” Jorkethian’s grip on Brick tightened when he heard the doors to the temple opening up. “No! I will not fail this student too! Stand with me, Brick.”

“Today is unlike the others from this one’s perspective, Master,” the weapon projected. “My place is in your hand, but I cannot see the reason to assume my true form, given what is now exiting the temple.” 

Jorkethian would not turn around. He would not give Evard his back. It was easier to look in the large man’s face and read his reaction.

Evard’s eyes fired to life as he turned to look at the temple. His eyes shifted for a brief moment, as if he was checking his peripheral vision. Ulreejun was even more relieved that he had opted not to move.

“But look at this!” the man thought, watching the hope and desire fire up in Evard’s face only to see them flame out even more quickly. “And now that I can hear the footfalls, they are too soft-soled and too light to be from Valian.”

“It’s two of the Keeper’s Attendants,” one of the younger KnighTs proclaimed.

“Do not raise your hand to them,” Evard quickly commanded. “It would be an ill-advised and ultimately short stand. Like the Keeper, they are attuned to the nexuses of power flowing through the temple. As such, and this close to the Nexus of Wonder, they will never tire from employing the Energies.”

“You shouldn’t let a little something like an infinite power supply get between you and your quarry, Evard,” Jorkethian ribbed. “I thought you were a man of means!”

Bruntelior took one step toward Jorkethian and nodded. “You’re about to see what kind of a man I am, Ulreejun. When I stand over your student’s corpse, maybe then I will also be privileged to see what kind of man you are.”

“That much you’ve already seen,” Jorkethian returned, turning to face Evard and glare into his eyes. “For the life of me, I cannot recall how many times... but I do believe you’ve always had the same perspective: from beneath me. Face up, face down, such things seem trivial in retrospect. What does it matter what you’re doing to the ground when I am standing above you?”

Master KnighT glared at Elder KnighT and contemplated taking the man into a fifth challenge, but the Attendants of the temple were quickly approaching, which was peculiar given that they seldom moved quickly for anyone, including the Keeper of the Nexus. 

“The Temple Keeper bids you all welcome, and a very fond return to the place where you all embraced the Energies. If it is not too bold to inquire, what is your business here?”

“We wait for one who is now inside the temple,” Evard offered. “A young boy of a man who is the student of Ulreejun Jorkethian. Valian Styrke is his name.”

“And are you not well-informed?” Ulreejun thought, remembering that Bruntelior was more of a physical creature, leaving the pursuits of thought and scholarship to others.

“There is no one by that name at this temple,” the Attendant replied, surprising everyone who heard him. “So, if you have no business with the Nexus of Wonder, perhaps you can take this matter, which appears to be quite personal in nature, to another location. That would be very much appreciated.”

“Bruntelior,” Jorkethian chuckled as he turned to walk away. “... it appears we have been asked to leave. I, for one, have no intentions of angering the Keeper of the Nexus at this time. Good day t-”

“Elder KnighT Ulreejun Jorkethian,” Evard called out in an authoritative voice. “I am here on behalf of the Sixth Haven Order of KnighTs. If I cannot find your student, I am under orders to bring you before the Lords and Ladies of our order. How do you answer this summons?”

“And now I have the answer to my unspoken inquiry,” Ulreejun thought as he turned to look at Bruntelior. “That is the trouble with leaving one’s enemies alive... whether you were set to marry them or not. And here I thought you had better things to do with your time, my Lady.

“I trust you have a transport waiting,” Jorkethian stated, starting back toward the large KnighT.

“A transport... and an old friend you might re–”

“Lead the way,” Jorkethian interrupted. “Let us not keep Threesha waiting.”

Giving a slight snicker, Evard turned and started towards the docking slip. 

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

The ride on the transport was smooth, but Vaiyorl would not have cared had it been otherwise. His mind was not even in the Middle Rim... it was on his four children and how they were faring in his absence.  

“How go the initial talks with these Middle Rimmers?” Quybron asked.

“They are, as you said, initial talks,” Vaiyorl replied. “The people I need to be talking to aren’t even here yet. But that is the focus in this power play: those who show up first are asking... the ones who show up when they wish... those are the ones who are the guardians of the gates.”

“And what can the Inner Rim Empire be asking of arrogant, self-indulgent, idiotic Vohlbred curs?”

“I think the first thing we might request is that they approach the table in a more open frame of mind than what you are currently demonstrating,” Vaiyorl said. 

“My apologies, Your Grace,” Quybron said, giving a slight head bow.

“Accepted only if you accept mine,” Vaiyorl replied. “We are both distracted, my friend... and by the same thing. Speaking of that distraction, how has Jurzo adjusted to his reassignment?”

“About as one can expect, Your Grace,” Quybron informed. “He is still confused as to what he could have done wrong to deserve being removed from Yorlson’s detail.”

“And did you clear that up?” Vaiyorl asked. He looked up at the Captain of his Guard, and when their eyes locked, the Duke looked away, sighing in disgust. “Quybron, we have been through too much for you to fear encouraging my wrath.”

“I’ve seen your wrath, Your Grace,” Quybron pointed out. “There’s good reason to fear!”

“For others, perhaps... not for you. Brother, I would rather lose my arm than lose your friendship.”

“I would rather die than lose my Duke!” Quybron asserted.

“And, if memory serves, you damn near have on several occasions.”

“All save one, Your Grace,” Quybron stated and Vaiyorl allowed his head to lower to his chest.

“Quybron Lotansheer... eight, long years ago... you were nearly killed by a suicide bomber. The man blew up right in front of you, and you survived the encounter! By the Throne, man, I would think that would be cause for celebration!”

“Aye, let us toast the evening when my lord and his wife and children had to survive on their own wit and power during an assassination attempt!” Quybron barked. “... when their security became the responsibility of strangers! Strangers, Your Grace! And even with all they could do in the world, a number of them died in the exchange... while I lay on my back... on the roof of the house, nursing my wounds.” Quybron huffed as he walked to the window of the transport. He looked out on the afternoon and the city below. There was something to be said for Middle Rim megacities. They were not as elegant as Imperial complexes, but they certainly embraced technology with greater enthusiasm... and probably with better city planning. But the Head of Security could not see the city for too long. He was still stuck on the rooftop of a True Lord’s abode, eight years ago. “Yes, that will make a very fine toast. We should pour the best wine.”

“So you would disobey my direct order?” Vaiyorl asked as he walked up to stand beside the man.

“Never, Your Grace!” Quybron insisted.

“Then I order you to forgive yourself,” Vaiyorl said softly. “Do you think for one moment that some simple SorceroR could have survived that night?” Vaiyorl put his hands behind his back as he watched a very good friend stammer. “Well, do you?!”

“Probably not, Your Grace.”

“And what do you suppose makes me more than a simple SorceroR?” Vaiyorl pressed. “Make no mistake, my friend, noble-minded dodges to that question are hereby disavowed!”

The older man’s head sank between his shoulders. He had been cut off... by a man he had taught the cutting off measure. “You’ve never been a difficult charge, Your Grace,” he admitted. “You listen when others would argue... you try to understand what our jobs are so that you can assist us as much as possible.”

“And?”

“Your Grace!”

“And?!” Vaiyorl pressed.

“And... you’re a damn fine student,” the man declared. “Never had to teach you anything twice.”

“Sure you have,” Vaiyorl smiled, clapping his hand down on Quybron’s shoulder. “It’s just that when you did, I was being–” Vaiyorl jerked away from Quybron, putting his hand to his chest. His body flashed with a red, fiery light that faded just as quickly as it had appeared. 

“The Duchess!” Quybron whispered, recognizing the particular color of the Flash Flame Alarm enchantment. It was the color dedicated to the signal ring Vaiyorl had made for his wife. It was the signal she would give if she ever felt she was in danger.

“And nothing,” Quybron thought, looking at his bracer. No emergency communications were coming through. Tapping his burst pulse locator, the only reception signals he received were the men he had on the transport with him. “No signal. Either scrambled or taken before they could send. For the love of the Throne, let it be the former!

“Your Grace, we-” Quybron turned to see that Vaiyorl was no longer standing beside him. he was running for the door of the transport. “Your Grace, that is exactly what they expect you to do!”

“There comes a time when people should receive exactly what they are yearning for, Quybron,” Vaiyorl said as his War Garb enchantment changed out his clothes for his armour, cloak, whip, Ekanu, and shoulder bag. With a simple wave of his hand the console was activated to open the portside door.

“Then I shall tell your Proxy, when he becomes the lord of your house, that his father was brave and bold in his last strides. Are you sure you have forgiven me for that evening, Your Grace? Because one might think you would trust your Head of Security unless you no longer have confidence–”

“My wife, Quybron!” Vaiyorl yelled. “When we were last parted and she was attacked, Valian’s parents died for her safety. I am not about to stay here while you go off to her aid.”

“You’re a bigger fool than I thought if you think I’m about to leave behind a competent SpellCasteR,” Quybron sneered as he flexed his right hand. “Do you have her location?”

“I can see it in my mind,” Vaiyorl answered. “She is alone, in a conveyance, a hover-car... driving her best, but her pursuers are gaining on her!”

“Feed that image to me, Master, and brace yourself!” Quybron gave a hand signal, and his men formed around him in a particular fashion as Vaiyorl touched his cane to the man’s back. Quybron closed his eyes, smirked, and took in a deep breath. “Lotansheer!” he shouted, and once again, his family name was an incantation trigger. MannA burst from his body before snapping back to its center and then out of the open door of the transport... with the Head of Security, his detail, and his charge nowhere to be seen.

It had become painfully apparent to Guysorla Jhormynn that the spouses of powerful people were the same on both sides of the Imperial border. With the trade talks finally entering into a significant phase, the Duchess had thought it to be a good idea to receive an invitation to a late lunch and respond with her intentions to attend the function. They were back-stabbing toads, one and all! 

Just before her hover-car turned on the road where the function was to take place, she received the automated message saying that the event had been canceled... the time stamp on the message showing a time twenty minutes prior. It was at the same time the readouts on the map-readers for her security detail all changed, designating the area she was in as a ‘serious security concern’. 

The road beneath her vehicle exploded. According to Vytar, her Detail Commander, it had probably been designed to cut the hover-car in half. The extra shielding on the undercarriage had held though, and the entire car was thrown up into the air. 

“The area was misreported, but we still know the layout,” Vytar shouted. “Veer to port and head for the aqueducts.”

“Aye, Commander,” Resann replied as he worked the controls of the hover-car.

“My Lady, prepare yourself for a Shuffle Run,” Vytar directed.

“Understood,” Guysorla replied, reaching for the pin holding her scarf to her jacket. “I will take Deyona with me.”

“Well chosen, Duchess!” Vytar strained to say as the hover-car returned to the ground. No one needed the alarm lights on the console to know that the landing had been a hard one and that this vehicle only had a few more kilometers left to its lifespan. Vytar told Resann that he thought the landing was softer than they deserved. 

Guysorla removed the pin and handed it to U’Nassi. The hand maiden pinned it to her jacket, immediately taking on the appearance of the Duchess, and touched Guysorla so that her clothes would look like that of a servant. 

“We have the shuffle,” U’Nassi reported.

“Gunners!” Resann yelled, swerving the hover-car to the right side of the street. Blaster fire rained down from the rooftops and it did not take long before the last of the spell-made shield was destroyed. “Armour malfunction!”

“Of course,” Vytar whispered as he put his hand to the ceiling of the hover-car. Another shield was created and it was much stronger than the one that had just been destroyed. It was EnerJa attuned to the frequency of Coherent Light Energy. “Remember, U’Nassi, with authority, but do not oversell it.” Vytar closed his eyes as the car made a turn down an alley. After a few more hits registered on his shield, he could feel nothing. “Well done, Resann,” he said, lowering his hand and dropping the Light shield.

“When we stop, I will exit to my left with U’Nassi. As soon as she gives the order, the Duchess and Deyona will depart to my right. You know your assignments and you know the rendezvous points. Resann, you will go with the Duchess.”

“Stopping in seven,” Resann advised as the thrusters for the hover-car started to sputter.

Before the hover-car was at a complete stop, Vytar hopped out of the vehicle and was relieved to see no one in the immediate area. He gave the signal for U’Nassi to get out of the hover-car. Looking very much like Guysorla Jhormynn, the woman stumbled into Vytar who caught her gently.

“This is insane!” U’Nassi said, disguising her voice fairly well. “They’re not after all of us... they’re after me!”

“I will not leave your side, Your Grace!” Vytar asserted.

“Fine. The rest of you, however, need to stay away from me. Run in the opposite direction.”

“But, Mistress,” Deyona started.

“No, not another word!” U’Nassi argued. “Run! Save yourselves!”

The security detail split into two groups with Deyona, pulling the disguised Duchess away from the hover-car as she insisted that she remain with the Duke’s wife! Resann got out of the car just before a laser bolt ricocheted off the top of the vehicle.

“They found her!” Resann yelled before taking Guysorla’s hand. He started running, looking panic-struck. “We’ve got to get out of here!” the three of them ran, hearing explosions, gunfire, and screams of all sorts in the opposite direction.

“I think it worked,” Deyona whispered.

“We can make that conclusion the moment we hand the Duchess over to the Duke.” Resann countered. 

“Lotansheer!” a voice echoed in front of the group as they neared the aqueducts. 

A burst of light nearly blinded the Duchess and her two guards. But she was relieved to see her husband step out of the light pulse.

“Quybron, see to the rest of my wife’s detail,” Vaiyorl commanded.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Quybron said, seeing the Duke preparing to employ the Rift Smoke he produced from his shoulder bag. 

Throwing the smoke into the air, the Duke drew his sword from the cane and slashed through the smoke, calling out the words, “Alpha Hold!” the smoke seemed to cling to the blade as the Duke swung the Ekanu around his head. When the circle was completed, a flash of light teleported everyone in the immediate area to the cargo hold of a ship. Vaiyorl was still holding onto his wife when he received the report that an explosion had been detected near their hotel.

“What?” Guysorla asked, looking at her husband. “What did Resann say?”

“That the location I gave as our first fallback position just exploded,” Vaiyorl revealed.

“That’s not all, Your Grace,” Deyona stated. “Quybron has reported all members of the detail present and accounted for. One man wounded, but nothing serious... and three operatives captured.”

“Good!” Vaiyorl declared. “We will have the opportunity to interrogate these people before we hand them over to the Magistrates.

“So, my dear... how was your luncheon?”



Like sword and shield or any other extension of a KnighT, the Retainer is the best means to judge a KnighT. For the greatest skill in combat seldom fortifies an unguarded back. 
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“And you two thought that was going to be difficult!” Quilori exclaimed just before letting her head fall forward to the table. Kethgeegan laughed out loud. Annodia put her hand to her mouth and started to get up. Quilori reached out and took hold of the younger woman’s wrist. “I do apologize.”

“For what?”

“For the position my arrival has put you in. You are obviously not comfortable with the decision Valian made.”

“That would not be a first,” Annodia muttered.

“What?”

Annodia sighed and turned to face the Shade Olasson. “Quilori... you do not understand my meaning in this... and believe me when I say that deep down, I hope you never have to. But the truth of it all is simple: he’s going to do things that will scare the life out of all of us. Comfortable is something you feel only when he’s resting.

“And you’re right, I don’t like his decision,” Annodia continued. “... but I will just add that to the ones he’s already made, that I also did not like, where he was ultimately proven right... or wise... or just plain lucky at the right time. Whatever the case may be with you, I have faith that it will ultimately be a very good decision. The only thing I need to be is patient and watchful.” Annodia turned and walked toward a group of people she had assembled during the course of the interviews. She had made her final decisions about them and it was time to inform the hopefuls.

“Did she just say, ‘I don’t like you, but I don’t have to like you’, and stated in a manner that sounded noteworthy and noble?”

“Something else we picked up from Valian,” Kethgeegan informed her with a smile.

“Now see, you don’t seem to have a problem with me at all,” Quilori noted.

“Wouldn’t serve to show it if I did. You’re his Retainer Mistress and I’m his Counsel. That means we both share his ear. Your focus will be on the man’s retainers and my focus will be on the man. It would be foolish to think our paths will never cross, and even more foolish for us to quibble or maintain any defensive measures between one another.”

Quilori nodded once before speaking. “Or more directly said, how I feel about you is my business... how I perform my duties is our business.”

“Seems you have a gift for the tongue as well,” Kethgeegan remarked. “But Annodia is his squire. You and I have our focus on what he’s doing, where he’s going, and what he’s projecting... she has one job: him. You want to hear her true feelings, ask her about Valian.”

“You do know you’re both supposed to be simpler-minded young adults, right?” Quilori huffed.

“That’s something our Praeceptors... or our lord... never got around to telling us,” Kethgeegan replied.

The portal quivered, signaling the arrival of someone. Quilori observed the motions of both Kethgeegan and Annodia. The former looked at the portal, which gave Quilori his back. Annodia’s eyes were locked on the Retainer Mistress, who decided she would remain still.

“Ah, there you are,” Valian said, stepping through the portal. “I find two of you sitting on your asses and the other chatting it up in some sort of social capacity. Where’s the work, people?!” he barked, feigning anger. His face broke into a smile as he embraced Kethgeegan. “How did everything go?”

“Very well,” Kethgeegan offered. “We think you will be quite pleased with the results.”

“Good,” Valian said, breaking from him only to step quickly to Quilori and wrap his arms around her. She was surprised at his speed, but more taken aback by the gesture, and had barely wrapped her arms around him when he stepped back. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes, my lord,” she replied, still flabbergasted. “It is as Kethgeegan reported. I hadn’t expected such a turnout of potential talent. There is a question regarding hovercrafts though.”

Valian stepped back, the intensity in his eyes had returned as he stared at the woman. “Skates? A hoverboard?”

“No, my lord, the choice of your ground vehicle. It would seem–”

“No hovercraft,” Valian said, stepping away to embrace Annodia. “Air-cars are one thing. Hovercraft... ugh... just seems like someone is voluntarily teasing themselves. Give me skates, though.”

“Or a hoverboard,” Annodia smiled, hugging him tightly. “Yes, we know.”

Annodia was grabbed by the shoulder and snatched her away from Valian. The man who had taken hold of her was pulling with everything he had, and Annodia went stumbling along with him. A second man stepped forward, bearing a face of utter disgust as he glared at Valian.

“This is what we were interviewing for?!” the man barked, swinging his right fist for Valian’s face. The blow landed and Valian turned his chin, closing his left eye. His head slowly came back to look up at the large man.

“And you are?”

“A better man than you!” the man barked.

“I suppose such things are relative,” Valian replied. “It would appear you judge worthiness according to what you can see.”

“What of it?”

“On a just scale... what we see is always less than what we don’t see.”

Annodia’s shoulder met with the man’s hip and he was lifted slightly off the floor before being driven down into it. 

“Case in point,” Valian added, walking over toward the man.

Annodia was rolled off of the man as he was incredibly strong. He was quickly on top of her and pulling back his fist as he glared down on her face. His arm was grabbed and pulled. Several people gasped as the man was lifted from the floor and thrown by Valian.

“Still have a problem with your blind spot,” Valian remarked before pivoting and delivering a spinning uppercut to a man that was charging in from his rear. The man’s momentum carried him by Valian as he flipped, landing on his face and chest. Valian then blindly offered a hand to Annodia to help her to her feet. “Are these two–”

“They have been asked to leave, my lord,” Annodia stated angrily.

“I see. Well, nice tackle,” he commented, patting her shoulder. He turned to address Quilori but stopped to hop back a step. A crate flew in front of his face, shattering against the floor. Valian turned to look at the man who had not fully recovered from being thrown. “You also have an issue with your long-term vision,” Valian said. “Come, let me usher you into tomorrow.”

The man roared his anger and he broke into a charge. He was met by a faster charge and when the bodies collided, the man’s back bashed hard against the floor, as if he had run into a wall. Valian stood over the man, looking down on him.

“I wouldn’t,” he said, still looking at the large man, but talking to his friend who appeared to be setting himself for another attack. “Someone needs to be conscious to get this one to an infirmary.” Valian slowly turned to face the man. “Or should I make the call now so that they can be on their way to assist you both?”

The man screamed before he was shot with a stunner. Heads turned to see Quilori putting away her weapon.

“I’ll make that summons, my lord,” she said, tapping buttons on her computer. She stopped when Kurshigg stepped through the portal. He tapped his staff to the ground before touching it to the portal, and its color and shape altered slightly before returning to normal.

“Whatever you need to do, do it quickly and let us be away,” the Delman Armiger ordered. “We must move quickly!”

“As he said,” Valian called out and everyone started moving quickly. “Those who are carrying little, help those overly encumbered!”

“That would be me,” a woman called out as she started pushing on a tall metal tool case. “I am very much encumbered.” 

“Then you drive and I’ll push,” Valian said as he ran to assist her.

Sandra McIntosh’s large brown eyes got even larger, watching the young KnighT move to the rear of her tool case, but she managed to follow his directions and she steered the case as it began to move more quickly across the floor.

“Oh my!” she whispered, steering the case and ignoring the brown hair that had moved into her face. “Sure hope there’s a long landing strip on the other side of this thing!”

“Annodia, stick with him,” Quilori commanded. “Keth and I will direct things from this end.”

Picking up a large trunk, Annodia ran with the Gorrie Twins who demonstrated that their thin, brown-skinned bodies were wiry with muscle as they each hefted smaller toolkits, chasing after Valian and Sandra.

One by one, they all came through the portal into a large and completely empty warehouse. Kurshigg was the last, and he ran up to Valian, embracing him tightly.

“You’re as stout as the best I’ve ever insulted or been insulted by,” the Delman Armiger whispered. “You’ll do well if you trust yourself.”

“I will keep that in mind, my friend.”

“I will see you in your dreams over the coming months,” he warned as he backed away. “Know that I am busy about the forge, and leave room for my offering in your arsenal.”

“And what will that offering be, Kurshigg?”

“Why, a sword of course, Sir KnighT! Oh, and I nearly forgot,” he said, digging into one of his many pockets. He tossed a small copper cube to Valian. “Those are your things. Careful... they haven’t been fed or walked in some time.” Kurshigg quickly turned and ran through the portal, tapping the staff on the edge as he passed through it. It quickly closed behind him. 

On the other side, the craftsman had just dismissed the portal when the doors to the chamber burst open. Kurshigg’s staff flew, smacking the temple of a helmet and sending the wearer to the floor. He spun, sweeping the feet of another man, and then jumped up and back, crashing the back of his head into the face of a third. The doorframe served as a bottleneck as more men came at Kurshigg only to be sent to the floor, the wall, or into their own numbers by his skill and power.

“Hold!” Ulreejun commanded. Kurshigg halted his actions, but took a defensive stance with his weapon. The Elder KnighT strode onto the corridor and over the moaning bodies. He was followed by Sir Evard Bruntelior and Lady Threesha Sildermun.

“Evard, is that you?” Kurshigg asked, straining his eyes. “My word, boy, have you actually gone and bathed?!”

“Arrest that imp!” Bruntelior ordered.

“Belay that order!” the Elder KnighT shouted. “The first one who moves on my friend should first move on me!”

“That can be arranged, Jorkethian,” Evard hissed, reaching for his blade. A bronze-toned gauntlet pressed down on his and Evard looked over at Threesha who was shaking her head ‘no’.

“Your men are impetuous and overconfident,” she stated softly. “This residence is the property of the Marquise Worlengarde, and Ulreejun is her guest. His man was well within his right to defend the property against an unannounced and overly-aggressive entry. Our business is the boy, Bruntelior. You’d be wise to remember that.

“With your permission?” Threesha asked, looking at Jorkethian who nodded before looking at his Delman friend.

“Stand aside, Kursh.”

“By your will, my Master.”

Threesha was the first to enter the room and she quickly held up the stone that had been fixed to detect the presence of Jorkethian’s student. “He was here, but no longer.”

“My Master had provided for him a meeting place so that he could receive those hopeful to be in his service. I went there looking for him, but he isn’t there. The only things there now are two Terrans laid out unconscious on the floor.”

“That will be all, Kurshigg,” Jorkethian declared.

“It will not!” Threesha insisted walking over to the Delman. “On your honor as a man of the forge, can you say you do not know where the one called Valian Styrke is?”

“As an Armiger of the Eleven Standards, and a master of its many means, I swear I do not know where he is.”

Threesha turned and looked at her squire. The stone he held in his hand had been charmed to detect duplicity, but it remained dark in the large man’s palm. She then turned to look at the Elder KnighT and he shrugged his shoulders.

“Evard was at the Nexus of Wonder when the boy went in,” Jorkethian stated. “As you know, he has yet to emerge from that place. I did send his retainers to–”

“He has no retainers!” Evard shouted. “He is not a KnighT!”

“The laws and ways of Primuson would take issue with your statement, Bruntelior,” Jorkethian said, adjusting his grip on Brick. “The boy is a Ward of a standing Duke, entrusted to me for his training. He has received that training... and upon my honor, I say he has the standing of a KnighT. Perhaps you care to press your point.”

“He does not,” Threesha said as she put her hand to Evard’s chest. “We are done here. Thank you, Ulreejun. I shall inform the Master of our Order of your cooperation in this matter. Good day.”

Waiting for a moment for the room to clear and the staff to tell him they could not be overheard, Kurshigg nudged against Jorkethian’s hip. “Since when does your order involve itself in matters regarding students?”

“Since today, I’m afraid,” Jorkethian replied. “How did you manage to lie in the presence of a Truth Stone?”

“I didn’t lie,” Kurshigg testified. “When I received your warning, I asked the staff where would be the best place to take him. It has yet to tell me where that is.”

“Then it is a secret we shall both have to keep for a time, my friend.”

Kurshigg handed the Elder KnighT the staff on his way to the door. “You keep your secrets, I am due in the forge.”

“You’re forging again?! It has been some time.”

“We wear the same pain, you and I,” Kurshigg relayed. “My last construct killed your last student. And we both know it was a just effort and blow that took his life. You stopped teaching and I... I stopped building. That boy has brought the both of us back to who and what we are. You are an Elder KnighT and an excellent teacher. I am an Armiger and we should both be about the business of continuing our paths.” The Delman said nothing more, huffing once before turning to leave the room.

Ulreejun stood for a moment in silence, listening to the words of a trusted friend over and over again. He then looked at the staff and tapped it twice to the ground. It created another portal and Jorkethian’s eyes glistened as he looked at it.

“Come, Brick, let’s go and find some students!”

Valian stood against the wall, looking at what had become of his life. With every turn the mysteries surrounding his life seemed to grow in intensity and overall number. With folded arms, his mind mulled over the most recent events and he was licking his lips when Annodia approached.

“Is this a bad time for introductions, my lord?” she asked.

“No, not at all.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“It just seems that some rather interesting steps have been taken to make sure that we complete this journey without Jorkethian.”

“Do you think we will never see him again?” Annodia asked.

“I think I will see Kurshigg before I see our Praeceptor again,” he replied. “And that will not be until after our next troublesome issue, whatever it may be. We have proven ourselves to be too observant, Annodia, and thus the distractions must be much more extravagant. For the moment, we are the playthings of the gods.”

“When are we not?” Annodia chuckled her question as she started walking. Valian walked with her, a smile forming on his face.

“Good point.”

“Why don’t we start with Sandra McIntosh, since the two of you have already met.”

“How long did you serve?” Valian asked, offering his hand. Seeing the confused look slowly take over the woman’s face, he smiled. “Both of my parents were Marines... grew up a bit around them. That and the insignia on the back side of the tool case.”

“Good eye,” Sandra said, slapping her hand into his. “I gave the Ardrians sixteen years; started in the Motor Pool, finished up a Deck Master’s Chief.”

“That grip feels more like twenty years, Chief,” Valian remarked. “And this might sound a little off...”

“Par for the course from what I’ve seen so far,” the woman replied.

“Where did you report to for your interview?”

“Sub-Level Two, Black Gate Station,” she replied. “That’s where we all were.” The woman folded her arms and smiled. “You don’t know where you are, do you?”

“No, we don’t. I personally was waiting for sunset before trying to take a guess.”

“Well, according to my reader,” the woman said, looking at her wrist, “... we’re still in the Middle Rim, just not Black Gate. I think we’re in the Phalmeen System, but this isn’t the Terran Triangle. Could be one of the outer moons though.”

“And what are you going to do for us, McIntosh?”

“Well, according to your people, you need just about everything a KnighT uses,” Sandra’s shoulders gave a slight twisting motion as she smiled devilishly. “... but I was going to start with building you a car... a ground racer!”

“Welcome to the family!” Valian said intently. He embraced the woman as she laughed at his reaction.

“Now with me, I’ve got a couple of young geniuses that have been attached to my hip ever since I got booted out of the Corps.” Sandra motioned for the twins to join her. 

Moving quickly at her anticipated gesture, Cedric and Kyle Gorrie ran up to her side. They looked up at Valian with hopeful eyes.

“And these two brains are going to make you a champion,” Sandra boasted. “You see, I can fix just about anything with a bolt and a circuit to it. But you’re not really at the fix-it stage yet. You’re at the building stage, and that’s where they come in. They were all that was left on a settlement on the edges of the Chaos Corridor.”

Valian closed his eyes and shook his head. How many rescue missions had been sent into the Corridor? In his mother’s memory, missions to the region had come to be called the Trueblood Retirement Plan. But it was a tantalizing find. So many planets and moons capable of sustaining human life. When the Ardrians had first come across them, the holders of the settlement deeds were paid off and the Ardrians expanded their borders, believing they had made the find of a millennium. It turned out to be the scam of the century, and the families of those deed holders were still among the wealthiest families in the Middle Rim. 

“Ardrians and their ‘never say die’ mentality,” he thought. There were life forms scattered throughout that region. Boris was one of the nicer examples, but even among his kind, his temperament was rare.

“When the fleet I served came across their plot, there was an incredibly sophisticated network of stick-line traps and repulsion fields that these two kids had jury-rigged... and it was powered by anyone getting caught in it struggling to get free.”

“Now that’s clever,” Valian admitted. “And I take it the predators of the area weren’t smart enough to wait it out.”

“We never gave them the chance,” Cedric stated. “Me and Kyle would make daylight raids on their caves. Soon as the sun set, here they come.”

“Do you have a notion of what you’re getting into?” Valian asked.

“Trouble,” Sandra quickly answered. “And you needn’t worry about us... we’ve seen our share of it.”

“And you’re looking for more?” Valian asked.

“No, just not afraid of it,” Sandra replied confidently. “Your man made this sound like a chance to show our stuff and maybe make a few changes in the way things are done.”

“Normally I would be against people so young signing up to risk their lives,” Valian said, facing the twins.

“Normally?” Kyle asked, sounding hopefully.

Squatting down, Valian looked at the boys. “I was six the first time I was in a firefight,” he revealed and three pairs of eyes lit up. “My mother made a set of range goggles for me. I had a knife... a grenade launcher programmed into those goggles... and a backpack full of grenades. And I had three types in that bag: fragmentation, Willy-Ps, and flash-bangs. The only other thing I had was a pair of hoverskates worked into my boots so that I could always be on the move. That first firefight I only got off one shot, a flash-bang. I was on the run the entire time... didn’t even have time to reload. I kept drawing enemy fire, and my parents kept dropping them.

“When it was all said and done, my father snatched me up from the ground and yelled, ‘What the hell did you think you were doing?!’ I guess I told that story a bit out of order. You see, I got the goggles and the grenades after that first fight. And do you want to know why?”

Both of the boys nodded and Valian kept from laughing at seeing Sandra and Annodia nodding too.

“I looked him straight in the eye and said, ‘Do you think I am just going to watch you die? What’s gonna happen to me if they kill you?’ I have to admit, when it comes to parents, I’ve had it better than most. My father just looked at me and knew I wasn’t going to change... not unless he locked me away somewhere when the fighting started. And don’t think he didn’t try a time or two. But he just looked at me and said, ‘Well, if you’re going to fight, you need to know how to do it right.’ I’ve been at it ever since.”

“That explains so much,” Annodia thought.

“So, the last thing I want to do is be a hypocrite. But your first job is not fighting... it’s engineering. Still, if you’re going to travel with us, you’re going to know how to fight. Maybe even a couple of other things. How does that sit with you?” Valian smiled to see the boys nod emphatically.  “Sandra, you and Quilori are our Den Mothers. Think you can handle that?”

“Consider it handled, sir,” Sandra said, beaming a smile. “And if it’s not too touchy a point–”

“They were Team Valkyrie,” Valian said, anticipating her question. “My father was Heavy Gunner and Back Guard. My mother was the pilot for the team conveyance. Call sign: Eagle.”

“Never heard of Eagle,” Sandra shared, “but Valkyrie’s a name that got around in my part of the Corps.”

Valian nodded, adding, “They spent a bit of time in and around the Corridor.”

“They sure as hell did! And you’re their boy?”

“I am.”

“Then we’ve got work to do,” Sandra said, grabbing both of the twins. “We may not have materials, but we do have power. That’s enough to start on designs. Damn fine meeting you. And my friends call me Sandy.”

“Good meeting you, Sandy.” Valian smiled as the three people walked away. He then turned to look at Annodia. “Who’s next?”

Annodia ushered him toward a man who had taken a position off to himself, wrapped in an old blanket, and he was seated on the floor with his back to most of the people. As Annodia and Valian approached, the man stood up and allowed the blanket to fall to the floor. It was easy to see that he had started a small fire. It was brighter than a normal fire, but very well contained to his area. At one time, the man’s shoulders had been very broad, and the passage of life had taken only some of their measure. His long, thick gray hair was moved out of his yellow-skinned face.

“Ho-we-ah-gah,” Valian said, holding up his left hand, his palm facing the man who was surprised to hear his native tongue coming out of another sort of Terran. Valian then touched his palm to his sternum, then to his face, and then out in a half-circle motion at chest level.

A light twinkled in the man’s maroon eyes as he smiled brightly and nodded. He stepped forward, opening his arms to embrace Valian.

“Have I found a brother in my wanderings?” the man said softly.

“If I may live to be worthy of such an honor, Elder,” Valian replied.

“You spoke of your parents being Ardrian Marines.”

“I did, and they were. But that didn’t keep my father from befriending a Waking Dream of a L’Konno woman. Against orders, his team returned that woman to her tribal ship. My parents were taken into the smoke, and the elders said they had been well named.”

“What is your father’s name?”

“Kolinkar,” Valian answered. “It translates to ‘born to the conquering people’.”

“And I think I see the one for whom those words were meant. I am N’Char and the Great Mother bid me find you and make you a true warrior. I shall teach you how to ride like a L’Konno War Chief.”

“Did you bring a horse?” Valian said, looking around the area. He did not see any animals.

“The Great Mother sent me... she will send your war brother as well.”

“I have no doubt,” Valian said, putting his hand on the older man’s shoulder. “You are welcome here.”

“Then I will share my fire,” N’Char said, tossing his blanket into the fire. When he pulled it out, the fire was gone, leaving only slightly charred concrete. The man turned and approached the center of the group. He looked at each person in turn before throwing his blanket to the floor. When he pulled it back, his fire had returned, and it burned even more brightly.

“So, he’s a SpellCasteR too,” Annodia observed.

“No, to the L’Konno, that wasn’t a spell. That was a brief discussion with the element of fire. Who’s next?”

“Your trainer,” Annodia announced.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Valian said, reaching into his pocket. “Something that Kurshigg gave me before he left. I think I know what it might be.” Valian tossed the cube to the ground where it cracked open in a burst of bronze, electric fire. Three bodies rolled free of the burst, and Valian smiled to see Larry, Kayjoe, and the young woman. Only the first two were conscious. Valian signaled for Annodia to bring the trainer, and he was only slightly surprised to see a woman walk up. She was an older woman, but it was incredibly difficult to see that age in her face or her gait. Her skin was dark brown and still very tight across her face and muscled form. Her long black hair did not appear as if it had been treated, and only when she had drawn close could Valian see any gray. She kept it in two large braids wrapped around to the back of her head – above her ears – where it was tied into a ponytail. Her strong brown eyes gazed upon Valian and never wavered from his eyes.

“Sir Valian, this is Lady Gilestra DuZurne.”

“My lord,” the woman said, taking hold of Valian’s hand, placing her forehead to the back of his hand.

“Well met, madam,” Valian said after his eyes squinted. “I trust the title of Lady was conveyed upon you when you became a KnighT?”

“It was, my lord. And despite the decline of the stewarding house, I have been permitted to maintain my title.”

“But not your rank,” Valian pressed.

“No, my lord... not my rank.”

“We shall see to that in time. Do you like a challenge, Lady?”

“Always, my lord.”

“Then your challenge will be to train Larry and Kayjoe here, as well as the rest of my retainers.”

“So long as it does not interfere with my primary duties,” Gilestra replied. “Your training must take priority. You’ve shown you have a strong back... perhaps an even stronger chin... but my approach to combat is to keep from being struck.”

“And I look forward to your teachings,” Valian returned. “Excuse me for just a moment.”

Valian turned to approach Larry and Kayjoe. The larger man started making fists and Valian stared at him intently. “Would you like to wake up with another headache? No, I don’t think you do. Larry is going to tell you about how good things are about to turn for the both of you. Aren’t you, Larry?”

The stare shared between the two men was brief. Larry was still not a fan of his current position, but he knew he had few options. Still he decided to press one alternative route.

“I am?”

“At least until I am done being angry with you for trying to manipulate one of my people while manipulating someone else.

“Yes, do try,” Valian asserted before Larry could register his argument. “Try to claim your innocence and we will see if we can reason with Kayjoe after your wake.”

“Happy to join the ranks... milord,” Larry said, managing a smile.

“Have Kethgeegan fit them with locator bracelets, if you would, please,” Valian said before walking away.

“It will be a personal pleasure, my lord,” Annodia said, glaring only at Larry. “And then we have your laborers.”

“Hmmm, seven of them,” Valian noted.

“Yes, my lord,” Annodia said. “We were instructed to retain at least four.”

“They appear to be young and strong,” Valian observed before turning to face his trainer. “Lady Gilestra, we’ve added seven more to the class!”

“Then my lordship had best fetch a HealeR,” the woman replied. 

“Right!” Valian said, remembering that he had forgotten to do something. “Keth, Lori, could you join us for a moment, please? And, Keth, please bring Boris along.” He walked away from the rest of the group as the others rushed to gather up with him. “You’re probably wanting to know where I was and what I did, aren’t you?”

“I knew you would eventually get around to it,” Kethgeegan stated.

“Indeed. Give my best to the Keeper when you see it. And remember... keep an open mind.” Valian stepped back from the three and opened his mind. He could feel the presence of the Keeper of the Nexus almost immediately.

“These are the ones?” it asked.

“They are. And if you have any promising HealeR students looking to put their skills to the test, send them with my friends when they are done.”

As the Keeper of the Nexus took hold of their bodies, it projected, “I shall, young man... though it may take a bit longer this time around. There is not much to the pathway the Thousand-Mind Monk provided.”

“No, they will take as long as I did,” Valian insisted. “And there is more than enough of the energy vein K’Torru created to perform this task and still leave you enough to sample.” Valian smiled at hearing the Keeper sigh. “For what it is worth, it was a very good ploy.”

“But obviously expected,” the Keeper returned.

“The side-stride through Time and Space gave me the opportunity to receive five years’ instruction in seconds, but it also gave me a few glimpses into the immediate future... including your ploy.”

“What else did that troublesome Monk do?”

“Keeper, I don’t have to tell you... information of that nature is costly. We will speak on this when I see the results of the ones I am sending to you.

“Very costly,” he repeated once he could feel the Keeper close the rapport between them. “I gained my instruction into FantasioR and instruction in two other Energies... but I lost the mind K’Torru had placed inside my psyche... just as he predicted... he did not remain with me for too long.

“But now I have a new front to face, don’t I?” Valian muttered. “So much to do... and so little time.”



We must reach out our hand in friendship and dignity both to those who would befriend us and those who would be our enemy. 


Vorz Laldeer
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Pirion laughed so hard that he started falling out of his chair. His sister’s hands caught him and brought him back to sitting upright. As soon as she was done saving him from the floor, she wiped her eyes of laughing tears.

“So that was my first Charger riding lesson,” Valian said, giving a pressed-lip smile.

“Oh my, Valian,” Shonsatah cackled. “Did she really hit you on your head?”

“That seems to be Lady Gilestra’s chosen spot,” Valian pondered. “That stick of hers just doesn’t miss. She even threw it off a wall once. Damn thing ricocheted and caught me right on the forehead. BAM! I think everyone laughed... I’m not sure... it took a while before I woke up.” He smiled to see the two of them enjoying the slightly exaggerated rendition of his training regimen. In truth, Lady Gilestra had made her stick bounce off of two hard surfaces before it struck Valian in the face, knocking him from the saddle.

“Ah, but the saddle is another consideration, isn’t it?” he thought, hearing his newfound friend whinnying for him. “N’Char didn’t oversell the ability of the Great Mother. Thunderstar is a fine horse, and I haven’t the slightest idea how he came to this house. I have yet to meet N’Char’s goddess, but my opinion of her far exceeds that of Zorkaysha. 

“And who am I,” Valian asked himself, “to be getting mixed up in the affairs of the gods?! Damn, I’d rather be back at a time when my greatest concern was a young man I called brother, but could never call me the same. Speaking of which...” Valian looked back up at the monitor to see that Pirion was still laughing but Shonsatah was sitting there, staring at him.

“Are you back with us?” she asked.

“I am now, Sister. I’m sorry. I suppose I have a lot on my mind.”

“Like when to duck!” Pirion cackled. 

“Yes, that too.

“How are you, Sister?” he asked, looking intently at the young woman.

“And now, of course, she’ll lie,” he thought. “It’s been a month and–

“Goodness!” he thought, maintaining his face and composure. “So much has happened in only a month! Of course, when you’re fooling about with Time and Space, all sorts of things can happen.

“But I digress,” Valian thought, resuming his mental freeze-frame inspection of Shonsatah. “Even if I couldn’t read her body language and feel the impressions of her thoughts that reach even over this comm-link, there are the reports I’ve read from Uncle Travis.

“Yorlson, I used to wonder to what level of idiocy you could attain... now that answer scares me. It’s bad enough you snubbed Father’s schoolmasters in the name of pursuing Wizardry over Sorcery, but now you’re even entertaining the notion of marrying Shonsatah off. Have you forgotten what a pit of vipers the Imperial Court can be? Did it slip your memory of just how many enemies Father has?!”  

“I am well,” Shonsatah said with a smile that would have fooled anyone who did not know her. “As per your request, I convinced Yorlson to take in the servants you advocated. And you were right; he used the fact they had disabilities to his advantage. He was even interviewed by a local Media Outlet for taking in battered and broken outlanders to show what he calls ‘Imperial Grace’.”

“I am going to be unwell,” Valian thought.

“It’s been interesting, getting to learn how Tacita and Thomas communicate,” Shonsatah continued. “... but Travis is a fine teacher. Isn’t it amazing that a blind man has learned this language of hand signs?”

“He knew the alphabet of that language before he lost his vision,” Valian stated. “Don’t let that warm and buttery speaking voice allow you to forget that the man was an Ardrian Marine who earned a discharge.”

“Days long behind him, Brother,” Shonsatah argued. “Besides, whatever he might have been in the world before, Gwendolyn has changed him. That woman is a force of nature!”

“That I’ll give you,” Valian agreed.

“And she always seems to know when Travis is up to no good,” Pirion added before Shonsatah gave him a sharp nudge with her elbow. She then looked toward the camera and smiled.

“He’s also been helpful with Pirion and some of his lessons,” she testified.

“And what did Yorlson do with Thomas?” Valian inquired.

“He’s working in the kitchen!” Shonsatah said with an airy quality to her voice. “Surbara says he’s the best Prep Chef she’s ever worked with.”

“Yes, I was told he was rather good with a knife,” Valian commented.

Shonsatah reminded her younger brother he did not have long before he was to meet his Praeceptor. Pirion waved his goodbye and ran out of the room. Shonsatah then entered in one of the codes Valian had given her to secure her end of the link.

“We’re already secure on this end,” Annodia advised.

“Thank you, Annodia.”

Leaning toward her monitor and whispering, Shonsatah conveyed, “I’ve been speaking with Nokeyesh. That was a most excellent addition to your list of agents, Brother.”

“That reminds me, how are Siadri and Anzun?” Valian inquired.

“They are both House Guard Trainees,” Shonsatah advised. “I don’t see much of Anzun, but Siadri had told me that they have received your Care Packages and they are very much enjoying your instruction.

“But getting back to Nokeyesh... did you know about him?”

“The man is very tight-lipped. When you get as old as he is, you’re allowed. A very important thing to remember, not even Father knows about our groundskeeper.”

“Then how did you find out?” she inquired.

“I asked,” he said plainly. “It started with how he made grass grow where no one else could. One thing kind of led to another after that. Next thing you know, he tells me that he’s almost five hundred years old!”

“Well, he’s also a genius!” Shonsatah exclaimed. “... and with more than just plants! He’s been working with me on my private studies and–” Shonsatah caught herself and it was clear doubt had come to the forefront of her mind. “Are you certain I should be doing this?”

“That question is not for me to answer,” Valian quickly replied. “But I do feel the option should be maintained for you. The way you work a charm is exceptional, Shonsatah. It would be foolish to turn your back on that kind of a gift. Tomorrow Nokeyesh will have another lesson for you.”

“He will?!” she said, betraying her true feelings and Valian gave himself a moment of just staring at her. The excitement in the young girl’s eyes lessened as she came to the beginning of realization.

“I think we have our answer, eh, Sister?” Valian said softly. “And yes, he will have a lesson and a little something that was picked up for you. It’s a surprise, and yes, you must wait until tomorrow. You risk our veil of secrecy if you are impatient.”

“You are too cruel to be my brother!” she huffed, throwing a pillow at the monitor.

“That’s because he isn’t your brother!” Yorlson said as he barged into the room. 

Valian’s hand clenched into a fist and he felt movement to his right. It was his squire.

“Contain yourself, my lord,” Annodia stressed as she entered commands into the console. “Remember... your greatest strength and your greatest weakness.”

Valian sighed before he whispered, “My family!”

“What are you doing in my room?!” Shonsatah barked.

“I am the master of this abode,” Yorlson announced. “You would do well to remember that. Your console was suddenly isolated from the house system.”

“You’re listening in on my communications?!”

“You go too far, Proxy,” Valian said, barely holding on to his anger. “One simple message to the Duke might find you in an awkward position if he hears you have established surveillance on his daughter’s comm-link network. You control the systems there, but as his Ward, please know I too have a code that will put me in contact with him... if I feel the need to use it.”

“Shonsatah has her studies, Ward!” Yorlson said, glaring at the young man. “Run and tell my father that!” The screen went black before the New Eden Technologies logo could be seen slowly spinning in the center of the screen.

Valian stood up so fast that his chair fell back to the floor. His fists were on top of the table, pressing down on the surface of the desk. The metal construct sang a soft song of distress at receiving the extra force. With his chin dropping to his chest, Valian closed his eyes and brought his hands up to his hips.

“These past few days have taught me that skill-wise, I have a lot of work to do,” Valian started, turning his head to look out of the window. “But that little fop-”

“Is your brother and, more importantly, your father’s chosen Proxy,” Annodia asserted. “And furthermore, as a KnighT of the House Jhormynn, your place is to first support him. Yes, the safety of the Duke’s children is also a priority, but I don’t have to tell you which one comes first... or do I?”

Valian gave a half-hearted chuckle, shaking his head ‘no’. He reached for Annodia’s shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. “You do realize that you are the brains of this outfit, right?”

“Only when it comes to matters of your family,” she replied with a smile.

“You’re part of my family.”

“Yes, but I’m on the more reasonable side of things,” she smiled. “Let’s get back to it, Valian. We have a combat riding lesson waiting for us.”

“From one kind of pain to another,” Valian commented, following behind his squire.

Gilestra was the first to walk in from outside. She was the only one who could walk regularly. Her steps were slower and her strides not as long, but she was still upright and able to reach the door in order to hold it open for her students to hobble through. 

“And I thought I was the oldest one here,” she commented. A soft smile formed on her face, hearing the moans and groans of the young people who were on their way to the baths. 

“You are!” Kethgeegan exclaimed as he rolled into the building, followed by a silent Quilori. “So old that you no longer feel pain!”

“Ah, that must be it then,” Gilestra smiled, pushing both of them along their way. She then turned to look at Valian who was also bent, but only because he was assisting one of his retainers into the house. Fessural was his name, and the man-at-arms in question was barely walking. His arm was across Valian’s shoulders and the young KnighT was managing his own body and that of the fatigued man. “Your people have willing hearts and minds, my lord. Once they learn the proper techniques, and a better measure of endurance, they will be ready to stand at your side.”

“I am sure you will get us there, Lady Gilestra,” Valian huffed as he walked. “Moaning to the moons and smelling of soaking salts, perhaps... but we will arrive. My thanks for today, my lady.”

“Jorkethian did not oversell this one,” she thought, looking at Valian take the stairs. “He insists on having everyone call me Lady, and he thanks me for every lesson no matter how difficult I make it for him. It’s a fool’s errand: trying to break this one. Something has already broken him... and whatever it was, it folded him, and forged him like sure steel. He might be misled into losing his edge, but I do not think he will break again.

“And like any good squire,” Gilestra noted, watching Annodia assist another of the retainers, called Kwebb, into the house. “... this one follows after her KnighT.”

“Feel free to pitch in at any time,” Annodia panted. “... after all, there are a few more, and this really falls to being your fault.”

“So it is, Annodia. Good point.” Gilestra walked out of the house toward the gathering of aching students. She frowned at the laid-out people and her eyes squinted as she looked at them, walking from the front door of the house.

“What... was... the point... of all that?” Larry shouted from his back in-between panting. His body trembled with his heartbeat and his lungs stretched for air.

“I find that a person is a more effective rider when they’ve been made to walk a few miles in their mount’s hooves,” Gilestra said as she approached. “So, it seemed appropriate to have each of you strapped down with proportional weight and made to run, fight, and jump the way you will make your mounts run, fight, and jump. You’d be surprised how enlightening it can be.” Gilestra offered her hand and Larry looked at before taking it.

“I guess that just leaves you with one,” he said softly as he stopped panting. His grip tightened and Gilestra could hear movement behind her. 

“Kayjoe!” she thought, hearing his footsteps. It seemed that he too was not exhausted. Slightly winded, perhaps, as was she after running alongside her class... but certainly not to the point of fatigue that would make the mammoth of a man weaker or slower. “And it’s not just the two of them.”

A blaster bolt exploded near Kayjoe’s right foot and nearly everyone jumped. Heads turned to see Valian holding a smoking weapon. “Release Lady Gilestra... now!” he commanded in a hissing voice.

Larry did as he was told, holding up his other hand as he got up to his knees. Kayjoe and two of the other men also put up their hands.

“My apologies, my Lady,” Valian said softly as he started down the path from the house to the yard. “I assure you this is not an act of delivering a damsel from distress. I have every faith that you would have resolved the situation in your own way.”

“Then what would you call what you are doing, my Lord?” she asked.

“Big Brother has to clean his house,” he whispered, handing her his gun as he walked by her, headed toward Larry. He motioned for the man to get up and then he cut his eyes over to Kayjoe. “Stand with him.” Valian pointed at the two men with their hands up and gestured for them to join Larry and Kayjoe. “You two as well.

“But especially you,” Valian said, pointing at one of the remaining two retainers. Both were women, but Valian had designated the black-haired female. “... the one who wishes to press her advantage even further.”

“Let me stand with you, my Lord,” K’Vatti, the fair-haired female retainer, requested.

“Do so by doing as you are told,” Valian replied. “Report to the house. The soaking salt baths await your beleaguered bodies.”

“But they aren’t tired!” K’Vatti stressed. “They put anti-gravity generators under their saddles!”

“So, is it ‘they’ aren’t tired... or ‘we’?” Valian asked. When his answer was not immediate in the coming, he nodded. “Then report to Lady Gilestra regarding her response to your unwillingness to engage in her teachings. See to Bef’Lurro and help him into the house. Go now. Lady Gilestra, please see K’Vatti safely inside.”

“If that is your wish, my Lord,” Gilestra returned in an almost pleading tone.

“It is,” he confirmed, stretching his neck and shoulders. “I am sure as a KnighT you have seen things... but I will not have this event add to such a distinguished listing. I have spoken.”

With a slight bow, the proud woman turned back toward the house, ushering the two retainers to walk in front of her. “Annodia, Quilori, Kethgeegan,” she whispered into her comm-link, “get everyone to a monitor and tune the feed to the optics on the front lawn! Do it quickly!

“You two,” she said to the two dismissed retainers, “get inside and find a window from which to witness this.”

“You’re going to watch?” the young woman asked. 

“I will look away... when it begins.”

Valian looked at Kayjoe and in his mind he readied himself to say farewell to the outcome he would have preferred. “I’ve had enough of trying to help you. You are simple-minded, but you know right from wrong. Why you continue to follow behind this idiot is a mystery I have neither the time nor the inclination to unravel.

“Each of you has been well-fed and cared for since you came onto this property. With the exception of these two, you have all had the choice of leaving whenever you wished. Yet all you can generate is treachery. 

“I have had my fill of it!” Valian declared. His feet spread to shoulder-width and his knees bent slightly as he ground his feet into the dirt. With his hands open, fingers pressed together, Valian tucked his right wrist against his ribs, his left hand extended forward, the palm facing his opponents.

“Girzakki?” Gilestra said in an airy breath.

“What’s Girzakki?” K’Vatti asked.

“For many it was the answer to the patterns of Kung-Fu,” Gilestra explained. “It’s thousands of years old, named after its creator... a woman who was one of the more noted students of Nexeous.”

“Why would... one of his students... do something like that?” Bef’Lurro panted.  

“Because her master asked her to,” Gilestra answered. “Nexeous would be the first to tell you that the pattern is not the destination, but simply the beginning. He wanted to see what one of his path could create. Girzakki is one of those answers. I can’t believe that Jorkethian taught it to someone else! Not a second time.”

Larry looked at his numbers and then at Valian as the young KnighT’s forward hand slowly clenched into a fist. Larry just shook his head and chuckled. “You’ve been reading those books again, haven’t you? You know, where you think–”

Valian left his feet in a forward lunge. It was as if his entire body moved at the speed of a pugilist’s fastest jab. His fist pounded into the side of Larry’s jaw, lifting the man from his feet and spinning him around once before he reached the ground. Valian’s feet landed on the ground and he slid to a stop, still in the midst of breathing out.

The two who stood on either side of Kayjoe charged into an attack, with one drawing a knife. The unarmed man arrived and tackled a column that did not give to his charge. Valian’s elbow stabbed at the center of his lower back and the man lost feeling in his body as he fell to the grass. 

A swift back-bend kept the swing blade from claiming flesh and Valian came up, landing a jab to the armed man’s face. 

The retainer dropped the knife as he staggered back, dizzy and weak-legged. He clawed for something that was not there: anything steady that would help him remain standing.

Valian dropped to one knee, driving his fist into the face of the nerve-struck man. He stood up slowly, his rage registering only on his face as he turned to face Kayjoe.

“It’s your turn!” Valian declared, pointing at his large opponent.

The large man stammered as he looked at Larry who was unquestionably unconscious. He had never seen anyone get hit so hard before, and he wondered if anything was broken on the man. “I-I-I-I don’t want to f-f-fight you,” he stammered softly.

“Yes you do,” Valian argued. “You were going to attack Lady Gilestra. That is the same thing. Kayjoe. She serves my station... my house... my retainers... she serves me. To attack anyone in my service is to attack me! Even if they are a prisoner under my roof, they are mine to protect. 

“Up until a few moments ago,” Valian hissed, “that included you!”

“No!” Kayjoe yelled, dropping to his knees. “I don’t want to lose my family! Not again!”

“So that’s it,” Valian thought as his hands relaxed from clenched fists. His body followed suit.

“And what about you, woman?” he asked without taking his eyes off of Kayjoe. He closed his eyes, hearing a knife drop to the ground.

“A lot of things have been said about you,” Ereena claimed. “From where I’m standing... I don’t think any of them are true. I apologize, my lord,” she said, dropping to one knee. “If you will take me back, I promise you I will make you proud that you did.”

“I can’t do that, Ereena,” Valian said, turning to walk over to Larry. “You haven’t been discharged yet. I trust, before you make your apologies to her ladyship, that you will see your fellow retainers to the infirmary.”

“It shall be done, sire!”

“I am no one’s sire,” he corrected. “While we are in the company of family, I am Valian.”

“You are my lord and I will address you as such,” Ereena proclaimed before running to one of her downed colleagues.

“Help her out, Kayjoe... and we never talk like this again. Attack my family again, and I will end you!” He started for the house, using long but slow steps.

“That hardly took any time at all,” K’Vatti said and Gilestra, who had been standing next to the woman with her back facing the window, quickly turned to see Valian walking toward the house... presumably untouched by any of those he had faced. Her eyes squinted with pride and her nostrils flared. She breathed in deeply and nodded.

“It was a lifetime, little one,” Gilestra stated. “Sometimes those can pass in the blink of an eye. I left my student to handle his affairs. It is my Lord for whom I shall open this door.” Gilestra dismissed the two who had been watching to go and prepare their baths. When Valian came through the doorway, she wrapped her cape around his shoulders. It was a gesture that told the young man what his trainer thought of him.

“Any notes?” he asked.

“I was told not to watch,” Gilestra replied and Valian chuckled.

“Okay. Then how did it sound?”

“Your attack on Larry was personally driven, not combatively efficient,” she noted. “Other than that, I am pleased with your performance. Also... I believe I would’ve hit him first too!”



The truth is: Belonging starts with self-acceptance. Your level of belonging, in fact, can never be greater than your level of self-acceptance, because believing that you’re enough is what gives you the courage to be authentic, vulnerable, and imperfect. 


Brené Brown
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“It’s looking like it’s going to be a fine afternoon!” Valian said, jogging out of the house carrying a large, black canvas bag over his shoulder and running toward the large warehouse-like facility. “For breakfast, Gilestra tried to kill us again... might have even succeeded in a couple of cases... and then she asked me about my code. Why did she have to go and remind me of that?!”

Once inside the building, Valian proceeded to the holding area. He dropped the canvas bag to the middle of the floor and ran to the cell. His gaze focused on the woman they had captured the first day of retainer interviews. The bracer and collars Kurshigg had placed on the woman were still in place, ready to release energy charges into her body.

“Twenty days,” Valian said, opening her cell. “For twenty days, all you’ve done is eat the food we’ve brought to you and take up the time of my family.”

“Keep your time and your food,” the woman replied sharply, turning her back to him. “I have asked for neither.”

“That is not all you will receive without request, woman,” Valian huffed, walking into the cell.

The back kick snapped out quickly, striking only air and the woman turned clockwise to find her target was not where she had thought. All she could see was the open door of the cell and the warehouse.

“And you’re right-handed,” Valian commented, and she knew he was behind her. “Restraints, release!” 

The four bracers and neck collar fell to the floor about the time Annodia came in through the doors of the large building. 

“Are you freeing me?” the woman asked, slowly turning to face Valian.

“From your bonds, yes.” Valian took a step back and started massaging his hands. “I’ll not engage with a fettered opponent. Now, do you require any more warm-up time? That kick was pretty sharp, but if you feel you still need to stretch, I will oblige you.”

“I don’t want to fight you,” she said.

“But you will bait me and mine into a trap easily enough,” Valian remarked, nodding and looking at the woman. After several nods, he started to shake his head. “No. I think I’ve had enough. Enough of the games, the posturing, the falsehood.

“I am a puppet,” Valian declared. “That I can accept. It seems the more I learn, I can see clearly how much we’re all puppets at one time or another. But I’ll be damned if I let just anyone pull my strings. You will either tell me what I wish to know now, or, when you awaken after the HealeR restores you, we will simply have this discussion again.”

“So I become your puppet?” she asked.

“You see, and we didn’t even need to scream and shout for that point to get across,” Valian smiled.

The woman lunged forward, clawing for his face. Valian stepped back, but the woman never finished her attack. Having sold her feint, she bolted for the cell door. She jumped and grabbed two of the vertical bars, one was in the cell wall and one in the partially opened door. Her mule kick landed against Valian’s chest, sending him deeper into the cell as she rolled out of it. Getting up to one knee, the woman spun, her extended foot sweeping the door, slamming it shut just before Valian could reach it. 

“Some puppet master,” the woman whispered, grinning at Valian. She stood up and spun around. Annodia’s fist passed by the side of her face and her lifted foot kicked Annodia in the back of the head, sending her toward the cell. 

Valian reached out between the bars with both hands and caught Annodia. “Your left,” he whispered. Her body gave as he pulled and her head was moved out of the way from another spinning kick. “Jump,” he directed and Annodia’s feet just cleared the floor before the woman’s sweeping kick passed under her.

“Brace,” Annodia whispered and Valian set his body. Annodia jumped again, her body avoiding a powerful kick that rattled against the bars of the cell. Annodia had landed, her left foot on Valian’s right forearm, her right foot on his right arm. Valian’s knees bent slightly as she landed on his arms. “Knew you’d be strong enough,” she huffed, jumping up to the top of the cell.

The moment Annodia’s feet left his arms, Valian’s left hand grasped the woman’s ankle as she missed with another kick. She winced at his vice-like grip.

Quickly lifting her other foot the woman spun, hoping to kick Valian’s hand and free her leg. The moment she jumped, Valian dropped to his knee, pulling her leg down with him. The woman lost her form and landed hard on her chest. She was still moaning from the fall when Annodia landed on her back, driving a fist to the center of her spine. The woman fell unconscious and Annodia got up, walking over to the cell to open the door.

“I appreciate the assist,” Valian said, walking out of the cell and over to the canvas bag.

“You didn’t need it,” Annodia remarked. “But she did manage to get out of the cell.”

“She’s fast... and cunning. If I weren’t so – well, let’s just call it aggravated – I would say that I am beginning to like her.” Valian brought a healing rod out of the bag and pointed it at the woman. A blue bolt of light shot from the crystalline rod, striking the woman. She was instantly revived and healed of her injuries. Valian then tossed the rod over to Annodia and closed the bag.

“How many charges?” Annodia asked, looking at the healing device.

“Don’t know,” Valian remarked, “but there are two more rods and three vials of healing drops in the bag.”

Annodia’s eyebrows shot up as she took a step back, muttering, “And we are introduced to yet another face of Valian Styrke.”

“Indeed we are,” Valian said as he reached for the woman. He hopped back, avoiding her clawing hand. “You do like to scratch, don’t you, cat?”

“Cats do more than scratch!” the woman snorted, pushing up from the floor. Her body came up from the ground and she landed on one foot, kicking with the other. The instep of her foot collided with Valian’s forearm, a small puff of dust forming from the impact. 

“Those kicks,” Valian noted, blocking the next three kicks with the same ease he had blocked the first. “You seem to prefer arcing attacks over direct snap kicks. Tae Kwon Do?”

The woman had lifted her foot from the floor, but stopped short of engaging the attack. She looked at Valian and realized her previously landed kick had been due to surprise. He was set for her now, and he was better than she was... at fighting.

“Rah!” she shouted, taking a lunging step forward before jumping up and over Valian. She landed on the floor and he had a hold of her belt. Her back kick was instinctive and she grimaced in frustration he trapped her leg.

“Time to fly, cat,” Valian huffed, lifting the woman from the floor. She carried up in an arc, flipping three times before landing on her feet. “Nice landing, cat.”

The woman gritted her teeth, turning to run for the wall. “I’ll show you a cat!” She jumped to the wall and took another three quick jumps to land on the catwalk. She looked down to the floor where the young KnighT should have been. The squire was there, her arms folded as she leaned against the cell, looking at the woman and shaking her head.  She then pointed at the catwalk, a few meters down from where the woman was standing. The woman looked up to see the KnighT leaning forward on the rails of the catwalk.

“You like heights, cat?”

“Stop calling me that!” the woman yelled.

“Then give me your name!” Valian boomed, startling the woman with his voice. “Because... if it hasn’t dawned on you already... this isn’t going to stop until I either run out of healing aids or you run out of your stubbornness. You were involved in a plot to bring harm to my Praeceptor... or were you there to hurt my family? Either way, I want to know who and why... or I will mark where your ashes will be returned to the universe!”

“I can’t tell you,” she shouted. “He will kill me!”

“That is a possible future! You need to be concerned with the definite present!”

“It is the undeniable future!” she screamed. “You think you have the power to stand against these people?!”

“You went from fearing him to fearing them, cat,” Valian stated. “Who is he and who does he work for?”

“You are only a single KnighT!”

“You don’t know what I am!” Valian countered. “And apparently, neither do they. They sent you and your accomplices to capture us. You failed. You started with stun-sticks and when capture proved to be beyond their grasp, they turned to energy pistols. But still here we are.”

Valian took a step back and huffed in frustration before his eyes squinted. “Yes, the truth is there... somewhere inside you.” Valian sneered, holding up his right hand, a soft light sparkling to life in his eyes. Though he did not consider himself a telepath, the reading of surface thoughts was something he could perform. The woman had a tragic fear of the arcane arts that seemed to be well-founded. For Valian, that was a mystery for another time. He turned and looked at his hand. “... somewhere inside you.” The woman shrieked when his hand burst into black flames. “I shall have to dig for it! Annodia, ready the soul-catcher. The demons in our care will dine well tonight.”

“You think her soul is sufficient to satisfy their hungers, sire?”

“Damn, I shall have to revive her then... allow her soul to recover... and rip that out of her as well!” Valian took one step forward and he started to laugh. At first, it was just his simple voice, but then it began to echo as the immediate area grew dim.

The woman screamed, begging for her life as Valian drew closer. 

Black, steamy liquid dropped from the sides of his mouth, sizzling when it reached the stone floor. “Yes, my Master’s power is with me, and in his name, I shall burn her flesh and feed upon her soul!”

“Bruntelior!” the woman cried out. “Sir Evard Bruntelior! That is the man my mistress summoned. He was the one who arranged the trap!”

“And who is your mistress?!” Valian yelled.

“The Countess!” the woman stated. “Countess Lusorra Necaltiere!” 

The light returned to normal when Valian released his hold on the FantasioR he had summoned through his threshold. He staggered back a step, breathing deeply and rapidly. His hand was no longer on fire and the light in his eyes diminished. He nodded, swallowed hard, and closed his eyes. The long exercise routine had already taken its toll. Valian had driven his body to the point of fatigue and it was a struggle just to remain standing. He backed away from the woman as Annodia advanced, gun drawn and trained on the woman.

“Back in your pen, cat,” Annodia said softly. she could hear Valian reach the door and make his way back to the house.

“My name is Champanna,” the woman snapped.

“Congratulations,” Annodia smiled. “Cell. Now!”

“You look as tired as he is,” Champanna noted just before Annodia shot her in the shoulder.

“Argh!” Champanna screamed, rolling over in pain.

“Twice as tired,” Annodia shared. “I’d rather not have to drag you, but it’s not out of the question.” Annodia extended her arm away from her body to take better aim.

Champanna lifted her hand and got up, favoring her wounded shoulder. She limped to the cell and after the door was closed and locked, Annodia used the healing rod on the wound.

“Get some sleep,” Annodia directed before energizing the bars of the cell. “... I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”

“Why?”

“You just had to go and be likable,” Annodia complained. “Now he’s going to save you too.”

“No one can save me,” Champanna argued.

“Then when you speak to him next... change his name,” Annodia returned, turning off the lights. “Personally, I prefer Valian to No One... but if anyone could make it work...”

With the sun dropping  down beyond the horizon, there was an easy calm about the property... save for the souls that had been tasked with digging ditches and moving large stones from one side of the property to the other. Nothing was being built, save the means of earning a reprieve from Lady Gilestra DuZurne.

Kyle led Champanna up a hill to where Sandra and Cedric were seated, working on their data-pads. He ushered the woman to a seat that had been prepared for her and offered her a cool, green beverage.

Champanna looked at the glass and was very surprised to see the young boy take a healthy gulp of it before offering it a second time. She took the glass and thanked him for the consideration.

“Not bad, Kyle,” Sandra said softly without looking up from her work. “Still need to work on using words outside of your head, kiddo.”

“Right!” Kyle said, wincing in frustration before stomping the ground. “I almost had that one too. Frag it!”

Sandra smiled over at Champanna who was slowly sitting down. “Geniuses. Trying to get them to relate to pieces design that’s not something they dreamt up is still a bit of a climb for them. But they’re making the effort. Hi, I’m Sandra. Kyle was your escort and over there is his older twin Cedric.”

“We still don’t know if he’s older,” Kyle muttered.

“It was a fair coin toss,” Sandra snapped. “You lost. Deal!” Smiling over at Champanna again, the woman continued. “How’s your melon juice?”

“Is that what this is?” Champanna asked, looking again at the thick, near-neon green liquid. “I have yet to try it.” Putting the glass to her mouth and taking a small sip, the black-haired woman was very much surprised by the cool, rich, sweet flavor. “Oh my goodness, that’s good juice!”

“Success, Ced,” Sandra cheered, holding up her hand. 

Cedric smiled, getting out of his chair to rush over and slap his hand into Sandra’s. “You know what this means, right?”

“Hey, have I ever welched on a bet?” Sandra asked. Both twins sharply moved their heads to look at the woman. “Recently?! I meant recently.” The twins looked at each other and then returned to their work. “And enough of the creepy-staring stuff.” Cutting her eyes over to Champanna, Sandra whispered, “I swear they’re telepathic when they do that stuff.”

Champanna laughed before covering her mouth.

“Oh right, we’re the enemy,” Sandra reminded herself. “Can’t have a good time with the enemy.”

“Don’t give me that!” Champanna snapped. “Your fearless leader tortured me!”

“He faked you out,” Sandra said plainly, doing something on her pad that made it sound off. “Son-of-a-bitch!”

“Language!” the twins cried out together.

“Biscuit! I meant biscuit.” Sandra lifted her head, shaking it back and forth as she sighed in anger. She looked down with a frown, wanting to throw her data-pad away. “How in the known worlds do we get this stuff to work? And where did Val get this stuff?”

“He said he got it at the getting place,” Cedric answered, receiving a sneering glare from Sandra.

“And it’s not like that matters. These designs are tremendous!” Kyle added. “Most of the hard work is done.”

“We just have to make it work,” Cedric concluded.

“Good point, you two. Sorry, good points.” Sandra opened her eyes wide, took in a deep breath, and started again. “So... if we want to win again, sometimes we have to begin again.”

“He faked me out?” Champanna started. Without looking up, Sandra tossed a data-pad that landed in the woman’s lap. “And what am I supposed to do with this?” The data-pad activated itself and started playing back the interaction between Valian, Annodia, and Champanna. “Oh.” She watched the fight and winced at the mistakes she had made and the nearly-flawless moves of the man she was fighting.

“He was toying with me,” she thought, looking more closely at his technique. “Look at that brace-lock. I know some masters that can’t pull it off that fast.” When Valian advanced, holding up his hand, Champanna frowned. “Where’s the fire?!

“This playback has been edited,” Champanna claimed.

“Not it hasn’t, darlin’,” Sandra assured the woman. “Val’s just not up to fooling machines yet.”

“Fooling?” Champanna thought as she looked at Sandra. 

The former Marine could feel eyes on the side of her face and she looked up from her work. “FantasioR is the Energy our young KnighT has chosen to wield. Well, it’s the one he declared to the Nexus of Wonder, anyways.”

“The what?”

“Never mind,” Sandra waved it off. “That’s not the important part. All you need to know is that he planted the image of the fire, the light in his eyes, all of it... he put it all in your head. Around these parts it’s better known as an illusion or DreamCasting.”

“More like nightmare-casting,” Champanna offered.

“No, that is something quite different,” Gilestra said as she walked up the hillside. 

Kyle was quick to get up and pour her a glass of the fruit drink. “Milady?” he said, offering he glass.

“Thank you...”

“Kyle,” he smiled.

“Kyle! I’ll get it down sooner or later, I promise.”

“You already have it down,” Kyle said, “... you’re just waiting to see if we’re going to try and fool you.” Kyle turned and ran back to his chair as the smile fell away from Gilestra’s face. She looked at Sandra who eyes flared wide.

“Is he right?!” she asked.

“I’ve yet to know a set of twins that didn’t try such a prank,” Gilestra admitted. “Figured I’d catch them in an attempt and be that much more intimidating.”

“Sweetheart, they’ve seen you put Valian down on his back... almost at will! Trust me, you own intimidation!”

“Yes, on his back,” Gilestra thought. “But only the first time was at my will. It’s been work ever since, and it seems he gets better during our training sessions! Just half an hour ago, I had to press myself to get my shield up in time to protect my head against a beautiful counter move that I taught him two days ago... and it wasn’t that good-looking when I hit him with it!

“And you must be Champanna,” Gilestra said, walking over and offering her hand. “Lady Gilestra DuZurne. I am the trainer of Valian and his retainers.”

“And his retainers?” Champanna asked.

“Master Valian simply won’t have anyone in his service unable to defend themselves,” Gilestra shared. “It is not a common position, I’ll grant you. But I feel it’s a sound one.”

“Well, if you’re up here... what are they doing down there?”

“They’re saying ‘I’m sorry’,” Gilestra said in a lower and colder tone. “It’s an unsound practice: forgiving those who would attack either him or those in his service.”

“All of those people attacked him?” Champanna asked, getting up out of her chair. She started counting heads but stopped when she saw Kayjoe join the ranks of those hauling stones. “All of them?!”

“Just the ones wearing the ribbons on their arms,” Gilestra stated. “They either aided in the attempted coup or they were complicit in dodging their exercise regimen responsibilities. They owe me an hour before class and an hour after... for five days. After that, I will consider their apologies and render my decision to his lordship.”

“And the others that are out there working?” Champanna asked.

“Volunteers.”

“You didn’t volunteer?” Champanna asked, looking at Sandra.

“We all did,” the woman answered. “Somebody,” she said, gesturing toward Gilestra, “... wouldn’t let us help. Said we had work in our field to get done. Can’t really argue the point... because here lately, we certainly do.”

Champanna looked back at the people who were working. She could see an older L’Konno among them. He was huffing and puffing with the rest of them, but he had a smile on his face as he led the group in a song. He got out the first line before everyone joined in with him... the work pace did not increase, but the harmony in which they toiled certainly improved. 

“By the Stars!” Champanna gasped, finally getting a look at one of the dirtier laborers. “Is that Valian?!”

“The Lord of a house is responsible for all of those in his household,” Gilestra stated with an air of pride. Her shoulders squared as she stuck out her chest. “If one falters, the house falters, and the lord is responsible. He’s reported thirty minutes before the rest of them do and he has stayed to clean up after they’re done.” She could not disagree more with keeping Larry and Ereena. Yet, at the very same time, she could not be more proud of one she could ever claim she instructed. 

So many Lords... so many Ladies... so many would-be pillars of the Imperial Courts... how many could actually be counted upon to demonstrate the qualities that seemed to be in abundance in Valian Styrke? It was for that alone that Gilestra believed she would forgive all of their transgressions, while telling herself to keep an especially sharp eye on Larry.

Stepping to the edge of the hill, Champanna looked at Valian as he hefted one of the larger stones and put it on his shoulder. He sang with the rest of them, slaked his way through the mud with the rest of them. And when the person in front of him faltered, he caught them with his free hand and helped them to stand. 

“Your marker is in your leather, my Lady,” Champanna stated.

“It is.”

“Yet you present yourself as Lady Gilestra.”

“At my Lord’s insistence,” Gilestra explained. 

“Because he will not see you as anything less,” she said softly.

“No, because he will not have me see myself as anything less,” the KnighT corrected.

Champanna nodded her head once, watching Valian hand his stone to another man. The two made eye contact and the work stopped for a moment. The man receiving the rock was exhausted, nearly on the verge of collapsing. Valian did not release the stone he had been carrying. The tired man, with pressed lips and flaring nostrils, nodded at Valian who returned the gesture and handed up his stone. 

“Who is that man?”

“The architect of the insurrection,” Gilestra answered. “His name is Larry.”

Valian turned to make the trek back to get another stone. After Larry stacked the stone he had been handed, he looked at Valian’s back and stared for a moment, finally shaking his head and reaching for the next stone.

“Lady Gilestra, are you a person of honor?” Champanna asked.

“To my dying breath and at least one moment thereafter.”

“Would you die for this man?”

“If I was called to it... and Valian was to allow it... it would be the ultimate grace of this station and the greatest service I will have rendered.”

Champanna turned to look at the KnighT. She put down her glass and took the hand of Gilestra, putting her forehead to the back of the hand. “Then I too am sorry, Lady Gilestra. Please add my name to those you are considering.”

“If it is my lord’s will and grace, it will be done.”

“Excuse me,” Champanna said, turning to make her way down the hill. 

Only when the young woman was out of earshot did Gilestra turn to face Sandra. “Did you plan all of this?”

“Nope,” Sandra said as she lifted her glass well over her head.

On the far side of the work area, Quilori stood with Kethgeegan and Annodia as all three had been forbidden to participate in the toiling. The Olasson female looked up at Sandra, received the signal and smiled, nodding in acknowledgement.

“Not my plan,” Sandra admitted. “... but it was a plan.”

“What can she be working at?” Gilestra inquired.

Sandra shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t say for sure. It could be just the fact that Valian said something about liking her. But I do know this: we’ve got ourselves a fine batch of fanatic stew brewing up here.”

“You say that with an almost satisfied quality to your voice, Sandra,” Gilestra pointed out.

“Never forget, your ladyship... I’m Truebreed ... born, raised, and reborn in the fires of the Ardrian Marine Corps. We’ve never been the brightest, and most of the time we’re not the best. But one thing you can never say we lack... and that’s gumption. 

“An Ardrian looks at the word ‘impossible’ and sees a typo!” Sandra declared. “Valian never served in the Corps, but both of his parents did... and like me they put in their time two or three times over. Seems they raised him in a pretty blend of Ardrian Marine beliefs and an explorer’s sentimentality. Now that’s a bitch of a mix!”

“Language!” the twins exclaimed.

“Exception to the rule!” Sandra fenced with them before resuming her conversation with Gilestra. “Yeah, fanatic stew. People see wannabes all the time. They talk a great talk, but can’t walk half a meter. Well, here’s one who doesn’t speak unless he’s spoken to... and he’s three klicks down the road! That’s an awful pretty pot. 

“Smart money is that we’re all going to be cooked, sooner or later,” Sandra shared. “And if I have to go, I’d like to go in a pretty pot... no sticking to the bottom or the sides. Top that off with a cook that’s willing to jump into the soup with you... delicious!”

Gilestra finished her glass and was about to speak when Kyle moved quickly to fetch the pitcher and pour her a new glass. “Thank you, Kyle.”

“My pleasure, milady.”

“Sandra... you and I will have to engage in more of these talks. I like the sound of these Marines.”

“Beware the human heart that finds itself a noble cause,” Sandra said softly.

Looking down the hill at the people working as they accepted Champanna into their ranks without losing their harmony, Gilestra snorted a laugh. She lifted her glass and smiled. “To the stew and the master chef preparing it.”

“To the stew!”

“What bread goes best with fanatic stew?” Gilestra asked.

“Oh, that’s easy,” Sandra said with a bright smile. “Cornbread! It’s an Old Earth recipe that I’ve got–”

“I don’t need to hear it,” Gilestra notified. “I just need you to know that if he’s the stew... that cornbread is yours to make and bake. Best of skill to you, Marine!”

Sandra gladly lifted her glass to clink it against Gilestra’s. “To us all, Lady KnighT. Because the cook here is scary.”

“Scary?” Gilestra questioned. “What do you mean?”

“Valian,” she stated. “He’s young... full of fire... and he’s willing to wait before going after what he wants. Not your normal combination.”

“I’ve heard that when the stew simmers slowly, it often improves the taste of the broth.”

“That it does,” Sandra said before frowning at her data-pad. “Cripes! How the hell do we work in a hundred projector ports on a human body?!”

“Studs,” the twins said together.

“Work it into the design of the armour,” Cedric stated.

“People will think it’s just there for show,” Kyle added. 

“And what are we to this stew, Sandra?” Gilestra pressed, amusing herself with wondering how far the stew metaphor could be taken.

“First of all, we’re not together,” Sandra quickly clarified. “You’re the seasoning. Just the right spice to tenderize the meat and bring out the flavor.”

“And you?”

“Sweetheart, you’re looking at the stove. I’m talking a grill–top with six eyes and two ovens! But only one of those ovens is being used to make the bread.”

“What are you making in the other oven?”

“Somebody’s got to make a bowl that will hold this concoction!” 

The two women laughed as the horn sounded, signaling the end of the extra work time. Many dropped to their backs, others put hands on their knees and stood still, panting for air. Valian took a moment to stretch before he started collecting the digging tools. When he reached the shed, he was pleasantly surprised to see he had help with the collecting. Champanna put down all the buckets that were used and the two shovels he had missed. The two looked at each other for a moment and Champanna started to kneel. Valian was quick enough to catch her arm and lift her up. He then guided her to take hold of his right forearm as he took hold of hers. The two nodded and Valian brought her in for an embrace.

Sandra looked at Gilestra who was shaking her head in disbelief. The look on the woman’s face was easy to see, even from such a distance. Sandra snorted a laugh before speaking.

“Looks like we just added some cat to go with the main meat.”
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Valian emerged from his room and stopped to see so many of his retainers waiting for him in the corridor. They now wore the uniforms which had been made for them. Each wore the tan, brown and glaucous that were the colors of the House Jhormynn. Just over the heart, blank gold badges waited for the coat of arms of their lord and KnighT. The face of the group had become more uniform... but each person was still their own. 

“Pay up, suckers!” Larry shouted. “It was good news on the home front!”

“You were taking bets?” Valian asked.

“And why not?!” Larry said without the slightest hint of reservation.

“Small steps, Valian,” Annodia suggested as she slowly approached. “You just got him to walk upright a week ago.” While most laughed at the quip, Larry feigned his laughter.

“Hah, hah, haa, very funny... all the way to the bank,” he said, opening up his purse. “Pay up!”

Valian’s eyes gaped wide open as Kethgeegan made his way across the hallway, dropping credits into Larry’s bag. He then looked up at Valian and shrugged his shoulders.

“What? Things have been pretty quiet around here, aside from the moans and groans. I thought we were due for something to go very wrong. Give us a chance to start showing what we can do!”

“Interesting mentality,” Valian said, putting on his gloves and walking for the stairway. “Actually, we will have something to do and very soon. After four months in the Middle Rim, and only two attempts made on their personal security – only one reported – it would seem that the Duke is taking a respite from his dealings with the Interplanetary Amalgamation. He will be arriving at the estate in four days.”

“Four days?!”Annodia asked. “Then he must already be on his way.”

“No,” Valian said. “... since it is only a break away from the talks, he and Mother will be traveling by way of portal. But he is in fine health and he believes that they are nearing an agreement that both sides will be somewhat satisfied with.”

“That is good news,” Quilori remarked. “The Duke is a worker of fine miracles.”

“I have no doubt it took something of that nature to get this job done,” Valian agreed, reaching the bottom of the steps and he started for the front doors. “But let us focus ourselves on– Scatter!” Valian and Kethgeegan jumped straight up while others jumped over the railing of the stairway. Only Bef’Lurro was still on the stairs when the double doors were kicked in by Gilestra who walked into the house giving her battle cry. 

She fired her launcher, and a shell cracked against the stunned retainer’s chest. Blue smoke exploded all over his body and he fell down from the impact. Gilestra then lifted the launcher and fired up for the chandelier. More blue powder and smoke exploded, but the only things struck were the chandelier itself and ceiling.

“Behind you, Lady Gilestra,” Valian said as he landed behind her.

Gilestra quickly turned around, waving frantically. “No, Ereena, don’t–” 

Ereena fired, but her projectile passed through Valian and the false image of him faded out of sight as Ereena’s shot continued into Gilestra’s chest.

“... shoot,” the woman finished. “... it’s an illusion.” She sighed, spitting out blue powder.

The window above the front door shattered and Valian came flying out. Ereena hurried, reloading the launcher. She lifted the device at the same time that Kethgeegan came swinging out of the front door, flying feet first into her. She was knocked to the ground and her rushed shot was spoiled. Valian landed on his feet and rolled to absorb the impact of the drop. When he got back up to his feet, he looked down at Ereena and then over at his blue trainer. His face changed, looking at Bef’Lurro who looked pitifully sad that he had not moved when the order had come.

“Well, it wasn’t perfect,” Valian sighed. “Bef and I are going to be running laps tonight... but Lady Gilestra, how do you rate the rest?”

“I don’t remember calling–” the sounds of weapons charging and others clearing their sheaths surrounded the Lady KnighT and she could not help but smile. “Cease!” she commanded, shaking her head. “You people have definitely grown sharp and steady. 

“Bef’Lurro... you, and you alone, meet me after class.”

“Yes, Mistress,” the young man said softly before turning to look at Valian. “I failed you, my Lord.”

“No one here is without fault,” Valian replied.

“No one?” Larry asked, coming out from the side of the stairway.

“And some of us are even without worth,” Valian added as he walked back inside the house. A number of the retainers laughed, including Larry. “We train for a reason. Speaking of which, the basement awaits us.

“By the way, appreciate the assist, Kethgeegan,” Valian said softly.

“Say that to my brain,” the KnighT Counsel replied as he rubbed his temples. “You’re heavier than you look!” 

In truth, all of those who had visited the Nexus of Wonder knew that the bridge Kethgeegan had crafted had been a minimal application of his ability. Valian had not taken the opportunity to go back to the temple to ask the Nexus to explain its actions. For the moment, the Outer Rim was more trouble than it was worth, especially with the more pressing matters in the Inner Rim that Valian had on his mind.

Still, those that Valian had sent had been limited in what font of Energy they could pursue. All of them had been regulated to choosing a single Energy, and Valian had been relieved to hear that MannA had never been a consideration. After very little debate, the group had chosen EnerJa. 

Leading the group had been Boris, and since he was already capable of delivering electricity, the Nexus allowed him to learn of the disciplines normally reserved for an EnervationisT. The shape-shifter had excelled at Conversion and Conduction. 

Kethgeegan had chosen Coherent Light – with an added point of being able to make it black. The Nexus had warned the young man that making it black would not necessarily make it harder to see, but Kethgeegan had assured the Keeper that was not his intention.

Quilori had thought that Photonic Light would be a wonderful addition to her skills with Shadow MajiK. As the applications of the Energies was often an exercise of focus, Quilori soon established herself as the most gifted recipient.

Annodia had exercised her ambition and courage by choosing Power, a culmination of Force, Cold, Heat, Electricity, and simple Light disciplines. So far all she had been able to do was to form fields of Power surrounding her hands, but Lady Gilestra had been quick to take full advantage of that fact, and Valian’s squire could deflect energy blasts as well as punch holes in armour-reinforced walls. 

Reaching the basement, everyone approached their locker, changing from their clothes into the fighting gi each had been given. Lady Gilestra had insisted that Valian keep the teaching of Girzakki to his squire and his Counsel only. After the treachery of Larry, Valian found he had little ground to argue the request. So, it was Tae Kwon Do – with instruction from Gilestra and Champanna – which the retainers were all taught along with Sandra’s capacity for Hand-to-Hand Combat and Gilestra’s weapons training. Annodia and Kethgeegan covered the basics of tumbling and general athletics respectively. N’Char taught the group how to ride effectively along different terrains and how to adequately care for the animals that were their mounts. It was a mystery what the L’Konno man was doing with the horses when their riders were not around. Whatever it was, it took up most of the man’s time.

After thirteen weeks of intensive training – including all sorts of surprise attacks – the group of retainers was beginning to take shape. Quilori had more than once mentioned that the group could use an established HealeR in its ranks, but the correct candidate had yet to present themselves. 

The next point of interest for Valian – equipment.

Both Duke Vaiyorl and Praeceptor Jorkethian had made substantial donations to Valian’s coffers; the latter having done so after collecting on a sizeable wager during Valian’s performance at the Test Tower. That amount had been allowed to accrue interest for five years along with the annual deposits the Duke had made and continued to make. Even after the purchase of the tools Sandra had requested, Valian was looking at a sizeable fortune... and he was eager to add to it.

Valian walked into the warehouse and was yet again impressed with the amount of work that Sandra and the Gorrie Twins had managed to produce. 

“That was a nice fake out, Valian,” Cedric remarked, walking in front of Valian without looking up from his data-pad.

“Thank you, Cedric. Can you tell me where I might find Sandra?”

“To your left and thirty meters!” Sandra called out. 

“More like thirty-two point six meters,” Valian said softly, looking at the sleek chassis of a racing ground-car. Sandra’s legs were sticking out from under it.

“I heard that,” Sandra returned. “You keep to the measurements outside the vehicle. Let me see to the ones inside.”

“Aye, Chief. I just came by to see how things were coming along.”

“And?” 

“And to see when I might be able to start applying to some events.”

“So, what’s stopping you?”

“Your imposed moratorium on all such matters,” Valian said, starting to get a little confused.

The hover-pad Sandra was lying upon moved out from under the car and the brown-eyed woman looked up at Valian with a squint. “Oh, right... I did do that, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did.”

“And you’ve honored it, too, haven’t you?” she asked, wiping her hands.

Valian stepped back and held up his hands in protection and surrender. “No... wait... that was a foot race!”

“Was it now?”

“Okay, it was a foot race over the city,” Valian said, nodding in acknowledgement. “But I didn’t even use skates for that!”

“You were wearing skates,” she argued.

“I skated to get to the race and back again!”

“Did you win?”

“By eleven seconds,” Valian smiled devilishly.

“And how much did you net from that one?” 

“Eighty-seven thousand credits,” Valian informed. “With another sixty-three thousand in promissory notes.”

Sandra frowned, tossing her hand towel to the floor. “One hundred and fifty thousand credits?!” she nearly shrieked and Valian calmly nodded. “On a single race?!” Valian closed his eyes and continued to nod. “Is that how you managed to get me the higher grade capacitors?”

“Almost to the credit,” Valian replied. “Shipping costs pushed it over the amount.”

“You spent all of your winnings and more... on me,” Sandra said, putting her hands on her hips.

“You said you needed the capacitors  with the designs you’re working with,” Valian explained.

“This kid,” she thought, keeping from shaking her head. “Great leader... lousy administrator!

“Well, I sure as shit needed them,” she admitted, turning to walk over to a separate work area. 

Valian followed her, for a few strides. Once he saw the frame of the powered armour suit hanging above the floor, he froze, gasping for air.

“Guess I don’t have to ask what he thinks,” Sandra thought, grinning at the construct.

“We don’t have a name for it yet, but–”

“Kolinkar,” Valian said softly, finding the will to move again. “This one we name after my father. You have his file, yes?”

“Sure do,” Sandra nodded. “I guess we also know what to make this bad boy look like.”

“You’re doing some very good work, Chief,” Valian said softly.

“Me? No, I’m just a glorified cheerleader for most of the real innovation work, Val. You want to thank someone, thank those two over there.” Valian turned with the head gesture Sandra was giving and looked at Cedric and Kyle, busy at work on what appeared to be some sort of flight pack. The young KnighT was thrown by the structure, as it appeared to be very large.

“What are they doing now?”

“Working,” Sandra answered. 

Valiant smiled at the woman’s tone and was reminded he was in the company of not only an Ardrian Marine, but a Ground Chief and all he was to her at the moment was another flyboy. He had no place here, and Valian was not about to press the issue. He just chuckled and gave the woman a two-fingered salute.

“Aye-aye, Chief,” he said softly. “Message received and understood. Oh, and when you get around to the flyer, her name will be Arva. It’s Greek... it means Eagle.”

“That was your mother’s name, right?” Sandra verified.

“Yes.”

“We’ll take real good of the both of them, sir.”

“I have no doubt. It may be a few days before you see me again... the Duke and Duchess will be returning from the Middle Rim for a well-earned respite, and I intend to visit them.”

“We’ll be sure to keep the pieces of the stuff we break,” Sandra said, returning the salute. “Keep her nose up.”

Valian turned to respond, but stopped short of saying anything. His mind had been taken to another process, one of his Focused Memory. Instead of seeing Sandra, he looked upon Deck Master Chief McIntosh, remembering what he had been told and what he had read regarding her career.

“Chief, the Twins can work without you, yes?”

“They sometimes prefer it that way,” Cedric asserted without looking up from what he was doing.

“Shut up, you,” Sandra barked as she approached Valian. “What do you need?”

“You,” Valian said, turning to leave. “Come with me, please.” Valian then activated his comm-link. “Lady Gilestra, will you please meet me in the study?”

Three days aboard a slow-moving transport ship, it was clear to see that Valian was anxious. He managed to keep from pacing, but that was about the only obvious sign he kept from demonstrating. He was in the cockpit, standing between the pilot and co-pilot positions being manned by Hugh and Carlos respectively. They had been the two who had stood with Larry and Kayjoe during their insurrection attempt, but had come to think of Valian quite differently since that day. 

“Yes, hermano,” Carlos said with a bright smile. “I think that’s it.”

“It’s definitely an Imperial platform,” Valian noted. “Better start hailing them now. There’s no telling how long the verification process will take today. And, Carlos, no matter what they say, stay on script.”

“Si, Valian. I’ll stick to the page. Opening channel.”

“And I’ll slow our approach,” Hugh stated as he activated braking thrusters.

Nearly an hour later, the door to the transport opened allowing Valian to disembark his ship and board the Rammodior Platform, which was more like a city in space. He walked quickly, keeping his eyes sharp for everything that was in front of him.

“Okay, Keth,” Valian said softly, “you’re on.”

Moving to step ahead of Valian, Kethgeegan was the first to exit the tunnel, his eyes scanning for the person in charge of this section of the bay. The man stood out at once. One, for the look he gave at seeing Kethgeegan walk out of the tunnel and two, for all those that also looked at the Kethgeegan and then quickly looked at the slightly pudgy man with a frown forming on his face.

“This does not appear to be a maintenance crew,” the man muttered.

“Quite right, my good man,” Kethgeegan said loudly, hopping into a slow jog as he produced his Standard Marker. “We are an inspection team. My name is Kethgeegan, and I am Counsel to the Ward of Duke Vaiyorl Jhormynn. You may of course scan to verify.”

“I’ve seen enough markers to know the real from the forged, Counsel,” the man said as he straightened his uniform. “How can I help you?”

“We’re going to need you to say and do absolutely nothing,” Kethgeegan replied. “It’s not you or your department that we’re inspecting today. Still, I will need you to record in your logs the receiving of a maintenance crew. Mark the notation so that you can amend it later with the truth.”

Without hesitation, the round individual entered the note into the bay logs. He looked up to see Valian and his group come out of the tunnel. Valian looked at Kethgeegan, who smiled as he nodded, and without breaking his stride, he turned to enter the facility.

“That is the Duke’s Ward?!” the crew chief asked as he winced. “He’s so... pale!”

“Just between you and I, perhaps the Duke is trying too hard to present a unilateral face to his work,” Kethgeegan sighed. “However, he was only a True Lord when he first took the pallid in... now he’s a Duke. Could be a reason why he’s a Duke and we’re not, eh?”

“There might be something to that,” the man replied as Kethgeegan withdrew from him, keeping his thoughts to himself.

“And to think, a little over five years ago, I would have meant every word I just said. But it wasn’t sympathy that gained Vaiyorl the Ascension of Status. He was one of many who had the intellect to do the job he does. Surviving an assassination attempt proved that he possessed other qualities as well. That is what the Empress made into a Duke. I wonder if having a pallid Ward gave her hesitation.”

Illumination in the large, metallic, circular chamber increased just ahead of the doors sliding apart. It had been found out ages ago that long-range teleportation was simpler to do through space than through an atmospheric field. It certainly lessened the chances for outside interference.

Imperial troops filed in, walking quickly to their positions around the room. They were followed by two technicians who carried a small metal trunk between them. They walked just past the center of the room before they put the trunk down on the floor. Stepping back from the trunk, both technicians clapped the back of their left hands into their right palms held over their heads, thus summoning their protective wear. With their movement a little restricted, the technicians moved into position and waited.

When the doors opened again, Quybron led three robed and cloaked figures and four of his own men into the chamber. The Head of Security appeared to be pressed by an issue as he walked into the chamber.

“This just doesn’t make sense,” the man complained. “His Grace opted for the teleportation portal to be generated by Mechanix instead of MajiK?!”

“I can promise you that either process is sound, Lord Quybron,” the robed figure assured. “Though it is more expensive, it is the more common means of teleportational transit in the Middle Rim.”

“The Duke of Jhormynn is an Imperial citizen,” Quybron argued. “The man is a SpellCasteR of the finest form and power!”

“That is not in argument, sir, but we do have our orders... and you did verify the Duke’s signet seal.”

“Aye, that was his seal,” Quybron admitted. “But for him to make these changes... and after I teleported through. My conveyance came by way of MannA... it simply does not trek with the man I know to make such changes.” Quybron looked at his time-keeper and nodded. It was time. “But it would not be the first instance he has done something out of sorts and come away looking brilliant for it. Proceed, Administrator.”

After giving the signal, the technicians opened the trunk and removed a fully charged capacitor-rod and carried it inside the center ring, loading the device into the floor. Backing out of the ring, they closed the trunk as the device powered up to receive the transmission.

“The link has been established with the Phalmeen System,” a robed figure announced.

After a few sparks of light, a large portal formed in the center of the room... and three smaller portals formed along the wall of the chamber... but they were of a majikul origin and very much unexpected. Silvery lightning bolts arched out of each of the three additional portals striking those that stood closest, giving men – clad in gray body armour – a clear path to enter the chamber. The energy rifles they carried erupted in laser fire.

“We are besieged!” Quybron yelled, turning to step toward one of the portals, his palms pressed together until he completed the stride. His hands quickly parted and a Shield Spell was immediately released. 

The protective construct had only half-formed when the first energy bolt struck. The shield finished forming and Quybron, along with the three administrators, were protected... at least from two of the three portals. 

The third still possessed an open angle and it seemed that the attacker knew who to target first. Quybron was struck twice and driven to the floor. His armour had taken the brunt of the shots, and the man was still alive – still conscious, but seriously pressed. A flash of white light caused many in the room to scream from the pain of being blinded. 

The projected hologram of the ceiling was deactivated. Valian and his retainers dropped down from the ceiling, firing their weapons in practiced patterns that made the ten people seem more like an entire platoon. Valian landed near the center of the chamber with two pistols drawn; Annodia landed behind him, also with two guns, and the two stood back to back. The other eight landed with two retainers dedicated to each quarter of the chamber. Valian and Annodia stood as back-up for half of the room; each only fired once to assist the dedicated fire team.

“Annodia, if you would be so kind,” Valian said calmly. “Team Four, go for grenades to the portals.”

Annodia woman dropped her guns, reaching to her back where she produced a small metallic cube. Depressing the only switch on the device, she threw it into the portal forming in the middle of the room. 

Grenades were tossed into two portals just before all three portals closed, taking the men in gray armour with them. The portal in the center of the room began to flicker.

“We’re starting to lose the portal-lock!” one of the technicians cried.

“Booster is in the portal, Chief,” Annodia said into her comm-link. “Hit it now!” 

“Counting down from five,” Sandra replied as flash of silvery light fired from inside the portal, giving it cohesion. “Four... three... two...”

Light of an electric bronze color erupted from inside the portal at the center of the room. When it faded, the portal also faded, but that only made it easier to see the Duke and Duchess. Vaiyorl was just closing his shoulder bag when the light of his MannA faded away. He looked around the room, seeing the wounded... and the dead... and set his eyes on Quybron who was being helped to his feet by Valian.

“Valian?!”

“Oh, hello there, Father,” Valian said, catching the eyes of the Head of Security. Quybron nodded, patting the young man on the arm. Only then did the young KnighT turn to face the Duke. “My apologies, Your Grace. We–”

“Embrace me, son,” Vaiyorl whispered, walking toward Valian with his arms wide open. The two locked arms around one another and for a moment they remained still.

Valian looked over Vaiyorl’s shoulder to see Guysorla approach. He patted Vaiyorl’s back and moved to meet the Duchess halfway.

“Are you alright, Your Grace?”

“I’m not sure,” she replied, looking at the form of the man she had raised in her home. “Are you going to eat me too? Just look at you! Where is the boy I left behind not that long ago?”

“I ate him first,” Valian replied and the two laughed as they hugged one another. “And you’re wearing new jewelry,” he noted, pulling away to take a closer look at the gold and leather bracer with a large garnet center stone. “This has a bit of feel to it.”

“To the survivor go the spoils,” Guysorla said with a smile. “The former owner was so pressed to give this to me, I decided to assist in her ambition.”

Valian stepped back and closed his eyes. He put his hand to his chest as his nostrils flared. “I have to remind myself that you are spoken for, milady.”

“Quybron?” Vaiyorl said, walking over the man. “How do you fare?”

“Burned, bumped, and bruised, Your Grace,” he reported. “But still alive, thanks to your Ward. He expected this attack... and he was in the ideal position to thwart it. He and his men rained in like Dreadnaughts. I don’t even think they had to contend with any return fire. All I can say for sure is the launch point for this attack was not aboard this platform.”

“How can you say that?”

“The grenades his people lobbed into the portals will have gone off by now,” Quybron explained. “... and I am not receiving any blast alarms anywhere else on the platform.”

“Is everything alright over here?” Valian asked, walking with Guysorla on his arm.

“You saved my life, young man,” Quybron spoke first. “I’ll not soon forget it.”

“You mean you won’t start being genuinely grateful until you rule out whether or not I staged the attack just to foil it,” Valian returned.

“Valian!” Guysorla exclaimed. “That’s not what we think at all.”

“That’s not what you think, Mother,” Valian said, without taking his eyes off of Quybron. “But Master Lotansheer here would be less than his station if he did not at least have the suspicion in his mind.”

“Just as any good KnighT of a standing House would suspect me for doing the same,” Quybron returned, matching Valian’s stare. “Let us both be diligent about our duty then.”

“Make no mistake, Lord Quybron. Diligence is merely the beginning!” Valian ushered Guysorla over to her husband and gave only a single hand signal before turning to leave the room. His retainers fell in behind him. They did not march, but it was easy to see they moved as one.

“You don’t really suspect Quybron, do you?” Annodia asked after she took her place at Valian’s side.

“Not for the first moment,” Valian replied. “The man has damn-near died for the Duke on more than one occasion... but I want him to be suspicious of me.”

“You do?!”

Valian nodded once as the doors closed behind the last of his people. “For this to work, he’ll need to be more than that!”



Invest in the human soul. Who knows, it might be a diamond in the rough. 

Mary McLeod Bethune 
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(Rims Time: XI-4808.30) 

It was a bright morning at the Jhormynn Estate. There was not a single cloud in the sky. Yorlson stood well behind Shonsatah and Pirion as they anxiously awaited the arrival of the transport. Fighters flew overhead first, followed by a gunship. All three children noticed the increased security, but only the younger two made any sign of recognizing it, and there was noticeable relief when the transport touched down. 

The Duke and Duchess finally arrived, greeted by passionate embraces from the two youngest children followed by a formal greeting from their first-born and his entourage. While Guysorla appeared to be surprised by the reception Yorlson delivered, Vaiyorl took everything in stride, maintaining a smile. His visage remained pleasant as he was led from the landing pad into a reception Yorlson had arranged in the ballroom.  

“And to think... we came home to get some rest,” Guysorla said softly as she waved at some of the cheering attendants. 

“Mother, please,” Yorlson said, almost dismissively, “these are dignitaries of the Empire. The two of you have been to foreign lands, successfully representing the Empire, enduring attempts on your life! We do this for the Throne!”

Husband and wife exchanged looks with one another, but were distracted by a thunderclap that seemed to rattle the entire house. With most of the guests looking around, Vaiyorl suppressed a smile when he saw lightning strike the outside patio deck. Walking out of that flash of light was Valian, dressed in very formal attire that seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. He entered the ballroom and engaged the attendants of the affair with a bright smile and a bit of spectacle as he spoke.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed, “... friends and family... honored guests... the Duke and Duchess Jhormynn present for your entertainment, a trek through a world fantastic!

“Now I know what you’re thinking,” Valian said softly as he split into three images of himself. In a room full of SpellCasteRs, he managed to still evoke gasps of astonishment. After all, all those sensitive to the flow of MannA had no warning of the performed feat; no Energies were detected. “... what can a simple Ward know of such things?! What if I were to tell you that is it not a Ward you are looking upon now? At least, not a simple one.

“Some of you know me through my time upon the Test Tower, oh so many years ago,” Valian said as each image slowly became the boy he was on that day. Then those three became nine, spreading out on the ballroom floor. “Yet much has changed since then, and so have I,” Valian returned to his age, but not before the nine became twenty-seven. “So have we all... but one thing remains constant: the light will always be alluring.” Each of the Valian images became a small point of light and ascended from the floor. “The light within us... the light around us... we are drawn to it, just as you are drawn to me!”

The points of light exploded, showering the guests with glitter and streamers and fireworks that tickled instead of burning. There was laughter and applause as Valian appeared in the middle of the ballroom floor after another burst of light.

“How is he doing that?!” one patron asked.

“All I know is that it isn’t MannA,” another stated.

“It’s too beautiful a day to spend inside,” Valian claimed, turning to face the doors he had entered through. “Come with me, good people. Follow the light!” Valian’s body exploded in a stream of light that extended to the doors, opening them when it reached the doorway, and then flashing out onto the property. 

Running like delighted children, the attendees rushed out of the ballroom only to find a field of tents awaiting them. The carnival had come to the property, and every carnie wore a black bodysuit and either a comedy or tragedy theatre mask. The fire-swallower spat a column of flame up into the air. The cloud-dancer leapt through the column, tumbling toward the ground, but ascended just before reaching the grass.

Appearing behind Quybron, Valian clapped his hands down on the man’s shoulders and ducked when the Security Chief came around with a back-fist encased in MannA. 

“Well swung, Lord Quybron,” Valian said with a bright smile as he walked toward the Duke and Duchess. “And there you are, you two.” He embraced them both and closed his eyes to feel their arms wrap around him.

“Valian, what have you done?” Guysorla asked.

“It’s quite obvious,” Vaiyorl said, taking his wife by the hand. “... he’s given us the means by which to make a very stately departure. Yorlson, this is your affair, I am sure you will see to it. Give our regards to our guests. Come along, my love.” The Duchess giggled as her husband quickly led her away from the greeting platform to the door leading to the corridor. She was still laughing when they reached the stairs leading to their bedchambers.

“Do you know what you have done?!” Yorlson spat, glaring at Valian.

“Why yes, I’ve given the people a real show to enjoy!” Valian replied. “Look at them, they’re loving it!” 

Valian stepped closer to Yorlson and spoke in a softer tone. “But I have to inquire: if this was for the Duke, where was his constituency? I only saw one of his Barons... and of course there was True Lord H’Tanvor. But there do seem to be a number of people here who are some relation or connection to sitting members of the Imperial Council of the Mage.  

“Such a stately soaring simpleton you are,” Valian chided, grasping Yorlson’s jacket, snatching his body as if it were a handkerchief.

Yorlson had never personally experienced such strength, and he had only once before known such fear as the sort that gripped him. On that day, Valian had been there to save him. Yorlson only managed an incoherent stammer but nothing else.

“You’re the son of a Duke!” Valian barked. “One who was appointed by and remains in the excessive graces of the Empress! Don’t you understand that those people should be clamoring after you?! Scraping to be in your favor?!” Valian put his other hand to the opposite lapel and lifted Yorlson from the floor. “They should be looking up to you! But you’ve given them nothing to see!”

Valian brought Yorlson down, testing the strength of his legs. Again he was found wanting as he stumbled to the floor. He shook with fright, looking at Valian who snorted in disgust looking down at the Duke’s Proxy.

“And now you have a working example of what I mean,” Valian grumbled, turning to leave the room. “Oh, and just to be sure... the reception was a good idea, socially speaking. But it showed a lack of consideration of our parents’ time, and it was poorly executed. If you had simply made the announcement of the affair and waited for the requests to attend, that would have been a successful manipulation of power.”

“Do you know what I will do to you for this?” Yorlson uttered, finally able to speak.

Valian stopped and turned to face him. “No... what? What will you try to do, Yorlson?

“You are the Duke’s Proxy and when he is away, you are the master of this house. But I am the Duke’s Ward and now I am also his KnighT... his first and only KnighT! Do you know what that entitles me to? Challenges! No matter what action you put into place, if it is against me or mine – and like it or not, you are one of mine – I have the right to challenge your policies, your authority and standing, even your existence if I see fit! So choose your champion, Brother, and let us see what fool volunteers to share your fate!

“I was a child when I bested the Test Tower, Yorlson,” Valian pressed. “I bested that tower and the fate you left me suffer. I was a child then, before becoming the Phytos of Ulreejun Jorkethian for five years. Do you have any idea what he taught me? There were people in this room who saw me disappear from sight, and all they could say was that it wasn’t MannA... and they were right! It wasn’t. But that is not the only power in this realm. 

“Make your aspirations to MajiK, Yorlson,” Valian taunted. “Get in line with all the others who want so desperately to be a Master SpellCasteR. My Energy yearns to be with me!” he asserted as light flared in his eyes. He did not sustain it long, and his stance returned to a normal posture. “Imagine what woe I can heap upon you now.” Valiant walked out of the ballroom and into the corridor. He turned without stopping and headed for the double doors leading out, his head lowered as if he were brooding over something.

Over halfway down the corridor from the ballroom, Valian felt a presence, but he decided not to pay it any mind. Out of his peripheral vision, he could see a woman standing against the wall between a suit of armour and the bust of Guysorla’s grandfather.

“That was impressive,” Olpria Tunique said as Valian walked by. He stopped, brought his head up, and turned to look at the woman. She was tall, comely, and incredibly inviting. “You are a man who understands what it is to wield power.”

“Is that what I am?”

“At the very least,” she purred, smoothing the would-be wrinkles out of her form-fitting dress.

“And what are you?”

“I am Olpria,” she said with a slowly-forming smirk.

“That is a most peculiar name for an intoxicant,” Valian said, walking to the woman. She held out her hand for him to address, but he walked right by it, wrapping his right arm around her waist, lifting the woman up to her toes as he brought her close. Her left hand was on the side of his face, her right was placed on his chest as his lips descended to hers. 

Olpria muffled a protest, but it was half-hearted at best, and only partially uttered as her hand moved to the back of his head. She felt the hardness of his chest muscles and moaned as he pressed his mouth down on hers with more force. Their mouths only parted long enough for their lips to assume better positions. Olpria moaned again as she teased his tongue with her own. She opened her mouth to allow him entry and her hands fell to his shoulders, gripping at the clothing and the flesh underneath as he took her tongue into his mouth.

Valian put his left hand in the center of her back, his fingertips applying pressure to her back muscles and her spinal column. He kissed her more passionately as her hips undulated into his body. His hand then moved up her back to her shoulders where he applied pressure again. It was a short distance to her neck and the back of her head where he grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her lips away from his. His mouth fell to her neck near her chest where he continued his oral assault. 

“N-N-Not,” Olpria panted, feeling his mouth on her shoulder, her body totally under his control. “Not here.”

“Do you prefer it here?” he asked, kissing the side of her neck, moving slowly up to the side of her jaw. “Hmmm, such a unique taste!” 

“And there is so much more to delight you, sire,” she panted.

“No, you misunderstand,” Valian said, stopping abruptly and stepping back from the woman. “I said a unique taste. I never said it was a good one. After I’ve had an opportunity to sample refuse, then I will have a better reference. Good day!”

Valian turned and walked for the doors to the manor. He was fairly impressed not to hear anything from the woman, even though her untrained mind told him everything she was thinking and feeling. He smiled as he started down the steps to the drive.

Kethgeegan drove up in a hover-car, wearing a very cross look on his face. It was a smile of pride mixed with a stare of fear. He removed his earpiece and started shaking his head.

“You’re late,” Valian noted.

“You’re fortunate I came at all,” Kethgeegan returned. “I have to tell you, I wasn’t sure that driving onto the property was going to be a good idea, self-preservation wise. What were you thinking when you said that bit about her being a unique taste?”

“I wasn’t thinking anything!” Valian snapped, coming short of admitting that thinking straight was something he was having a hard time doing at the moment. “That’s what you said!” 

“I didn’t think you would actually say it to the woman!” Kethgeegan claimed. He engaged the drive and pulled away from the estate. “I think it’s fairly obvious that she wasn’t armed.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Valian muttered, adjusting the neck of his shirt.

“What?”

“No, I don’t think she was,” he spoke more clearly.

“I suppose you’re done thinking about what you’re going to do,” Kethgeegan concluded.

“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Valian said in a regretful tone. “Short of a miraculous change of heart with Yorlson, he’s always going to compete with me. It’s a race he should have never started... and one he can never win.”

“Uh oh, you’re getting philosophical again,” Kethgeegan grumbled. “Before I lose you altogether... how did she rate?”

Valian took in a deep breath before blowing out slowly. 

“That good, eh?”

“I’ve had better.”

Kethgeegan smiled, knowing to whom he was referring. He just nodded in agreement and continued to drive.

“Let’s get back to the house as quickly as we can.”

“You expecting a delivery or something?” Kethgeegan asked.

“Yes I am,” Valian admitted. “More of Lady Gilestra’s training. I just made a very serious claim to my ability. I think I should be about the business of being able to back it up.” 

“Don’t worry, Brother. You won’t stand alone.”

“Yes I will, Brother,” Valian thought. “Before it is all said and done, I will definitely stand alone!”



The shell game takes on new dimensions when the one who’s guessing realizes that they are, in fact, the pea. 
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Valian was very still as beads of sweat rolled down his face, neck, chest and back. His feet remained in the special chairs Gilestra had made specifically for this exercise, though ‘torture’ might have been a more accurate description.

His arms extended out from his sides, his hands continued to manipulate the weighted rods as they randomly shifted their weight. The weights on his shoulders and the ones that hung from his thighs continued to pull him down, but his breathing remained even and slow.

“Two minutes,” Gilestra noted. “Your concentration is beginning to drift.”

“Someone’s coming,” Valian said softly. “... and they’re running.”

Lady Gilestra stepped forward and took the weights from his hands, turning them off as she smacked the catches of the leg weights. Valian removed the shoulder weights and then caught the towel his trainer tossed to him.

“I still don’t like keeping things from my family,” he stated, sounding agitated.

“And we’re only following Jorkethian’s instructions,” Gilestra replied. “When you are ready to assume the mantle of knighthood, you may do things entirely your way. But not one moment before.”

Valian sighed, nodding in agreement. “Understood, Mistress.”

“Still, it’s good that it aggravates you.”

The door to the room opened as it was being knocked on. Bef’Lurro put his fist to his mouth in surprise, quickly apologizing for opening the door.

“It wasn’t fully closed, Bef,” Valian explained. “But please, come in. What warrants you running all the way up here?”

“One of the Rammodior Platform technicians sent you this,” the man said, holding up a data crystal. “She said you would want to view it.”

“Take it to the War Room,” Valian instructed. “Please, have everyone join me there.”

“At once, milord,” Bef’Lurro said with a bow. He turned and started running to complete his task.

Lady Gilestra looked to the floor before turning her eyes to Valian who was putting on his shirt. “That didn’t take long,” she said.

“You presume this is a report that Yorlson was at the platform,” Valian stated before smiling. “... but what else could it be, yes?”

“What else could it be?”

“Is it too much to hope for a surprise?”

“Once more I will say: it is good that it aggravates you.” 

Valian had outgrown his distaste for calling the chamber the War Room. The more he engaged with his studies, the more he could see that even a peaceful existence among other people would require a certain mastery of combative tactics and abilities. For every mind that could be reached with reason, there were ten that would never be willing to begin the process unless they had something to fear from the one bringing reason to the discussion. Knighthood presented a fearful enough face. Mastery within its community would indeed afford Valian a measure of peace. But that was still a long climb, and he had a number of obstacles between where he was and where he wished to be.

The data crystal was activated and the face of one of the befriended technicians appeared. There was some light applause as congratulations were conveyed upon Kethgeegan.

“I take it this is one of your contacts, Keth?” Valian inquired.

“She was particularly taken with how our little group managed to restore order so quickly,” Kethgeegan admitted. “I believe she thinks we’re members of the Imperial Guard.”

“Technically speaking, while we still stand for the Duke, she is right.”

“Then I don’t feel half as bad for what I told her,” Kethgeegan revealed. He smiled at Valian as the young KnighT turned to look at him. “Yes, you would rather not know.”

“As you wish,” Valian said, folding his arms.

“This is Soldavia,” the woman said as the recording was allowed to play. “It happened just as you predicted: the Duke’s Proxy arrived early this morning and demanded to review the surveillance data crystals. I was in the room as he looked through them.” The woman shook her head as she looked around. “I don’t know what unit you’re with, my Master, but know that I am your loyal servant. 

“The Proxy reviewed each of the crystals,” she continued. “... growing more belligerent with each playback. You and your group didn’t even show up on the screens until you started firing! How did you manage that?!”

Quilori waved her hand over the console holding the crystal, pausing the playback. “Yes, how did we manage that?” she asked, staring at Valian. “I gave you the charged gemstone that allowed for the Invisibility Spell... but that only fools the eyes of the living. Electronic devices are still able to see me when I use that spell.”

“I know,” Valian said, looking over at Sandra. “But the Gorrie Twins long ago perfected the range and capability of the Ardrian Scrambler Field. Using that in concert with the gem you gave me rendered our group unseen and unheard. We entered the chamber and climbed up to the rafters about two minutes ahead of Quybron’s entrance.”

“But how did we know the attack was going to happen?” Larry asked, standing up from his seat. “Sorry. Excuse me, sir, bu–”

“It’s alright, Larry,” Valian said softly. “Let’s just say that my family has long since had the ability to take a peek into the future and see some of the more pivotal moments in time. I took a peek and saw that the Duke and Duchess were going to be attacked.”

“And did you see us thwarting that attack?” Larry asked.

“What you’re trying to ask is did I know if we would all walk away from the engagement,” Valian stated, looking at the floor. “The answer is no, I didn’t know. I had faith in our ability, but my peek doesn’t let me see what’s going to happen the moment I interfere with that point in time.”

“So you saw dipstick here–”

“His name is Yorlson Gurguy Jhormynn, first-born of Duke Vaiyorl Teego Jhormynn,” Valian said sternly, locking his eyes on Larry’s. “He is my brother, the Duke’s Proxy, and neither stated fact will you be allowed to overlook again!”

Larry took in a deep breath, holding up both of his hands. “Right. He’s your idiot and no one else’s.”

“Exactly.” 

“Got it. But did you also take a peek to see him going to the platform?” Larry asked.

“That wasn’t necessary. Some things do not require an eye that can see through time,” Valian stated. “I need to speak with my Counsel and Trainer. Annodia, Champanna, Sandra, if you would also remain, please. The rest of you, make sure your go-packs are up to date and ready. There’s simply no telling when we might have to engage the field.

“And if you would be so good to keep an eye on them, Quilori,” Valian thought after relaxing his normal mode of mental defenses. “Can you do that and maintain our rapport?”

“That I can and will do, Master,” Quilori projected.

Valian began pacing as many in the room took their leave. 

Lady Gilestra followed them to the door to close it after they departed. She turned to look at her student and lord. “Is there anything you want to share with us?”

“That was the point,” Valian muttered, as he continued pacing. “When I put my hands on him... that was the point of no return.”

“Yes it was,” Annodia said, stepping into his path. “When you put your hands on Yorlson to help him up the Test Tower, you passed the point of no return.” Her emerald eyes stared up at him and they did not waver. “As I recall, you put your hands on a number of people that day.”

“He can’t help it,” Kethgeegan added. “If he sees something in trouble, he’s got to touch. He can’t not touch!”

“You are all disturbed,” Champanna frowned, watching the three interact with one another. 

“And what do you think you’ve been doing, helping me teach martial arts to the other retainers?” Lady Gilestra asked rhetorically. “This is a very pervasive contagion you’re dealing with, woman. One moment, you’re living what you think is a very good and adequate life. Superlative even! And then, you see something or do something and the person you thought you were has been dismissed, replaced by a fanatic, ready to give their life to the cause.”

“As far as causes go, at least I like this one,” Champanna added.

“Good. Then you’re ready to die for it,” Gilestra concluded, turning to Valian. “Tell the young fool how she’s going to court death.”

“I have a mission for you,” Valian started. “... a very difficult mission. Some might even call it foolhardy. But I’m hoping that will be one of its saving graces.”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

(Rims Time: XI-4809.05) 

“What were we thinking?!” Champanna shouted as the wind whipped harshly across her face.

“I can’t say that we were really thinking at all,” Kethgeegan admitted. “It’s one of his affects. You stand close to him long enough, and before you even realize your way of thinking has changed, you’re saying yes to a mission to infiltrate a floating fortress!”

The robot drone banked into a tight approach vector, flying into a tunnel where there was little room for piloting error. 

“We need to make sure we don’t stay in the same room as that man in the near future,” Champanna stated, holding on tight to her hand grips and closing her eyes. 

She had been told many times that while she would be riding on the outside of the drone, she would not be outside of its outermost dimensions. Where sections of the tunnel had come together, the securing framework jutted out from the wall, coming within centimeters of the sides of the drone. Which also meant it came within centimeters of her.

“This freedom thing is highly overrated,” she thought. “I might have been better off as a slave!”

“Time to play dead,” Kethgeegan signaled. 

A beep came from his chest and two more came from around the drone as it passed through the last three joined sections. Only here, each securing framework generated an energy field designed to eliminate all living matter. When the drone flew through the first field, they could hear the squeal of dying rats and the popping sound of insects that were being eviscerated.

“Sixty-nine percent,” Kethgeegan thought, reading the display in his goggle as they flew through the first barrier. “Thirty-four percent,” he winced, flying through the second. He gritted his teeth as his body grew tight. If the third and last barrier was as strong as the second, Sandra’s protective field would be overwhelmed, and she had promised that would be a very painful experience... provided anyone was alive to feel it. He opened his mouth and blew out slowly as the drone began to slow down. It had already passed through the third barrier and he closed his eyes after seeing his readout drop to two percent. Electricity was still arcing over the drone, and their bodies, when it came to a stop and initiated the process of collecting the garbage receptacle.

“Is it me or did it get a little warm?” Kethgeegan asked, hopping from the drone to the closest wall. “Switching over to stealth field.”

“Acknowledged,” Champanna said softly. “My field is only reading eighty-seven percent integrity.”

“Eighty-three here,” Kethgeegan reported. “The primary function of these fields is to keep us out of sight. We need to be extra careful to keep it quiet.”

“Then we might want to start with shutting up, right?” Quilori said as she bound from the drone to the wall, landing without making a sound.

“And maybe send our thoughts to the only person who could pass for a telepath in this little group,” she projected as she started up the garbage drop shaft. The others had special boots and gloves that Sandra had given to them. The Olasson woman hopped up to the first seam in the shaft, landed on the three-centimeter wide ledge, and jumped up to the next seam.

“I don’t think you really want to hear my thoughts right now, Lori,” Champanna thought as she started her climb.

“I’ll go along with that,” Kethgeegan thought.  “... but if you think we’re in a bad place, how do you think the others are doing?”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

Her ample bosom pressed against his flesh, but the tide of passion had come and gone. The elegant woman was now asleep with her head resting on his chest, her right arm and leg draped over his body in a nocturnal embrace. 

Evard Bruntelior’s left hand came out from under the satin sheet, catching the wrist of his assailant. The wet dagger froze centimeters from Lusorra’s flesh. 

“Nay, coward!” the man boomed as he squeezed the wrist.

Lusorra awoke with a jump, gasping at the sight of a man, clad in black leather armour, in her bed chambers. He was both hooded and masked, and though he had managed to penetrate the Countess’ security, her KnighT seemed to have matters well in hand. She took the top sheet to cover her naked body while moving to the far side of the large bed.

“You’ll not have an easy conquest whilst I breathe,” Evard vowed as he twisted the arm he held. The struggle was brief and the dagger was dropped. 

A second figure stepped out from behind the first, jumping to land a powerful cross to Evard’s chin. His grip was spoiled as his head was sent back to the pillow. His attacker landed on the foot of the bed, turning to face the Countess.

“Away with you!” Lusorra commanded, using her free hand to gesture toward the bed. The fitted sheet on the bed ripped in half with the lower portion wrapping around the body standing on the foot of the bed and rolling them onto the floor.

“Sword!” Evard called, reaching out for his weapon. The weapon responded instantly, coming out of its scabbard and flying to its master’s hand. 

“Not so fast,” the black clad figure whispered, his voice sounding synthetic as he stepped forward, kicking the hilt of the blade. The pommel was lifted up and over Evard’s hand and he missed the catch. The sword continued its trek, now tumbling in air. It finally came to a stop in the wall with the Countess screaming at how close she had come to being struck by the blade. With her concentration broken, the sheet was no longer able to hold the second figure captive.

“Countess!” Evard called to the woman.

The first black-clad figure lunged forward, driving his fist into Evard’s crotch. “That’s both of your swords, KnighT!” A quick strike to the throat further inhibited the large man.

“Well, this is going well,” Valian thought, smirking underneath his mask and taking hold of Evard’s head and shoulder. He could hear that they were about to have company.

“Master?” Wunkran called as he entered the room with sword and shield at the ready.

“Right here,” Valian huffed as he pulled on the large mass he had taken a hold of. He snatched Bruntelior up out of the bed and sent him across the room, colliding with the eager KnighT that had just come into the room.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Annodia hissed from underneath her mask, drawing and firing her blaster before the Countess could get off an incantation. She fired three times, each time to miss, but she did not miss by much, and the blaster bolt explosions made Lusorra scream in fright again. 

“Slay them!” Evard’s voice was strained, and he was unable to stand or see clearly. His head had met with Wunkran’s shield and he was still doubled over from the blow to his crotch.

Briash, the second of Evard’s two-KnighT escort entered the room, though he did not appear to be as awake as the first. Valian almost hated landing the blindside tackle he put to the man’s side, driving his head into the wall. 

“For my Master!” Wunkran yelled, getting up from the floor and lunging with his sword. His thrust just missed Valian’s back as the black-clad KnighT ducked and spun around, smacking the overly-extended weapon away. 

“Some KnighT,” Valian hissed, lunging forward. 

Wunkran met Valian halfway, placing his bodyweight into a ramming attack with the shield. A sliding Valian tripped the charging Wunkran who stumbled to the floor.

“Kill her already!” Valian yelled as alarms started sounding.

“Yes,” Annodia said, drawing her second blaster. She fired both weapons at Lusorra who had just erected a personal shield... she had also released her hold on the sheet as bronze light sparked alive in her eyes. “No!”

“Terrace!” Valian shouted, landing a side-kick to the side of Briash’s head. He dropped to his knees, struggling to remain conscious, and Valian turned for the terrace doors. He dropped a small black cube just as he cleared the bed.

Annodia reached the doors first, wrapping her fist in Power energy before punching into the doors. With only a slight twinge of pain registering on her hand, the double sliding doors exploded away from the wall and out onto the terrace.

Under the protection of her shield, Lusorra summoned her armour. Yellow fire burst from her center, burning around her body, and quickly forming into black and sapphire armour. She stood up out of her fading shield, smacking away Evard’s sword. Bronze electricity flowed over her armour, concentrating itself in her hands and around her eyes. 

“Remember, more out than up,” Valian huffed as he ran behind Annodia. He watched Annodia jump far too soon to clear the terrace. Power Energy had been wrapped around her feet and it exploded when she landed on it, sending her away from the terrace like a rocket. “Of course... that works too!”

“Maelstrom!” Lusorra yelled, throwing both arms forward. She generated twelve massive MannA Bolts that streaked across the room. The bolts flew with more rage and power than any measure of precision. But still, there were ten separate missiles. The first missed the black-clad man, but not the second, third, or fourth. Each bolt delivered its explosive power and just before her target could explode, he faded.

“Impressive spell,” Valian said, dropping his veil of invisibility at the same time his fist hammered into Lusorra’s jaw. She spun to the floor, contending with the incredible power of the blow and the backlash of the spell she was holding. “Don’t die on me yet,” he said, focusing on his body as he broke into a run. 

By the time he reached the edge of the terrace, he was running at his best speed and he pushed from the edge. His body sailed out before gravity took hold. Valian held his form and continued moving away from the floating domicile. His body cleared the foundation ring by two meters as he entered open sky. He smiled when he heard the engines of the sky-bike coming from above him. He looked to his left to see K’Vatti on the back of the vehicle and Annodia already in her position on the right runner of the vehicle. Valian took hold of the wing of the bike and pulled himself into the left runner position. A belt wrapped around his waist as the main engine fired for full thrust. K’Vatti swerved to her right. An explosion going off to the left told Valian why, and he patted her leg in acknowledgement. 

Feeling a little anxious, Valian looked back. “Just about any time now will do,” he thought, looking at the Countess, her bent-over KnighT, and his two staggering aides. “Any time right about now will do!” 

“Countess!” one of the guards came running into her room.

“You’re a little late, guardsman,” Lusorra whined, putting her hand to her head as she was still dizzy. “... and where is my supposed Chief of Security?! Didn’t he hear the alarm?”

“Hear it? Milady, Captain Drolov was the one who set it off!”

“What?” Lusorra asked.

The guard looked at the destruction, looking very confused. “What happened here?”

“Where is Drolov?”

“He’s in your study... where the break-in was.”

“The what?!”

“This... was... a diversion,” Evard winced.

A small shuttle came around the side of the estate. It was black, very sleek, and with the oversized engines it was clear it had been built for speed. It flew around the floating estate and rendezvoused with the sky-bike before firing boosters, climbing to break atmosphere.



The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them. 

Ernest Hemingway
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(Rims Time: XI-4809.06) 

It was a bright and sunny day on this side of the moon. Though it was closer to midday for those who were walking about, it was morning to the cliffs. Valian put his hands on his hips and breathed in deeply. The cool, thin mountain air was almost cleansing and he smiled at the duality of the warm sun versus the cold air.

“Are you certain you wish to do this?” Valian asked, turning to look back at the Duke.

“What is there to question?” Vaiyorl asked. “What you have been using as a residence is insufficient for your needs. The horses will enjoy running over the hills to the east and south...

“But not the north,” both men said together, repeating what the pilot of the transport had said at least half a dozen times. Valian smiled and Vaiyorl laughed as he approached his Ward, taking hold of his shoulder.

“And don’t forget, the network of caves in these hills,” the Duke continued. “If I recall correctly, they lead up into the mountains.”

“Do they, seriously?” Valian asked with a slight frown, turning his head to look at the mountains that looked closed enough to grab from where he was standing.

“At least two tunnels I’m told,” Vaiyorl replied. He turned to face the mountain range. The castle had been built at the foot of the range and actually into the rock. In truth, the man had always thought the property was ugly, but at least it could be of use to Valian.

“Two. Hmmm.”

“Now that one I heard,” Vaiyorl said, pointing at Valian.

“I’m just waiting for you to get to the meat of the matter,” Valian smiled. “I did notice a small township on our way in.”

“Yes, that is Bulrayne,” Vaiyorl informed. “It is a shipping hub.”

“Because Imperia is to the West, right?” Valian inquired. He turned to look out into the ocean. He could not see the floating Mega-City from where he stood, but he knew its location.

“And Loffolk to the East,” Vaiyorl added.

“Yes, I remember reading about some of the colleges of Loffolk. Before anyone mentioned the word KnighT, I was allowed to entertain a fantasy or two about going to one of them.”

“And now you can,” Vaiyorl said, trying to add light to a dark moment.

“It’s obvious you don’t negotiate with the Middle Rimmers like this,” Valian concluded. “By all accounts you’ve been nothing but successful there.” Valian walked around a bit as Vaiyorl’s head fell to his chest with a heavy sigh. “Well, at least I get to stay in the Melreth System. On a clear night, with the proper equipment, I might catch a glimpse of Calrios.

“The property of the Duke wedged in-between the provinces of other members of Court,” Valian stated. “I knew you had these...properties of one kind or another... at least a dozen of them. Aside from the mines, is there one further away from the estate grounds?”

“Before I answer that question, tell me what passed between you and Yorlson,” Vaiyorl demanded. “Because I know my sons... and this is wake matter; rocky seas after ships have passed. He won’t speak of it and you’d rather punish me with verbal stabs.”

Valian frowned, shaking his head. “That is not my wish, Father. The property is simply glorious, and you’ve already commissioned construction. Might I ask what you’re building?”

“I spoke with Lady Gilestra,” Vaiyorl said softly, drawing closer to his Ward. “She made me aware of your needs. It will take a few months, but she assures me that your training will not be too greatly impacted.

“Valian, why are there spies and cameras in my house?”

“Damn,” Valian thought, closing his eyes.

“Did you think that I would miss them?”

“You were supposed to be resting,” Valian argued. “It wasn’t too unreasonable a hope.” Valian looked at the Duke; his staring eyes clearly conveyed what he thought of Valian’s response. “Ok, yes, very unreasonable. 

“I have to say,” Valian sighed, looking around what was to become his home. “... I didn’t see this coming. The moon of D’Quarr. Yorlson is getting craftier.”

“Shall I presume that you are not going to answer my question?”

“Neither this son nor your KnighT should answer that question truthfully,” Valian admitted. 

“By my fathers!” Vaiyorl thought, taking a step back.

“I have no harm intended for Yorlson,” Valian said, “though that is not the impression I left him with.

“And do not ask me to say any more,” Valian quickly added, waving his hand as if to wipe away the possibility of inquiry. “Simply know that I am about the business of my fathers, and trust me to maintain both.”

“Then tell me what you believe the business of your fathers to be,” Vaiyorl requested.

“My first parents died protecting the wife and children of True Lord Vaiyorl Jhormynn. He and his wife became my second parents, and it is their position to serve the Inner Rim Empire. So long as that does not bring me into conflict with the wishes of my First Father, I will hold to that cause.”

“And what of my son?” Vaiyorl said, placing his hands on Valian’s shoulders. “How does my son live his life seeing to the lives of so many others?

“And these shoulders feel more like stone!” Vaiyorl thought.

“I live the life of a privileged man,” Valian replied. “My father has just given me a castle, a mountain range, and a small city! And it’s not even my birthday!” The two laughed together as Vaiyorl ushered them back inside the castle. “Now, tell me... how did my brother arrange this minor miracle?”  “First, he released the governor previously assigned on the grounds of subordination. Apparently not attending my reception is sufficient grounds for such an action.

“And I would argue that the governor has stated he received no such invitation,” Valian guessed, knowing it was incorrect.

“No, he received one... but when he did not hear of a ship being sent for him, he thought his attendance was not imperative.”

“The gall of some people,” Valian hissed.

Vaiyorl chuckled at the jest as he nodded. “And then a summons was received from the Imperial Minister of Affairs.” Valian stopped walking as his face grew stern. Vaiyorl quickly patted his Ward’s shoulder. “It was a request for information, but I was reminded how it might look to the Empress if one of her most trusted directors didn’t have his house affairs in order.”

“And so it was decided that since you have a KnighT, why not give him a castle!”

“Actually, I don’t think Yorlson knew exactly what was on the property,” Vaiyorl returned.  

“Not after what I had done to his computer,” Valian thought. “Though in the end, it was unnecessary. He didn’t research this place... not like I did before I put it into play.”

“But the castle does have a room designed for the use of teleportation,” Vaiyorl pointed out. “I’m told it will be ready within the week.”

“Tomorrow, actually, Father. But once more, something you and my brother do not need to know!

“Then show me the rest of my abode, if you please, Father!”

“Right this way, son.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Annodia said as the Duke’s transport pulled out of sight. “There’s no way you could have known!”

“This castle has been under my father’s control for years, Annodia. It’s thousands of years old! Before the advent of spaceflight, this place was a coastal fortress fortified by both hand and energy. 

“There are gemstone stores of EnerJa that have been embedded into the foundation. I don’t know their full functionality, but the castle has withstood attacks from atmospheric fronts as well as from those in orbit.

“Right next to those gems are stones dedicated to the wielding of ElemahntiA, specifically Air, Water, and Irongem.”

“He’s made you stronger,” Annodia concluded. “You made him... make you... stronger.”

“This is not a simple game we’re playing,” Valian said, walking to meet Sandra who was coming to give him a report. “Can the castle withstand an attack of energy weapons?”

“It can’t,” the woman answered plainly with a smirk on her face. “... but it doesn’t have to. Right now we’re in full presentation mode. This castle will actually crank further into the mountain and you can best believe these mountains can take a blast. But that’s your trump card defense. It will take some time and a little bit of elbow grease, but you’ve got shield emitters and weapons batteries that are just sitting around collecting dust. This place was made to service an army, and I’m talking in upwards of fifty times the numbers you have now.  

“That landing pad your old man just used,” Sandra added, scratching her head. “... it’s a platform. Drops right down into the hill where there’s a service tunnel wide enough to march a regiment through. This isn’t a castle... it’s a fortress!”

“Get a list of the things you’re going to need to Quilori,” Valian stated. “... including personnel. I suppose it’s a good thing the Duke has allocated funds to the renovation of this quaint little barony. Annodia, if you would get Kethgeegan and meet me in the garage, please. Be sure to armour up.”

“And where are we going?”

“Why to introduce ourselves to the common folk, of course,” Valian said as he started for the stairs. “The second treasure nugget of this place: it’s a shipping hub in-between a Mega-City and a collegiate complex. There’s simply no telling what all we’re going to find there. But at the very least we should find the Black Market.”

Annodia stopped cold in her tracks with a frown on her face. “And that’s a good thing?!”

“It’s better than a good thing,” Kethgeegan claimed as the hover car sped down the road. “Tapping into the Black Market is like tapping into another world!”

“What all did Lyndreesa teach you?” Annodia asked.

“Not much in the last fifteen minutes,” he answered, smiling over at the woman. “But she did give me a name of where we can start. She also told me to make sure I knew what you were up to,” he said, looking back at Valian. “Is that a possibility?”

“I am the new governor of this region,” Valian stated. “It is my duty to uphold the law and the Duke’s good name.”

“The law?!” Kethgeegan barked. “Annodia, stop this thing right now!”

“Belay that,” Valian laughed. “You should see the look on your face right now, my friend.”

“That wasn’t funny,” Kethgeegan claimed as Annodia started laughing. “You’re in on this?” he asked her.

“No, but he’s right... that look on your face is priceless. So, what is your intent, Valian?”

“I think we need to let the head villain-in-charge know there’s a new hero in town; one with serious expenses and even more serious ambitions. If our person in charge wishes to remain in charge... they will have to work with said hero.”

This time it was Annodia’s face that twisted. She shook her head in disbelief, but managed to keep the hover-car steady. “I think we might have been better off with the law-enforcement approach.”

“Did you say might?” Kethgeegan said softly, looking at the small city rapidly approaching. “Bulrayne, eh? Sure, why not? We need to go to an establishment called The Focal Pointe. That’s where we will find the contact Lyndreesa gave me. There is some good news... this place is not on the radar of the guilds. Whatever operators we find will be relatively small time.”

“Hmmm,” Valian said as the hover-car came to a stop. “It seems we already have our first point of contention.”

Kethgeegan’s eyes closed as his head slowly lowered.

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Annodia asked.

He nodded. “Yes, our KnighT is going to put this place on the guild map... or at least he’s going to try!” He sighed, unlocking his seatbelt and getting out of the vehicle. 

Annodia moved slightly quicker, getting to Valian’s side as he approached the doors to the ‘establishment’. “What exactly is this place?”

Without breaking stride, Valian spoke. “From the smell of things, I’d say it was a combination of a casino, bath house, massage parlor, fighting pit, brothel, and opiate den.

“Good afternoon,” Valian addressed the two men standing outside the main entrance.  

It was early yet, so Suttara was not worried to see so few people on the main floor of her establishment. For her, it was the calm before the storm. It was a fight night, after all, and she had a new crop of courtesans fresh off the transport. It was shaping up to be a very good day.

The banging of her door as it burst open – along with the breaking of the glass of the small window – made several of her patrons jump, and one of her servers even spilled their tray. Fortunately he had just bussed a table, so the glasses were mostly empty and the plates held only crumbs.

Suttara slowly turned her head to identify that it had indeed been Grelvus, her front door man, who had come flying through the door. A failed pit-fighter, the man had a loyal heart, and he could be trusted around the courtesans. He was also something of an able bodyguard and more than fairly efficient at keeping the riff-raff out of The Focal Pointe.

“Good day, everyone,” Valian said, stepping inside and flashing a bright, warm smile.

“What do you want here, pallid?!” a waitress spat at him.

“Not in my house, Karlia!” Suttara barked, drawing everyone’s attention. Suttara looked at the man. Yes, the stranger’s skin was indeed pale in comparison to her own and that of most of her patrons. But there was the matter of what she saw in his eyes... and the fact that Grelvus had yet to get back up.

“This is not what I expected,” Valian thought, looking at the woman. She was tall and curvy. Some might have called her big, but her wide face made everything seem proportional and her yellow eyes were very alluring.

“Karlia, look at him,” Suttara said, fanning herself. “He’s already had to bear the burden of an existence devoid of fine brown skin. Let us, first, not rub salt into that wound, and second, demonstrate a little more grace to those who supply your meager and highly replaceable salary. Now... apologize to the man.”

“That isn’t necessary,” Valian said softly.

“Will you tell me how to run matters in my house?” the woman snapped.

“He might at that,” Annodia replied. “This is Valian Styrke, Ward to the Duke of Jhormynn.”

“Ahh, so this is the reason why Myldrique has been drowning his sorrows as of late. You are the new governor.”

“I am, milady...”

“Suttara, but I am no Lady.”

“I would more than argue that point,” Valian returned, giving the woman a slight bow.

“Charming,” she thought. “... and smoother with the delivery than most his age.

“I am sure it would be a rigorous debate, but even with that declaration, I pay you tribute. How I run my house is still my province.”

“So it is,” Valian bowed deeply.

“And to that point... we are waiting, Karlia.”

“My apologies, your lordship,” Karlia said, bowing with flaring nostrils and tightening jaws.

“Hmmm, perhaps we should call it a work in progress,” Valian remarked and Suttara giggled. “Is there a place where we can discuss business?”

“So that’s what lies behind those eyes,” she said softly, turning on her heels. “My office is this way.” Her strides were slow but smooth, possessive of an awareness and a grace that made Valian smile back at Annodia.

“You see something you like, milord?”

“Always,” he replied, looking at his squire as his expression turned warm... before surprise registered on Valian’s face.

“And where did that come from?!” he thought, managing to slowly turn and follow after Suttara. “Where the hell did that come from?!”

“Right this wa–” Suttara opened the doors to her office to see another stranger standing behind her desk. Three of her guards we unconscious and stacked one atop the other against the wall. “What in the name of the known worlds is this?!”

“Oh, that is my associate, “ Valian said, entering the office. “Find anything of interest?”

“Like most Imperial citizens, Suttara knows how to use a computer, but she isn’t computer savvy,” Kethgeegan relayed. “Her security was fairly easy to crack. The room is safe.. now, and her guards are pretty good. Couldn’t sneak by all of them. Had to lay three of them out.

“Anyway, you were right,” he continued. “... she’s got an arena. It is literally underground in the adjacent building. It does about as much business as her smoke house, but nothing moves the Imperial credits like the gambling and the betting. It’s still small-time, but it’s got potential.”  

“What are you playing at, Ward?” Suttara asked sharply.

“First of all, let us drop every measure of pretense,” Valian said, walking behind her desk. Kethgeegan moved out of the way and Valian pulled out the chair, smiling up at the woman. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

“Mother, you never mentioned anyone like him,” Suttara thought as she walked to her chair. As she sat down, Valian gently pushed her forward to her desk.

“Had to lay them out, eh,” Annodia asked of Kethgeegan.

“Yes... why?”

“Because the meat of this unconscious sandwich isn’t cooperating.”

“Let’s get all three of them out,” Valian directed.

“Go with them, Ironhead,” Suttara commanded and she waited for all five to leave her office. “I’m all ears.”

“You’re a criminal,” Valian started. “And I would be within my rights to level this building and drive you out of my city, if not arrest you outright and usher you into servitude. But you knew that already.”

“Then why did you say it?”

“Because while I know of you, I don’t know you... and you certainly don’t know me,” he replied. “Cutting to the chase, I don’t want to do any of those things.”

“Good to hear. What do you want?”

“Tribute.”

“I already pay tribute.”

“You pay the tribute of a citizen and business owner,” Valian clarified. “But this is my territory now, and everything that moves through my territory should pay tribute to me.”

“That kind of news is going to upset a lot of–”

“I could care less about who this upsets,” Valian interrupted. “Fairly soon, the Duke will have a garrison at the old mountain castle. We will see what sort of agreement capital that will give me.” Valian started for the door. The seed had been planted... he just needed to see if a weed was going to come along and try to choke the plant. “What I need is someone to run this side of operations for me.”

“And you’re looking at me,” Suttara stated.

“I like the way you run your house,” Valian commented. “You can send your tribute by way of Karlia. We’ll see if we can get a better apology out of her over time.” Valian left the office and the establishment soon thereafter.

Annodia waited until they were out of the city before speaking. “And what is going to come of this?”

“First, we must complete the vetting process,” Valian stated. “I told her we were weak at the castle. If she is loyal to her ambitions, she will warn me if anyone wants to pay us a visit. If she is loyal to the guilds, she will alert the proper people. Those are not the only two options, but I believe she will choose one or the other... perhaps both.”

“And we’ll learn who those people are either way now that we’ve put the Twins’ box inside her computer,” Kethgeegan added.

“Unless she uses the Energies to transmit the message,” Annodia pointed out.

“That would be an entirely different type of guild and if they are involved, they won’t send assassins because Valian’s too valuable a contact.”

“So I guess we wait.”

Valian shook his head ‘no’. “No, Annodia, we don’t wait... we train. The days are going to pass much more quickly than we want.”



Kites rise highest against the wind – not with it. 

Winston Churchill
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(Rims Time: XI-4903.20) 

“Nine months,” Valian thought, wading through the multitude of people who had gathered for the event. “For three-quarters of a year my parents have been away from their home.” 

Valian could certainly appreciate the passage of time. It was a perspective that he believed he was beginning to understand. In six months he had gone from training to master the many skills of a KnighT to being a fairly prominent figure in the workings of the Black Market on the moon of D’Quarr. It had taken time, and on several occasions it had almost cost him several retainers. 

Suttara had established where her loyalties lay: with Suttara. Valian had established himself as a potential player in a game she had come to master. She played both ends against the middle, placing herself in a position where she would side with the last one standing. She told her superiors of Valian’s arrival and his demands... she then told Valian of their intentions. It was a masterful maneuver that Valian appreciated and accepted.

The resources of the organizations headquartered in Imperia were impressive but fairly unorganized. They had tripped over one another trying to get to Valian, and it had made their operatives all too easy to dismiss from the playing field. 

Myldrique had been pulled out of the bottle and made Valian’s Lieutenant Governor, a position he would quickly come to relish. The given description of his job had been the deciding factor: “... all the power and a fraction of the responsibility of your former position... with a raise in salary”. 

Eventually, attempts to breach the castle at Bulrayne had risen to the point to where action had to be taken. In one visit to Imperia, the focus of the discussion had been suddenly shifted from what to do about Valian to what to do with the man. After all, identities had been discovered; those who were in positions of power could continue to wear their masks and operate under colorful names, but the KnighT of Jhormynn had made it clear he knew who they were... it had been unnecessary to state the obvious implications.

But it had helped matters greatly that Valian had fought his way to the bargaining table with distinction... but once there, he had brought credits along with the blood of those who had been sent against him. 

Now Myldrique had seen to the township and Suttara had been entrusted with Valian’s more shady aspirations. His tribute was brought to him every week by Karlia who was proving to be a most interesting project. She had yet to render a satisfactory apology, but her weekly visits to the castle had grown from visitations taking an hour to those that took all night.

Valian surprised many, bringing Karlia along to Calrios. The simple truth was that the woman looked good in fine clothing and expensive affectations without being too much of a bother. Having her around also meant Valian could rely on his full numbers, which had grown by three. None of the recent additions had been brought from D’Quarr.

As the young KnighT’s thoughts returned to the moment, a smile formed on his face. He applauded right along with the gathered masses who were watching on the gigantic scrying device. “Almost nine months to the day. But at last, it is done. Congratulations, Father.”

The image on the screen held the attention of many, but not all of the attendants were glued to the view-port. Such was to be expected. Most of the gathered people had their eyes on the deck where the Duke’s Proxy and children stood, though even they were not the center of attention. The majority of attention was delivered to the Imperial Empress, Pelania Maradia Guysor-Primuson, and her reactions to the event. 

For the young KnighT, the Empress was something of an oddity. She had, of course, been embraced by MajiK and was therefore sustained by the Energy. She had been married to the Emperor for a little over thirty years, but she would not have children with him for at least another sixty years, so that the incantations worked on her body during her conditioning would be permanent and locked into the essence of the woman. Still, she had to perform the duties of an Empress, and while the Emperor was lord and master of the Empire, the Empress was responsible for those things that could be considered the expressions of the kingdom. The largest and most powerful corporation in the Inner Rim was one of those expressions. Therefore, the Empress was the Chief Executive Officer of New Eden Technologies and for her, today was indeed worthy of celebration. At an open session of the Interplanetary Amalgamation, the Inter-Rim Accords were being signed into law. 

The Duke and Duchess were attending an event on the planet Vastion, the heart of the Terran Triangle, often considered to be the capital of the Middle Rim. Surrounded by dignitaries of the IA, Vaiyorl and Guysorla were not boastful in their presentation, but they had also managed not to be outshined. It was common for the wife to take a position a few meters behind her husband, unless she was the principal dignitary, but Vaiyorl kept his wife at his side and catered to every door that needed to be opened and every chair that required pulling out. The Empress was delighted by the way the Duke addressed his wife without having to say a single word.

On Calrios, the Empress had decided she would celebrate this moment with the Duke’s Proxy and his family. It was an event of the highest magnitude... and the Proxy could think of no one better to oversee security than the Duke’s Ward. 

“Like anyone is going to get close to the Empress with her guard,” Valian thought as he walked over the grounds. He had counted three Dreadnaughts – each with a protégé of some sort and a Shatter Caster –along with at least a three score of the Imperial Palace Guard. “It would take a battle cruiser just to get into scanning range!” But it was with that thought that Valian stopped. “I can’t believe I did that,” he thought, opening a comm-link line to Travis. “I’m taking on too much... going in too many directions... things are getting missed. The Empress has come to the estate for a visit and I don’t ask a Seer if there is something I need to be concerned with?!”

“Hello, Valian,” a synthetic voice came over the line. It was the tone dedicated to Tacita’s computer. “Things are moving so fast right now, I have to leave this message. Travis has collapsed!”

“No!” Valian whispered, pressing his finger to his ear so that he could hear every word of Tacita’s message. 

“The only thing he said before falling unconscious was ‘cut fish’. Neither Thomas or I know what it means, and Thomas wants us to break cover. I told him to wait on your response. Send Green to keep cover and Red to break it.”

Valian looked at the data regarding the message. It was over two hours’ old. He sent the reply ‘green’ to both Tacita and Thomas and then started looking around the grounds.

“Of all things,” he thought as he started to move away from the crowd. “My father hated fish.” Valian stopped walking as something became clear to him. “But Travis used the term anyway. Thomas and Tacita also don’t know what it means... but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a Marine thing.

“Sandra, I need you on the line,” Valian radioed while sending a message to the Imperial Security Grid requesting the Duty Officer of the Empress’ watch.

“I’m here, Val,” Sandra responded, “... whaddaya need?”

“Looking for information, Chief, if you’ve got it. Does the term ‘cut fish’ mean anything to you?”

“Sure does,” the woman answered. “When you’re a serious fisherman and you want to fish for longer than you’ve got bait, you take the small fish that you’d normally throw back. You cut ‘em up to use as bait. Depending on where you’re dipping your hook, you tend to get some real nasty fish that way. We’re talking predators.”

“Small fish,” Valian thought. “Ones you normally throw back... but don’t... like when the Empress is visiting. Everyone is held until they are fully vetted!”

“This is the Duty Officer, who am I speaking with?”

“Thanks, Chief. Send a Code Red Alarm to the retainers,” Valian commanded before switching channels. “Duty Officer, this is Valian Styrke, Ward of Duke Vaiyorl.”

“Give me tone and code for vocal recognition,” the man requested.

“Valian Styrke,” he repeated. “Code is Featherhorn, seven, nine, six.”

“That code clears. What can I do for you, sir?”

“Have there been any apprehensions or detainments on the Jhormynn Estate premises since the Empress’ arrival?”

“Checking. No sir, no arrests reported to this station.”

“Duty Officer, we may be dealing with a very real threat here,” Valian stressed. “Contact the officer responsible for forwarding such reports to you and verify, please.”

“At once, sir!”

Valian looked around the grounds again, a stern frown on his face. He could feel Annodia come running to his side and he turned to greet her.

“Annodia, my brother said he was going to move the constable station,” he started. 

“That he did,” she confirmed. “He never got back to any of us on where that was going to be. “I’ll see if I can get a constable.”

“Thank you,” Valian said, looking to the Northeast and the Southwest several times. 

“If you don’t have the numbers to move against the Empress,” he thought. “... then you must have the right kind of weapon... something that does not need to hit her to kill her... a bomb... a very powerful bomb.

“No,” Valian quickly shook his head as the memory of the conversation he had with Duke Vaiyorl returned to his mind. “How it looks to not have your house affairs in order. The goal is not to harm the Empress, but to disgrace the House Jhormynn!” The sound of a link request sounded in his ear.

“This is Valian.”

“Sir, this is the Duty Officer. We have–”

“Send me the coordinates of where they’re being held!” Valian snapped as he started running to the West side of the property. There was little chance that the holding facility was anywhere near the seaside of the estate. “All hands, I need fast-movers, and I need them an hour ago! Sending you the coordinates for the rendezvous.”

Rounding the bend of the manor, Valian could see a number of the House Guard and half a dozen constables standing around five men who had been restrained and were on their knees.

“We’ve got another incoming,” a constable cautioned as he saw Valian running toward him. He drew his baton and was about to power it up when one of the House Guard grabbed his hand.

“You power-up that stick, it will probably be the last bad move you make in life,” Anzun warned. “That is the Duke’s Ward, the true Champion of the Tower.

“Hey, Siadri... guess who’s coming for a visit?”

The young woman’s jade eyes came away from the detainees and focused on Valian. She had a smile in the forming, but it went away. “That’s not a come-to-visit look, Anzun.”

“You know, I think you’re right.” Anzun stepped forward, cupping his hands around his mouth. “What do you need?” he yelled.

Valian pointed at the kneeling men and cried back, “Those five!” 

“You heard the man. Get them up on their feet!”

“We apprehended  these men,” one of the constables argued.

“Idiot, that’s a battle cruiser coming through,” Anzun snapped. “Are you going to get out of its way or add to its body-count?!”

The constable looked at the man who had covered over a hundred meters faster than most could run thirty. He then saw several hover-cars and a hover-bike quickly approaching. It was easy to see the drivers of the vehicles were wearing uniforms of the same color scheme as the running Ward. “Let’s get the prisoners on their feet.”

Valian looked at the confiscated vehicles and while they all appeared to be fast, they were not fit for what he felt he needed. His retainers got off and out of the vehicles they had brought.

Annodia knew the hesitation on Valian’s face did not come from indecision. He knew what he wanted to do... he just had not been given the right tools to do the job.

“One side!” Cedric yelled as he piloted the small and smoking tug. Kyle was kneeling on the flatbed trailer it was pulling. He had his hands in the rear access panel of the tug. “Best we could do in the time we had.”

“Annodia, you drive,” Valian commanded as he grabbed one of the restrained men. He went to lift the man, but found he was not strong enough. His eyes flared wide in shock and the man he had tried to lift stared back, moving his head to tilt slightly.

“What’s the matter, mortal? Not up to the task?”

“Demons?!” Hugh whispered.

“Get on the trailer!” Kayjoe yelled, taking two of the would-be men, lifting them up, and slamming them down on the flatbed. 

“Kayjoe, I’ve got a third,” Kethgeegan shouted, reaching up to remove Boris from his shoulder. “Give Bigun an extension, Boris!” The ball of colored fur quickly became a purple-fleshed cable with one end stretching over toward Kayjoe who was just getting up from his lifting feat. The other end split into two neck shackles, locking around two of the three remaining men.

Valian’s face twisted with severe focus as he grabbed the man again. He huffed and jerked the man up off the ground. He turned and threw the body and it landed on the back lip of the trailer. “How’s that for ‘up to it’?” he huffed, running to the trailer. Annodia was at the controls, firing up the engines.

Cedric grabbed Kyle’s ankles and started pulling. “We’re out of time!”

“Just one more connection,” Kyle cried, trying to find a means to remain at his workspace. He slid off the trailer in protest as Kayjoe pulled the last two men up on the platform. 

Once the largest retainer released Boris, his end of the cable shifted to three more neck shackles and a cable that found Valian’s hand.

“Floor it!”

“No!” Kyle cried, but his voice was drowned out by the tug’s amped engines. 

Cedric turned to look at his twin who was shaking his head and on the verge of tears. “What is it?”

“I maximized the booster output, but I didn’t reconnect the regulator!” Kyle answered. “Annodia’s not going to be able to slow down! That thing’s gonna power up ‘til there’s not a thing left!”

“What the hell?!” Valian cried as the five bodies started to move toward the rear of the trailer. 

He could feel the inertia lock field on his body and he assumed that it was working for the entire trailer. The weight of the men, along with the tremendous acceleration of the tug, was proving too much for the holding field. 

“Hold tight, Boris!” Valian cried, wrapping the cable around one arm and reaching for the front lip of the trailer with the other. 

One by one, the first three men fell off the end of the trailer. Valian cried as he could feel the weight on his arm, and Boris was slowly losing color in his form.

“This thing’s a runaway,” Annodia thought, feeling the acceleration of the tug. “First time I’ve ever been afraid of how smart the Twins are! Well, that’s probably not true, but damn if–” Valian’s cry broke into her thoughts and she looked back to see his struggle. Annodia pushed forward on the stick, taking the tug into a dive. She also took the ship into a turn.

“Yes!” Valian thought, releasing the trailer and securing both feet to pull the five closer to him on the trailer. The fifth man had just arrived on the flatbed when the tug leveled out.

“You alright there, Boris?!” Valian was relieved to feel the shape-shifting creature caress the inside of his hand.

“Best I could do,” Annodia yelled.

“And still more than I deserve,” Valian replied. “Start your climb again, but make it gradual.”

“Climbing now, but the throttle’s not responding. The engines are heating up... they weren’t built for this kind of thrust.”

“It seems you are insufficient to the task once more, eh, KnighT?” one of the men said as he looked up at Valian. His eyes turned yellow and he snapped the arm restraints with ease. “I would kill you... but I shall leave that pleasure for our master.

“Get into position!” the man ordered.

The other four freed themselves and started pulling at the neck shackles Boris had made.

“Boris, conduct!” Valian yelled shoving his end of the cable into the open access panel. His hand was burned as it was pushed away from Boris. Electricity coursed through the shape-shifter’s body and into the five creatures. They all cried out in pain, unable to move or free themselves.

“Take us out over the waters!” Valian directed.

“We’re over them now,” Annodia stated. “Engines are red-lining!”

“Then we need to jump,” Valian shouted. “Boris, let them go!”

Hearing the command, the creature released its hold on the power feed, quickly shifting to its furry base form. Valian smiled, looking at his friend before tossing him to Annodia. “You take Boris!”

“What about you?”

“Me?” Valian whispered. “I have to make sure I’m up to the task.” Setting his feet, Valian charged one of the five men, tackling him off the side of the flatbed. “Blow it!”

“What is he doing?” Annodia asked as she set herself to jump. She drew both of her blasters and cast herself over the side. Boris moved to her back as she turned, firing both guns on the tug. It only took two shots to make it explode, taking the trailer with it. Annodia could see it was no normal fire that burned in the middle of the sky. She could feel the presence of an active Energy trying to gain magnitude. “Mother hold me!” she gasped, seeing a hand and an arm that was three times the size of her body. It was yellow flesh, covered in a reddish-black gelatinous material. Black talons clawed at the aperture that seemed to burn against the arm. It clawed and pulled for entry, but it was denied. The aperture closed with another explosion ten times more powerful than the first. Annodia had to tumble for a moment to recover control of her body.

“Valian,” she whispered, searching the skies for her KnighT. It did not take long. His was the body trailing in reddish-black smoke. The man he had tackled was gone, taking most of Valian’s clothes with him. He was falling through the sky, but that was the only movement coming from his body. “Gods, no!” she cried as Boris shifted on her back, wrapping around her torso while shifting to a pair of massive black-feathered wings.

Leaning into the wind, Annodia allowed Boris to power her through her the sky and she streaked to Valian, grabbing hold of his body. She could see burns, claw wounds, and the markings of one large bite in his shoulder. The creature had put up a fight, and Annodia brought Valian’s face close to hers. She sighed with relief when she heard him cough.

“Thought I was dead,” he strained to speak. “You look like the most beautiful angel.”

“Trust me, Valian, when you die... it won’t be a feathered angel coming to collect you!” Valian laughed and winced in pain. “Yes, feel the pain, and keep feeling it. Stay with me, Valian.”

“No plans to do otherwise.”

“Good. Boris, can you manage the weight?” The wings on her back opened up wide and the two began to glide on the wind. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. Let’s get back to the estate, then.” 

It was not a long trip, but for Valian, it was a most uncomfortable one. Whenever he closed his eyes for too long, Annodia would grab one of his wounds, insisting that he remain awake.

“Now this is unexpected,” Annodia said softly, looking at the mass of people that had gathered on the Eastern edge of the Jhormynn property. As she was nearly at ground level, Annodia could hardly see the end of the crowd. “Boris, as soon as we land, you know what to do.”

With one more flap of the massive wings, Annodia set down on the ground into the waiting arms of Hugh and Kayjoe. The wings folded and Boris quickly moved over to Valian, becoming purple robes. Hugh caught Annodia while the largest of Valian’s retainers scooped up his master with relative ease, carrying him toward a waiting gurney.

“Hey, Kayjoe,” Valian said softly, slowly blinking his eyes. “Did you get bigger while I was gone?”

“Had nothing better to do,” the large man answered with a devilish smile. Valian winced as he laughed, but the pain could not keep away the mirth.

“Ow,” Valian chuckled.

“You there,” Yorlson called out. “Boy of Valian, stand your ground.”

So close to the gurney, Kayjoe looked down at Valian with questioning eyes. Valian patted the large man on the chest.

“Better let me stand and face my brother.”

Reluctantly, the mammoth of a man stopped and squatted to put Valian down. 

“Report!” Yorlson commanded. “What is happening here? We had guests, Valian!”

“Did they leave, Your Grace?” Valian inquired. “Because if they didn’t, I would wager we still have them.”

“This is no time for your flippancy!”

“It certainly isn’t time for a debriefing,” a young female voice remarked. 

Yorlson spun around with anger clearly marked on his face, but the young golden-haired woman seemed unaffected by the revelation.

“That man is injured, and unless you’re a HealeR, you do not know to what extent. Can’t these questions wait until we’re assured that his injuries are not life-threatening?!”

“And who are you, woman?”

“Eyes, Yorlson,” Valian thought, closing his. “Use your eyes!”

“Her name is Oedelorana Raynko, young Lord Yorlson,” the Empress said as she walked up behind the younger woman. “Forgive my cousin. She has the habit of speaking her passions whether those words have been requested or not.”

While the Empress engaged Yorlson, one of her Dreadnaughts walked over to Valian, slapping his hand down onto the young man’s shoulder. The surge of MannA flowing through his body caused Valian to shudder.

“Stand tall, young man,” the Dreadnaught whispered as he healed the young KnighT’s wounds. “You’re in the presence of the Empress.”

“My apologies,” Valian whispered, nodding to the man who was only a few centimeters shorter than Kayjoe... and yet he walked... in plated armour... without making a sound.

“.. but if you do not mind, Proxy,” the Empress continued, walking around Yorlson. “... I would like to know the man who would engage in the name of my defense against a... what was it again, N’Toa?”

“Gateyans, Your Majesty,” the Dreadnaught who had healed Valian replied. “Pseudo-Daemonic creatures often used as living portal stakes for a more powerful demon. From the scent coming off the Duke’s Ward, the demon in question was not of Royal Hierarchy. Perhaps a provincial lord in Upper MoGo.”

“Ahh, but what if that minor demon had been a gateway for an even more powerful master?” Pelania pressed, waving a finger at her Dreadnaught as she uttered the hypothesis. The way her body moved and her tone was a language the two had mastered ages ago, and the Dreadnaught stepped forward, placing his hands behind his back... again without making any noise save when armour touched armour.

“Then this man has indeed saved your life,” N’Toa testified.

“Oh my!” Pelania said, placing her hand on her chest. “I am overwhelmed. Tell me, what would inspire one so young to act in such a fashion for one so old?”

“It is the lacking of his habiliment that leaves Your Majesty without an answer to her inquiry,” Quilori said, stepping out from behind Kayjoe. “Allow me to present to thee, Valian Styrke, Ward to Duke Vaiyorl Jhormynn and KnighT-in-name to the same. In service to the master of these grounds, we are in service to Your Majesty.”

As Quilori’s head began to descend, so did all those of Valian’s family, continuing to a choreographed kneeling. It was the sort of graceful movement that Pelania was accustomed to seeing at Court, but very rarely outside of it, and she allowed them to remain bent before her for a moment.

“Rise.”

“Your Majesty,” Quilori said as she stood up, keeping her head down as she backed away, standing to the left and behind Valian.

“What is this?” Pelania thought as she approached Valian. She gazed deeply into his eyes, finding it refreshing that his gaze did not waver from hers. And then she gasped.

“I know you!” Pelania put her hand to the side of Valian’s face. “Valian Styrke. Son of...” Pelania closed her eyes in an effort to recall. She put her hand on Valian’s chest when he took in air to speak. “... Kolinkar and Arva Styrke!”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Valian said, not knowing how to feel that the Empress of the Inner Rim remembered the names of his parents.

“Two noble souls who gave up their lives in service to a True Lord that I made Duke,” Pelania nodded. “What is your opinion of that promotion?”

“I believe there are good reasons why our Emperor is our Emperor. His intelligence and your grace are but two of them. But more to the point, as my people are more prone to say: it’s hard to argue with results.”

“Bold,” Pelania thought, “giving open air to an Ardrian saying in this company... and without the slightest inkling of uncertainty in his eyes or his voice.

“So, you are in service to the Duke, are you?”

“Until the hour after my last breath,” Valian bowed. 

“His Proxy has invited me to a celebratory ball this evening.”

“The family of Jhormynn is adorned with many gems, Your Majesty,” Valian replied.

“Oh, so you will be attending then. Good. I will see you there. My cousin will need an escort.”

“It would be my honor to serve,” Valian stated.

“N’Toa, see to matters, will you?”

“But of course, Your Majesty.”

“Young Lord Yorlson, I trust you now know who this woman is,” Pelania said, gesturing to her cousin.

“I have indeed been acquainted, Your Majesty,” Yorlson said, bowing deeply. “I can only hope my tone was not too abrasive. I allowed my concern for your well-being to give fire to my emotions and cloud my judgment. My apologies, Lady Oedelorana.”

“Artful,” Pelania said, taking her gloves from her belt. “The House Jhormynn has certainly supplied the realm with fine sons. As the Emperor will not be in attendance, I am also in need of an escort this evening.”

“Your Majesty, might I suggest the Ward of my father be your escort,” Yorlson said with a smile. “Allow me to serve as escort to your cousin,” he added, turning to look at Oedelorana. “... that she might know my apology is genuine and heartfelt.”

“Capital suggestion, Proxy,” Pelania smiled, turning on her heels. “I can see that the House Primuson will be well tended to tonight.” All heads bowed as the Empress and company withdrew.

“You truly have no love for me at all, do you?” Valian asked in such a tone that made Yorlson laugh. Still, he was quick to recover his composure.

“It was the right thing to do,” he admitted. “It was your actions that won her over to even attend the affair. I would not say I have no love for you, Valian.”

“Just not nearly enough,” Valian thought as he bowed to his brother. 

Annodia stepped up as Yorlson made his exit. “I think I know what happened. We didn’t make it. We left on that tug... and we died.” 

Valian covered his mouth to keep his burst of laughter from being too loud. 

“My brother is an ambitious pain, but he is not a fool,” Valian stated. “The Empress was testing him and he passed. He will go on thinking that if he performs well tonight then he will be well thought of in the company of the Throne.”

“And how do you think the Empress will see him?” Annodia asked.

“Ask me again after tonight.”



It takes many good deeds to build a good reputation, and only one bad one to lose it. 


Benjamin Franklin
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It was still hard for Valian to believe... but there he was, attending a function in the house of his family... and there... on his arm... was the Empress of the Inner Rim Empire. 

The procession to enter the dining hall had formed in the main corridor. The young KnighT had received a hand-written note detailing when he was required to arrive, but that time had been so much later than the beginning of the event. After waiting for nearly fifty minutes, Valian had begun to appreciate the kindness the Empress had endeavored to show him.

“And sometimes a note is just a note,” Kethgeegan commented. Annodia snickered as Valian glared at him. Kethgeegan paid the sharp stare no mind and scratched the fur Boris. He had taken the form of an extravagant collar around Kethgeegan’s shoulders.

“You two are becoming quite fashionable,” Valian admitted.

“What can I say, Boris in an excellent instructor,” Kethgeegan shared with a bright smile. “I’d be in green and purple without him.”

“Interesting color choice. You tried that, didn’t you?”

“You really have to appreciate when Boris decides to form a mouth just so that he can bite you.” The three friends joined in laughter, and it was Annodia who straightened up first. Neither of the young men had to look around. They both stood up straight and cleared their throats.

“My boys,” Annodia whispered, stepping back to bow deeply. “Your Majesty.”

“Good evening, young people,” Pelania said as she walked to the front of the line of couples. “Young Lord Valian. I hope have not kept you waiting for too long.”

“What breadth of time would be too great, Your Majesty,” Valian said in an airy breath. He bowed before kissing the woman’s hand. Pelania’s eyes opened brightly for a moment as she came up off her heels. It did not help matters that the orchestra started playing sweet, soft music at that precise moment.

“Lord Valian,” she sighed. “A most... moving reception. You do know that the title of Empress was conveyed upon me after I married the Emperor, yes?”

“I am aware of your position,” Valian returned as he placed Pelania’s hand atop his. “But how can any man simply be a man with you on his arm? I am not the Emperor... but at this moment... I am more than a simple man. I am a man with the hand of a goddess on his arm. Allow me to revel in this moment of perfection.”

“When you put it that way... your moment is allowed, but you must share it with me.”

“I am your servant,” Valian said softly as the doors to the dining hall were opened.

The first couple to enter the room, Valian looked ahead and saw the gigantic rectangle that had been made with the tables. He started to turn to his right, but Pelania squeezed his hand.

“Continue forward, my KnighT,” she whispered.

A staircase of light formed to take the couple above the back table. They descended to the central area and walked across the room. 

“You have my gratitude, Valian,” Pelania mentioned.

“For what, Your Majesty?”

“You have changed the length and speed of your strides perfectly. There aren’t many who can make the change and manage a natural stride. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear you were trying to impress me for the worst of reasons.”

“I would not dare to approach what you share with you husband,” Valian stated. “I have been blessed to see two couples in the throes of a deep and stirring love... and yes, I look forward to sharing such a sentiment with the right person at some point in my future. But I will also not dare to have you forget you are indeed an Empress, a lady, and a fine woman. What is a bit of harmless romance between friends, Your Majesty?”

“Harmless romance?” she snorted a laugh. “What a concept. You do not lack for courage, Valian. That I will tell you.”

“A second blessing conveyed to me by both sets of parents.”

“Especially the first set, yes?” the Empress asked, looking at her escort.

“More than I could measure, Pelania,” he thought, opening his mind to hers. The matter of Imperial Conditioning was common knowledge. The manner in which the MajiK of the Inner Rim Empire had embraced the woman had given her more than the gift of slowed aging. Many of the Imperial Blood were called upon to master the skills of many life-paths. Pelania was more skilled than most PsyondaRs in matters of using ThoughtWill. She struggled not to display how it felt to be warmly welcomed into the mind of another. 

“And to call me Pelania,” she thought. “A name I often go for weeks without hearing.”

“That is a shame. It is a beautiful name.”

“Thank y–” Pelania was distracted by a room of thoughts in the house that was Valian’s mind. She was welcome in his house, but that room was barred and she could not help but feel that it was done for her protection. A closer look at the door revealed that it possessed eyes. The bar and door were actually another mind... a conscious mind inside a mind. “What? What are you?!”

“A friend,” Valian projected, leading Pelania over the second staircase made of light. “Surely you can see that.”

“Yes, I can both see and feel that. But to see this discipline in one so young... it is an abnormal thing.”

“And whatever would an Empress do with a normal friend?” he projected, walking the Empress to her seat.

“Thank you, Lord Valian,” she said softly.

“I don’t think I can call you Young Lord again,” she projected.

“My honor, Your Majesty,” Valian replied.

“Forgive me if I continue to address you as ‘Your Majesty’,” he projected.

“So long as it is only to my ear, Valian.”

“As you wish, my Empress. And this is the answer to the question you are not sure if you should ask.” Pelania’s nostrils flared as her mind was allowed to move through Valian’s memories of his birth parents. 

Pelania stood up from her seat and gave her blessing to the proceedings. The dinner was officially started. As Valian pushed her chair forward when she sat down, Pelania patted his hand.

In exchange for what he had given her, Pelania shared her life with him. She was very impressed to see that he had less of a physical reaction than she had exhibited. He was very grateful for the sharing, and the two engaged in a number of silent conversations.

The Duke and Duchess sat together in a banquet hall, holding hands and smiling at the viewing devices. The Empress stepped toward the projected image and acknowledged the bowing couple.

“Master and Mistress of the House Jhormynn,” Pelania started. “... I know it is much later in the day for you than it is for us here enjoying the warmth of your splendid estate. We will not be keeping you too long.”

“This is but a simple service to our homeland, Your Majesty,” Vaiyorl returned. “We live to serve the Throne and the Inner Rim Empire!” Applause and cheering kept Pelania from making an immediate response. 

“I have spoken to my husband, our Emperor. He is most pleased with what you have managed to assemble in a land outside our borders. When you and your wife return to your homeland, we must have you at the Imperial Palace so that we may embrace you with adequate praise for this accolade.”

Yorlson sat in his chair, looking both anxious and aggravated as his eyes moved from the view screen... to the Empress... and then to her escort. His jaws tightened as he clenched his napkin more tightly. 

“I wouldn’t.”

“Wh-What?” Yorlson said, turning to look at the Lady Oedelorana.

“I wouldn’t,” she repeated. “Whatever it is that you’re planning on doing; it isn’t a natural move, and it’s likely that it will not come off the way you wish.”

“Not a natural move?!” Yorlson chuckled. “Forgive me, my Lady, but what does that mean?”

“Apologies,” the woman smiled. “I am a swordplay enthusiast. I sometimes speak in such terms. It’s clear that you’re preoccupied with something, and it isn’t this celebration. Whatever it is, you’re nervous and unsure of yourself. If that’s the case, it’s likely something you don’t feel strongly about doing. If you cannot commit wholly to an action, you shouldn’t do it.”  

“That must be some sword arm you have,” Yorlson smiled.

“Now you’re trying to fence with a fencer,” Oedelorana stated, looking away from him. “That means you’ve made up your mind... and it’s probably the wrong decision.” The woman cut her green eyes back to Yorlson but he found he could not hold her stare. “Definitely the wrong decision.”

“Duke Vaiyorl, your demonstrations of graceful humility will soon be required material in our Imperial Conditioning classes,” Pelania said with a graceful smile. “It is a trait that your Ward has taken to heart. Earlier today, he and his erstwhile retainers engaged a number of Gateyans, preventing the formation of a demonic breach.”

“Valian!” Guysorla said, putting her fingertips to her lips. “How do you fare?”

“Thanks to the Empress, I am in fine health, Your Grace,” Valian said, after standing and bowing toward the projected image. “My ladyship needn’t concern herself over this. The matter has come and gone without casualty outside of those who intended the mischief.”

“Mischief,” Pelania remarked in a jovial matter. “Duke Vaiyorl, what is your experience with Gateyans?”

“Two encounters come to mind, Your Majesty,” Vaiyorl said, recalling a time when he was still a True Lord. “Depending on their point of origin, they can be especially strong ... their skin often being proof against minor weavings of MannA... with a proclivity for devouring their opponents.”

“Hardly an agent of mischief then.”

“Not the word I would use, Your Majesty,” Vaiyorl quickly agreed. “But Valian has never been one to seek attention for actions that come as second nature to him.”

“And yet, he is only a Knight-in-name only,” Pelania pointed out.

“My friend,” Valian projected, using a desperate tone. “... what are you doing?!”

“Answering a question you are not sure if you should ask,” she projected, rising from her seat. 

“Perhaps we should correct that,” the Empress reflected, holding out her right hand. “N’Toa, unless you can find reason why I should not, my sword, if you please.”

Without hesitation, the large man came forward, slapping his gauntleted hands together. As he slowly pulled them apart, molten white fire flared and fell to the floor as a double-edged sword made of platinum and black steel formed. “Come forward, Shadow Spike. Your Mistress beckons!”

“I shall never leave my Mistress unattended!” the sword vowed as it completed its trek into this realm. “I hear her mind... I know her heart. The task before this construct is a worthy one!”

“Stop this madness!” Yorlson cried out, jumping up from his chair, pulling his hand free from the last attempt of Oedelorana to restrain him. “This... pallid is unworthy!”

The summoned weapon flew to Pelania’s hand and her eyes turned wholly black. The Empress was granted the view of the room through her blade’s perspective. All those of unnecessary note turned black and formless, but potential targets turned white. The level of threat they posed to Pelania was reflected in how brightly they shined. As expected, there were a number of white forms in the chamber. Some were simply black forms outlined in a hazy white light... others were clearly defined, glowing like a star in the sky. Out of curiosity, Pelania let her head turn in Valian’s direction. The Empress gasped in surprise to see that his image had not changed. He was still in full color, but his eyes were black like hers.

“Shadow Spike, what does this mean?” she projected after closing off her mind.

“It means I cannot read him, Mistress,” the blade replied. “But his conscious intentions mean you no harm.”

“I understand,” she thought, opening her mind back to the connection she had been sharing with Valian as she turned to look on the Proxy of the Duke. The aura of white light seemed to be surging, growing with every passing moment. “Oh, Valian... I am so sorry for you!”

“I am the defender of the Jhormynn Family,” Valian projected. “Even if I must protect it from itself.”

“Far more than they deserve,” Pelania remarked. “At least in this one’s case.

“Have a care, Proxy,” Pelania warned. “You come close to marring a very fine day in the annals of the House Jhormynn. You now speak against the will of your Empress and one of her most trusted friends,” she declared, holding up her blade which gave a near-blinding flash of white light.

“Your actions are based on what you know, Your Majesty,” Yorlson argued. “... and I had hoped to see my way through this day without having to bring this forward. I would have preferred to have addressed this matter without my parents and especially my Empress having to hear what I have to say about the one upon whom you wish to bestow a fraction of your incredible grace.”

“Speak plainly, Lord Yorlson,” Pelania directed. “My ears are anxious for the things you claim that I do not know.”

“This man is a criminal!” Yorlson accused.

“Well, at least I was promoted to being a man,” Valian muttered.

“You will be silent!” Pelania snapped as her soft yellow eyes locked on Valian. Her nostrils flared and her lips pressed together... and Valian knew they were both signs that she was desperately suppressing laughter. His face grew stern, giving her something to look at that would help her keep her resolve. “I will hear this!”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Valian bowed.

“Lord Yorlson?” Pelania summoned, looking back at the Proxy.

“Your Majesty, not too long ago, Valian was assigned to govern a township within the province of my father’s estate. The township is called Bulrayne on the moon of D’Quarr.”

“The Duke has a holding out there?” Pelania asked.

“It was a birthday gift from the Emperor... three years ago, Your Majesty,” Vaiyorl explained. “The Castle in the Mountain?”

“Oh, the castle!” she said, remembering the event. “Ah, yes, I recall now. How fitting that a KnighT in name be given a castle.

“Especially that castle,” she projected to Valian. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

“None of the ‘he’s’ in my family are aware of the capabilities of the property,” Valian answered.

“How much rope are you going to give him?”

“All that he requests,” Valian replied as his jaws tightened. “And yes, I will let him choke... but I won’t let him hang.”

“Ahh, then he is not your target... but you already know he isn’t working alone... and the person behind his actions... that party is the one you seek!”

“Party or parties, Your Majesty,” Valian projected.

“It might have been a very generous offering to the Ward of my family,” Yorlson explained as he started to walk toward Valian. “... but it is a position that he has abused. It has come to my attention that Valian Styrke has engaged in criminal activity!”

“Yes, it wouldn’t be Yorlson if it wasn’t dramatic,” Valian thought as he sat back in his chair.

Pelania fanfared her blade, moving it toward her hip. A scabbard formed before the sword arrived and it split down the middle of its length, reforming as a whole construct around the blade. “Though this is not a proceeding of Imperial Law... it is an assumption that you have proof of this claim.”

“I need another viewing monitor,” Yorlson called out, spinning to face his parents. Their image was made smaller as the viewing port split into two windows. “Commander, you are cleared for your breach!” A view came into focus, coming from a camera mounted to the armour of an Estate Trooper who was the fifth in a charging group of men and women. It was early in the morning in Bulrayne and there was a bit of glare from the morning sun. 

“Stay with me,” the Team Commander whispered. “Watch all corners and set all weapons for Hard Stun.”

“Hard Stun?!” Valian snapped, getting up quickly from his chair. “That setting can kill anyone not wearing armour!”

“Only a problem if they put forward any resistance,” Yorlson pointed out.

“As the regional governor, I collect tribute and settle disputes,” Valian stressed. “I am not a policing force. The woman who owns that property pays her tribute.”

“Hah!” Yorlson yelled. “So you admit you know her!”

“Perhaps you can tell me what crime I am committing in becoming acquainted with the Imperial Citizens who call that township home!” Valian fired back as he looked at the monitor.

“Take the door!” the Team Commander ordered and one of the energy rifles fired a fast-moving projectile. The doors to the establishment exploded and the armoured troops rushed inside.

Valian pointed at the screen while looking at the Empress. “I want it marked for the record the damage that is–”

“All that is damaged will be restored,” Vaiyorl spoke over Valian, a very distinct frown on his face. He was up out of his seat and glaring at Yorlson. Guysorla was also standing, but she held the hand of her husband, trying to steady his growing anger. “You have my word, son... all that can be restored will be!”

Yorlson was distracted from watching the breach and Valian closed his eyes as his hand slowly lowered to his side. The inner debate had been concluded... Duke Vaiyorl would be silent no longer... he would not bend to political pressure any longer. He had made his decision, and that which he felt in his heart would now be expressed in terms that no one could misinterpret. Valian was his son.

“Son?” Yorlson choked.

“What is the meaning of this?!” Suttara cried out, drawing everyone’s attention back to the scrying window.

“By order of the Duke’s Proxy, this is a search and seizure,” the Team Commander said, pointing his weapon at the woman.

Pelania could hear the wood of the back of Valian’s chair creek under his tightening grip. She looked up at his face and she did not need to approach their rapport to know he was genuinely angry and worried that the weapons were going to fire. She considered calling for all men to stand down, but she decided to allow her new friend’s scheme to play out.

“A search?!” Suttara snapped. “I have a right to know what you are searching for!”

“Contraband,” the Commander replied, handing the woman a crystalline rod.

Suttara received the rod as her people started making their appearances. “Hold action!” she commanded, putting her hand to the side of the rod. She pulled her hand away and the image of the filed paperwork appeared. “The lot of you, follow these thugs about and mark every single thing they mar. This is an outrage. I promise you... Sir Valian will hear of this!” Suttara returned to her reading as the Team Commander signaled his men to resume their search. “You do realize that this is a criminal search and seizure. If I am not found to be in possession of contraband, this writ is powerless and you are the criminals!”

Valian rolled his lips inside his mouth just before covering it with his hand. “Okay, I didn’t expect that,” he thought. “He didn’t even file the right kind of paperwork!”

“Commander, find the underground fighting pit!” Yorlson directed.

“Underground?” Suttara questioned. “There’s only a wine cellar under this building!”

“Underground at the adjacent property!” Yorlson barked. “And take my voice off of speaker!”

The troops moved through the main building, finding a door and short tunnel to the adjacent property. There were more people who appeared as if they had just awakened from bed and they were pushed aside as the stairway was found.

“Six months,” Valian thought. “You gave me six months, Brother. But then again, you didn’t think I knew you were watching. How could you not watch me? Especially when I gave you your eyes!”

“I think we found the fighter stables,” the Team Commander reported. “Our scanners are showing over a hundred bodies in the area beneath us. We’re taking the stairs.”

Eyes moved from the monitor to Valian... some expecting him to cut and run or bolt toward Yorlson and attack him. The Ward of the Duke simply folded his arms and glared at the images being transmitted. 

When the lights came up, illuminating the area, voices in the dining hall rose. To see so many frightened children scurrying away from the troops did not rest well with the patrons of the event. 

“Those are children!” one man declared.

“Is the pallid making children fight?!”

“Wait! None of them are marked,” a voice cried out, and Valian kept from turning to look at Kethgeegan. 

“No... they’re not. None of them seem to be wounded. What sort of fighting leaves no marks?”

“Commander, this is Valian Styrke. Please send your view-port operative forward to the next chamber, please. I wouldn’t want anyone to be forced to take the word of a pallid when the truth is so readily available.”

“Do as you have been told, Commander,” Pelania asserted. “So commands your Empress.”

“Y-Y-Yes, Your Majesty!” 

After only a few short moments, a classroom came into view. After one of the dinner guests made the verbal proclamation, Valian turned to address Pelania.

“It is the beginnings of an orphanage, Your Majesty. While the nearby Megacity of Imperia is not in the province of my Duke, I do not know how to draw boundary lines when it comes to the plight of children. This is the Jorkethian School, though hardly currently of a status worthy of a presentation.”

“I think I would be in a better position to make that assertion, Phytos,” Jorkethian said as he came away from the wall opposite of Valian’s position.

“Master?!” Valian exclaimed, turning to run to his Praeceptor. The look on the young man’s face was unmistakable, and Ulreejun pressed his lips together as he kept his emotions in check.

“Has it been so long?” he asked before he was embraced and lifted from the floor. “Oh my. I suppose it has been.” He patted Valian’s shoulder and whispered, “You are keeping me from making my Imperial respects, Phytos.”

“Forgive me, Master,” Valian said, bowing and wiping his eyes.

“Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty,” Ulreejun said, bowing deeply and gracefully.

“I might have known,” Pelania said with a slight smile. “Sir Ulreejun, are you responsible for this?” she asked, gesturing toward Valian.

“I will hazard to say yes, Your Majesty. This is my Phytos. But it seems I have interrupted an impromptu tribunal.”

“More like a simple misunderstanding,” Valian inserted.

“No, I have further evidence,” Yorlson declared.

“You have yet to present any initial evidence, Your Grace,” Valian said in a tone suggesting that Yorlson should not press the moment any further.

“Lawrence Donaldson, come forward!” Yorlson cried.

“Who?” Jorkethian whispered.

“Larry,” Valian sighed. “He just summoned Larry.”
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Larry quickly came forward, followed by Kayjoe, Hugh, and Carlos. Larry looked over at Valian and smirked, shrugging his shoulders. “Too many of those old books, Valian. I tried to warn you.”

Yorlson made a very quick introduction of the four men to the dinner guests and then proceeded to ask Larry what he had witnessed while serving as a retainer to Valian.

“Point of order,” Valian called out.

“What order?” Yorlson sharply asked. “This man is one of yours!” 

“Aye, he is one of mine... but he is no retainer. I would like that noted in the record correctly.”

“I am confused, Valian,” Pelania spoke. “You claim him and refuse him in the same statement. Explain this.”

“He is one of mine, Your Majesty,” Valian admitted. “He was an applicant to be a retainer in my service. For a brief time, he was a retainer-in-consideration. If you were to access House records, you will find that the date of his dismissal was the fifteenth of May of last year.”

“Do you mean to say that you have kept this man for nearly a year, but he is not in your service?”

“Not in my service and certainly not in my trust,” Valian replied. “He is, however, unaware of his actual position.”

“You expect us to believe that?!” Yorlson shouted.

“Young Ward, I am afraid I most align my voice with the Duke’s Proxy,” Pelania stated. “Why would you do such a thing if you did not trust the man?”

“Your Majesty,... Lawrence...” Valian stopped and turned to look at Larry. “Lawrence?” Shaking his head clear of the matter, he turned back to the Empress. “This man is not an Imperial Citizen and therefore is not subject to the same rights and privileges. I was under no obligation to tell him anything. But that does not answer your question.

“This evening, I have been honored with a grace few men will ever know: the privilege of escorting the Empress to an event. Unless I am out of order, I would think that the events on the Estate Grounds earlier today are what allowed me to serve my Duke and his House in this fashion.”

“Your courage and capability are indeed the reason why you are my escort this evening,” Pelania confirmed.

“However, despite my actions this day, the moment a question of my character was raised, I went from being the honorable representative of the Jhormynn name... to a pallid. The color of my skin somehow negates the Gateyans my family faced today. Why would I endeavor to allow one such as this man, who shares the same color skin as mine, to perpetuate the stereotype? Such a demeanor and lack of character would only reflect on my Master and Duke. As their defender, I had only two options: contain the problem or destroy the problem. As I am still in training, I have yet to find the opportunity to remove this... man from these lands, taking him back to the Middle Rim. 

“If I have erred or brought any shame to the name Jhormynn,” Valian continued, “I will face whatever punishment Your Majesty deems fitting. The simple truth is this: Lawrence attacked my trainer after a long and grueling regimen of exercise whereupon he and several others cheated their loads to lessen their burden. Believing they were not as spent, Lawrence sought to use this advantage over my trainer.”

“And how did your trainer fare against this attack?” Pelania asked, having selected and viewed the event from the memories Valian shared with her.

“She did not have to face him,” Valian stated. “I had chosen him to be a retainer. His insult was mine to bear. I faced Lawrence and the three men that are now standing with him. And let the record also show, those three are my retainers. I stand for them as I would stand for this House.”

Pelania turned to face the four men. “It would seem that whatever this Lawrence would have to say would be in dispute. However, there are three who stand with him. Why are you there?”

“Larry asked us to come with him,” Hugh quickly answered.

“And you, large one... what would you have to say to anything Lawrence would have to tell us?”

Larry looked up at Kayjoe, a confident smile on his face. But as he looked at the large man, the smile faded and he stared intently at Kayjoe as the large man took a step forward. He addressed the Empress as if her were at Court, starting with a kneeling bow. Hugh snapped his fingers, chastising himself for forgetting that measure. Both he and Carlos took to their knees behind Kayjoe.

“Your Majesty, I am a simple man,” Kayjoe stated, looking down at the floor. “I know I am not smart like most people... and I thought Larry was the only one who never treated me like I was stupid. But he isn’t. Valian has only ever treated me like a man. He has taught me that I am not stupid or feebleminded... I am just different. I may not be able to think like most people in this room... but most people in this room can’t tackle two Gateyans either... so in this there is a balance.”

“Yes, retainer, on that point we would strongly agree,” Pelania nodded, her nostrils flaring slightly at the image of seeing him manipulate demonic flesh. “But of my inquiry, what do you have to say?”`

“I would not trust any harsh words Lawrence would have against my lord,” Kayjoe stated. “He doesn’t like that Valian is smarter than him. He’s a better man than him.” Kayjoe lifted his eyes to look at the Empress. “He’s a better man than me!”

“And what of the charges the Duke’s Proxy has more than implied here?”

“The Duke’s son is a dedicated man,” Kayjoe quickly replied. “He lives to uphold his father’s legacy. If he has claims against my lord, I would not question him... I would question his sources.”

“I could not ask for a better opening,” Valian thought, lowering his head.

“Proxy,” Pelania spoke softly. “Have you anything further to present?”

Yorlson looked at how Valian kept his eyes on the floor at his feet. He then turned to look at his parents. His father still held a burning glare and his mother was on the verge of tears. Yorlson only had one other card to play, but it too had come from his informant who had been compromised. He shook his head ‘no’, taking a step toward his seat.

“As I stated before, this is not an Imperial Court,” Pelania mentioned. “In your case, that might be a very good thing.

“So, without further delay, Valian Styrke, Ward of the House Jhormynn, present yourself and kneel to this station.”

Valian turned to face Jorkethian and dropped to his knee. “My Praeceptor,” he said in a slightly raised tone. “... my Master, and my friend... with your permission, I will hearken unto the call of the Throne.”

Jorkethian knew he had no right to be surprised. After the Test Tower, the bar had been set and Valian had only ever endeavored to raise that standard. Still, to receive a dismissal request from the code of warriors long since gone, the Elder KnighT found it difficult to speak. “Stand and bid me farewell, child,” Ulreejun said softly, placing a hand on Valian’s shoulder. 

“Goodbye, Master,” Valian said as he stood up and embraced the man. Ulreejun quickly wrapped his arms around Valian and held him close.

“I was never your Master,” he whispered in Valian’s ear. “I was only ever your guide.”

Stepping back, Valian smiled. “And now I know you’re human. You finally got something wrong... Master.” With a nod he turned and approached Pelania. 

The table where they had eaten faded from sight and the Empress stole a glance at her lead Dreadnaught. They traded smiles and she drew her sword. Again white molten fire burst from the blade, arcing in the line of her drawing motion. Where the fire touched, light was born. Valian now glowed like the candles in the chamber.

“Your Majesty summoned me,” he stated.

“Kneel, young man.” Pelania lifted her sword as Valian touched his knee to the floor. “The light of Primus shines upon us all. The Inner Rim Empire is but a slight reflection of that light. The subjects of that kingdom are the true power; they are the brightest stars of that system, and with this act I seek to add to their number.

“With the authority of my station and the will of the Emperor himself, I touch this blade to your head. I smite the man you were! No matter your deeds before today, they are but shadow... forever lost in your awakening light. Rise, Sir Valian Styrke, KnighT of the Inner Rim!”

Just after Valian’s knee departed from the marble tile, women and men rose from their seats, applauding and cheering his name. He stood up slowly, lifting his eyes to look upon the Empress. When their eyes met, they both smiled and Valian took hold of her hand, pressing his forehead against the back of her hand.

“My Empress,” he stated.

“Not your liege?” she smiled.

“I am afraid not.”

Valian then turned toward the monitor. The older guests of the dinner celebration stated calling for quiet. While many of the younger guests did not understand why, they quickly obliged.

“My Lord, my Master, my Duke,” Valian said, bowing toward Vaiyorl. “Command me, Father, for on this day your House has gained a KnighT.”

“It has gained so much more than that, my son,” Vaiyorl replied, unafraid to let the tears rolls down his face. “What is your station?”

“I am the guardian of the House Jhormynn!” Valian all but shouted.

“And what is your code?”

“I quest for the ultimate light... the ultimate love... and the ultimate truth!”

“Thy code is accepted, Sir KnighT,” Vaiyorl acknowledged. “Be about your station.”

Applause was about to start again but Valian sharply called Yorlson’s title and name. The tension in the room drew so tight many forgot to breathe.

“What is it, Sir Valian?”

“It is time, my Brother,” Valian boomed. “In the name of the truth I seek, I do hereby serve challenge.”

“You challenge me?” Yorlson inquired.

“I do not! I do, however, challenge Sir Evard Bruntelior! I believe he is watching through the enchanted stone worn by Olpria Tunique.”

Heads turned, trying to find the person Valian was pointing at. No head turned more sharply than Yorlson’s, and he caught sight of the woman wearing a face of shock and dismay. Not the sort of face one would wear when falsely accused... but the kind worn when one was unexpectedly undone. She looked at Yorlson and stammered as she shook her head ‘no’. She stepped back into Annodia who took hold of the woman’s left arm and lifted it above her head.

“Most interesting,” Pelania said, waving her sword across Olpria. White fire flew from the tip of the blade, striking the raised hand – a simple ring on her smallest finger – where it sparked before exploding. The second half of the display image was changed from Suttara’s orphanage to a casting chamber where Evard stood beside a familiar-looking woman. “Countess Lusorra Necaltiere? Is that you?

“If I were not so grossly in love with my husband, I could kiss this man,” Pelania thought. A long time thorn in her side now approached a most startling revelation. The House Jhormynn had rescued the Empress years ago when Vaiyorl caught the attention of the Emperor. He had proven himself to be resourceful, capable, and loyal to the Throne when his estate had been attacked by Imperial forces that remained unidentified to this day. But the failed attack had allowed Pelania to suggest and ultimately name Vaiyorl as one of her directors, a seat the Countess openly coveted. 

“Your Majesty,” Lusorra bowed. The sound of a falling body nearly drowned out her words. It was probably the SpellCasteR who was trying to break the connection between the chamber and the viewing charm worked into the ring. 

“I am so glad you could attend, Countess,” Valian said, stepping forward. “... for my challenge extends to you as well.”

“What sort of challenge do you dare level at me, child?!” Lusorra snapped.

“I am a KnighT of the Inner Rim,” Valian declared. “I am the First KnighT of an Imperial House. According to the old and still-standing code, I can call to challenge whomever I find unworthy of their position.

“And when I win said challenge, I will then present all gathered evidence which has brought me to my claim. That is my right... how do you answer?”

“I am no KnighT.” Lusorra replied.

“You are a Countess! You have the right and the means by which to name your champion. You have ten minutes to respond!”

“Ten minutes?!” Lusorra cried. “This is an outrage!” 

“Indeed it is, Countess,” Pelania added. “By my recollection of the old code, he only had to give you five.”

“Then we will take the time given,” Evard stepped forward to say. “Privacy, if you please, Your Majesty.”

“Requested and given,” Pelania said, waving her sword across the screen. She looked at Valian and nodded. “It is muted and blinded both ways, Sir KnighT.”

“Have you lost your mind?!” Jorkethian snarled through gritted teeth. He took hold of Valian’s arm and found his grip quickly foiled. 

“A moment, Master,” Valian pleaded before walking away. He started running, signaling for Annodia to release the woman as he made his way over to his brother. “Yorlson–”

“You have made me–” Yorlson was shaken by how hard he was embraced by Valian.

“You are here, now, and forever my brother. In my heart, you always have been. What happened today needed to happen so that this house could continue to stand. But... in order for it to be strong... our father is going to need all of his children. All of us, Yorlson!”

Looking into the violet eyes he had come to despise, Yorlson shook his head in wonder. “How?”

“How could I do otherwise?” Valian asserted, grabbing Yorlson’s shoulders. “Do you remember my parents?”

“How could I forget?”

“Exactly! That is the same way I feel. Brother, they died for this family. They died believing that there was a purpose behind the Jhormynn name. A purpose worth dying for! I am their son... how could I even begin to think any differently?! But we need you, Yorlson. We’re always going to need you!”

“What do you need me for?”

“You are the first!” Valian proclaimed. “The very first work of love from our parents.”

“And all I’ve ever shown you is treachery.”

“Fine! Then be treacherous for us! The only reason you fell short here is because I saw you coming! I know that together we can do so much more. Will you help us?”

Yorlson looked into the eyes of the man he had yet to call brother and slowly nodded ‘yes’. “I don’t know what worth I will be... but whatever I have... it is yours.” He was prepared for the second hug and managed to hug Valian back. “What do you need me to do?”

“Go to the Empress and make your apologies,” Valian directed. “Tell her you will make amends for everything that happened tonight and then take your leave. When the Countess returns, I want it to be noticeable that you are not present.”

“Because then it will seem that I am not with you,” Yorlson concluded.

“Exactly!”

“Then I need to be quick about it,” Yorlson said, pulling away and running over toward the Empress.

The young KnighT then turned to look at Shonsatah and Pirion. He used sign language to say, “Give me a moment... I’ll be right up.” The two youths nodded at the signaling and quickly said their farewells.

Valian returned to his Praeceptor who had lost none of his ire. He turned to watch Yorlson make a very graceful and eloquent apology before quickly making his way out of the chamber.

“Please do not strike me,” Valian requested.

“I am left with no other recourse!” Jorkethian whispered his retort. It sounded more like a soft scream. “Boy, you are gifted, there is no other word for it, but Evard is a Master KnighT... damn near an Elder! His combative style may appear ineffective and clumsy, but it is potent and it serves him well!”

Valian took a step back, pointing at Jorkethian. “Ah-haa! I see it now.”

“You see what?” 

“You’re afraid I’m going to best him better than you can!”

Jorkethian grabbed Valian by the lapels and jerked his body forward. It did not have the effect Ulreejun was looking for, and he thought the young KnighT had moved in such a way as to make it look more effective than it actually was. “This is no game, boy!”

Valian took soft hold of his master’s hands and smiled. “Yes it is, Master!” he argued. “It is the ultimate game, and the gods are the scorekeepers. Trust me, Master. Trust your training... your guidance... your faith... and above all, trust your love.”

“Their deliberations have been concluded,” N’Toa announced and he turned to the Empress who put her hand to her sheathed sword and lifted her free hand to remove the blind.

“Your Majesty, what the boy has-”

“KnighT,” Valian boomed. “I am of station, Countess, and you will respect that or find additional charges levied at you.”

Lusorra looked at Valian and then at the Empress. The woman knew she did not have an advocate of sufficient power in the dining hall... perhaps at Court, but circumstances had removed that possibility. After taking a moment, the Countess smiled and bowed her head to Valian.

“My apologies, Sir KnighT,” she said softly. “But to resume... what the KnighT has proposed as a challenge is at best awkward to resolve. He has challenged a Master KnighT and myself. How does he mean to face eleven champions at once?!”

“Interesting that you could only find ten within your province to stand with you, Countess,” Valian said, sounding as if he expected this attempt. “But the matter is easily resolved and in a manner the Old Code embraces.”

“A tournament!” Pelania said in a soft voice.

“Exactly, Your Majesty,” he replied. “An Old Code Tournament of KnighTs. If memory serves, the next to be held is the Farefall Tournament, the one the Emperor himself often attends.”

“That tournament isn’t until Yorjunvis!” Evard barked. “More than three months away! First you question my character and then you make this display of cowardice?!”

“What site could I choose that you would agree to, Sir Evard?” Valian returned. “And what judges would you accept? This saves us all the time of unnecessary bickering because not even you can question the integrity of an Imperial event. What you wish to imply as cowardice I see as intelligence. How fortunate this is not a test of wits, eh?”

There was good chance Evard could not hear the laughter coming from the dining hall. That did not make him any less aggravated by the snipe.

“KnighT, or no KnighT, I will end you, child! So swears Evard Bruntelior!” With that, the man turned and walked away. The sound of an opening door could be heard as Lusorra addressed the Empress. 

“It would seem that this is indeed a solution to the problem,” she smiled. “These terms are accepted. But in that Sir Valian has selected the time and place, it is my right to exercise the terms.”

“In accepting the tournament, Countess, you have also accepted the terms,” Valian pointed out. “The KnighT that wins the tournament wins the challenge. Your eleven to my one. I very much like those odds. 

“A detailing of your champions and their listed retainers will be expected within the hour,” Valian declared. “Dreadnaught N’Toa, might I implore you to be the recipient of that list?”

“He will be more than happy to receive it,” Pelania stated.

“Very good then,” Valian said, reaching into a small pocket sewn into his belt. He produced a small crystal and handed it to the Dreadnaught. “Here is mine.”

“Your list is received, Sir Valian,” N’Toa announced. “Great glory to you and your house.”

“To the gods with the glory,” Valian said, turning to leave. “All I need is my house!” Reaching the doors, Valian stopped. He turned to face the Empress and he bowed deeply. “By your leave, Your Majesty.”

“Attend to your matters, Sir KnighT,” she replied. “And do so with your Empress’ blessing.”

“Your Majesty.” Valian then looked at the monitor. “Father?”

“The House Jhormynn is no longer in need of a KnighT,” Vaiyorl said proudly. “In three months’ time, I believe we will retain the KnighT we have. Go now, son, and good skill to you.”

Valian bowed before turning to look at one of the Estate Guards. “Arrest that man,” he said, pointing at Larry. “Put him in restraints, trackers, and store him in the smallest cell we have.”

“Yes sir,” three of the guards replied, slapping their heels together and going quickly about what they were ordered to do. 

Valian looked at Larry and smiled. “Let me know if you want to borrow my library.”
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Valian walked quickly down the corridor, the sounds of the dining hall slowly fading behind him. All he could clearly hear were the footfalls of his family, friends, and acquaintances. He was still smiling from the library line he had delivered to Larry before leaving the room, but he could tell something was not quite right with his squire.

“What is it, Annodia?” he asked.

“How does she get to have ten champions?!” Annodia blurted out, finally relieved of the burden of remaining silent.

Valian chuckled. “I think we can agree that the Old Code is in need of revision in certain places.”

“If, when you say ‘certain’, you mean ‘all’, then yes!” Kethgeegan remarked, bringing laughter from most of the group. Annodia and Jorkethian were not in the mood for amusement.

“When I challenged the Countess, I basically challenged her entire province. I think she presides over some seventeen various territories.”

“Eighteen,” Champanna corrected. “... that she holds according to public records.”

“Thank you, Champanna,” Valian smiled. “... and please mind your voice. I would rather not have to divulge any of our sources at the moment.

“Getting back to the point,” Valian steered the conversation. “...she could only get ten of those territories to submit a champion. Now, that could be because the other territories don’t have a champion to speak of...”

“Or they’ve got reason to believe your claim is true,” Annodia concluded.

“That reminds me. Quilori, kindly send word to the Minister of Affairs informing him of the challenge and that the House Jhormynn requests a formal review edict to be placed on all of the Countess’ internal proceedings until the challenge is resolved.”

“I will get on that immediately!” the Olasson woman replied, reaching for her computer.

“Just in case,” Valian said softly. “That will provide some protection to the territories that have opted out of the tournament.”

“Hey,” Annodia said, taking hold of Valian’s arm. “The Duke has over twenty territories!”

“True, but it wasn’t the Duke that made the challenge,” Valian said. “And even if I had shared all that we have uncovered with the Duke, it would be troublesome for him to make the challenge.”

“Why?”

“Because even though the Duke is riding high at the moment, he and the Duchess still need to be able to survive at Court,” Jorkethian advised, taking another long look at Valian.

“No, he isn’t delusional,” he thought. “It’s obvious that he’s thought this out in as many ways as he could find. But how does he hope to best Bruntelior?”

“It’s better this way,” Valian concluded. “To the eyes of the Imperial Court, I stand alone. No Order of KnighTs to act as an anchor... no real station in the Court to justify. I’m just a brand new KnighT... and with this challenge, I’m proving to most that I don’t know what I’m doing.

“Now, I will meet you at the transport,” Valian said as he stopped. “Annodia, kindly wait for me down here while I say my goodbyes to my siblings.”

“Valian,” Ulreejun started only to be halted by his student’s lifted hand.

“I don’t know when I’ll see my family again, Master,” Valian said softly as he stared for the stairs. “This lunacy will keep until I return.”

The visitation to Travis was very brief. It was good to see Gwendolyn, and she seemed especially happy to see Valian again, but Travis’ condition had not changed. He was still unconscious, though no longer comatose. Though he had been a Seer for years, it was apparent he still had a few things he needed to learn. Looking away when discovered by a creature of MoGo would have to be added to the list as soon as Travis was able.

Thomas was not to be found, but Valian had expected as much, especially with Travis sidelined with his ‘injury’. That left the two siblings for Valian to speak with before departing the estate.

After conversing with and giving a hug to Tacita, Valian walked over to where Shonsatah was standing. He was stalled in his approach, seeing an entirely new development of which he was unaware.

“When did this start?” he asked, looking at a number of paintings that were anything but pedestrian. He was especially taken with one of a small ship streaking through the sky. His lips pressed together as he immediately placed where he had seen the ship before. It was the skiff that his father had customized; the last ship his parents ever flew.

“Tacita’s to blame for this,” Shonsatah said as she put more paint to her current work. “It started with sign language and Braille... and then it was calligraphy... then sketching... and now this.”

“Sister... you have a genuine gift,” Valian said, finally looking away from the skiff painting. The next that caught his eyes was what had to have been her view of the Test Tower. Valian had never considered it to be a menacing thing, but he quickly realized that he had not had to watch any of his loved ones face it.  “And it’s a good thing I didn’t have this view of that thing.” 

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” she said without looking away from her painting. “Big, ominous-looking things don’t frighten you. That you leave for us to do.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re angry with me?”

“Could it be because I was in the room when you gave your life away?” she asked, a very slight tremble in her voice. It reached Valian’s heart and he closed his eyes.

“Sister.” He started toward her, opening his arms to take her into an embrace. He stopped when she whirled around, swinging her hand for his face. It was pure reaction that made his head jerk backward, moving his face just out of Shonsatah’s reach.

“No!” she yelled. “Stay away from me! I’m not your sister.”

“You don’t believe that,” he whispered, approaching slowly.

“Yes I do! You’re beneath me!”

“That I am,” he smiled. “Have been since the day we met.”

Shonsatah gasped, her mind taking hold of her and snatching her back through time to a memory she could not forget even if she tried.

It had been an innocent enough beginning, attending a carnival full of wonder and oddities of all sorts. True Lord Vaiyorl Jhormynn had allowed the troupe to use his property to set up their tents. On a very unexpected outing, Shonsatah’s father had decided to take the family to the carnival, a command performance of sorts. They were in the third tent, meeting Boris for the first time... when the family outing became a test of survival. People Shonsatah had known and come to love died that evening, including most of her personal guard... she had reason to believe that she would be joining them.

It was also the first time she had worked MajiK away from the secret place she had made in the corner of her bedchamber. She had been hoping for a simple Restoration Charm, and that is what she had managed, far exceeding what she had come to know as the limits of the incantation. Her father had been stunned by an Anti-MannA pulse and was barely managing to run with the rest of the family as they escaped the oddity tent. Her charm restored him fully and even engaged a measure of his anger to fortify him beyond that point of simple healing. 

Sending his family ahead, Vaiyorl had turned to face the enemy. Shonsatah would not see him again until the next morning... but she was not yet done with the night. Delivered to a teleportation pad by one of the carnies, Guysorla and her children had been sent to a spaceport where a small skiff had been waiting. Manning that ship had been Kolinkar and Arva Styrke... and their son, Valian. Struck by a spear, Shonsatah had not been given time to be afraid of Kolinkar’s appearance. He had been Darkbred, a former Ardrian Marine. His formidable rage and power was dispensed with extreme prejudice. His wife had been there with a timely shot for the few targets Kolinkar could not reach.

But even aboard the skiff the Jhormynn family had not been safe, and an Imperial warship came out of a gate and started firing on the small ship. Arva had been the pilot and she demonstrated why she had been able to survive service in the Ardrian Flight Corps. Kolinkar had given the order for the Jhormynn family to man their escape craft when the skiff started taking more and more damage.

“But if we take their escape craft, what are they going to take?” Shonsatah had asked, looking up at her mother. Guysorla looked at her daughter with tears in her eyes and she had no need to explain why she was about to cry. 

Shonsatah had not been given time to voice her disapproval of the plan; Yorlson had been the first to move to the escape craft, taking the position that had been designed for Valian. Guysorla and Pirion had been told to take the position that had been designed for the large Marine and Shonsatah had volunteered to share the last remaining position, that of Arva Styrke’s, with a young Valian.

When the craft dislodged from the ship, Shonsatah had watched silently as the young Darkbred boy cancelled the pre-programed flight pattern. The escape pod had no viewports, so Valian had to pilot the craft using only instrumentation. 

“It’s going to be alright,” he said, smiling at Shonsatah. That was the face she had discovered she could never forget. His violet eyes had been bright and full of hope even as they cried at the loss of his parents. Even then he had been able to demonstrate an inhuman level of discipline and self-control. She remembered she had only ever seen one tear... while he was piloting the escape pod. 

The moment they had reached the ground, he had looked at her, quivering in fear and anger. Being only a child herself, Shonsatah had only known to do what she had seen. She wrapped her arms around Valian, hugging his head into her shoulder.

How long had they been locked into that pod? Guysorla had called out to her children and she had even wanted to know how the boy was. Shonsatah had simply said that they were both alright and Valian held on to her tightly, silently crying into her shoulder. 

Nearly three hours later, Vaiyorl had located the pod. He had been hurt, burned in the flare-fire of an explosion, but he was otherwise alright. The same could not be said about Minyalla S’Clardiar, the Estate Guard who had been with her father and wound up taking the brunt of the blast that had hurt Vaiyorl. 

Since that day, Shonsatah had only seen Valian cry once: when the pressures of Jorkethian had finally taken their toll.

“But even then he wasn’t crying because he thought he was failing,” Shonsatah thought. “He cried because he thought he was failing the memory of his parents, failing the cause for which they had given their lives.

“Stay away from me,” she pleaded.

“I can’t,” Valian returned, receiving a slap from the girl. “And you’re only going to hurt your hand if you keep doing that.”

“Oh, so you can’t be hurt, is that it?” she cried. “Is that why you think you can face off against so many and hope for victory?”

“I can be hurt,” Valian admitted. “I can’t even say how much it hurts to know that I’m the reason why you’re crying. I’m so sorry, Shonsatah.”

“Then rescind the challenge!”

“You know I can’t do that. And even if I could, I wouldn’t.”

“Why not, Valian?!”

“Because I’ve found the source,” he revealed after tapping a button on his comm-link.

“You what?”

“I found the source,” he repeated, his eyes locked on hers. “The one behind the attack on the Jhormynn Family and my first parents.”

Suddenly, Shonsatah’s rage was suspended and staggered back a step. “You found them?!” she whispered. She covered her mouth as Valian nodded ‘yes’.

“If I bring charges, the Imperial Court will do all that it can to play it down. No House of Standing can be caught engaging in these acts. This is the only play I have that won’t came back on the house.”

“Damn the house!” Shonsatah barked. 

Valian took hold of the young woman and quickly brought her close. “And that line of thinking you will abandon right here and right now. I cannot go straight at these people. The tournament is the only available avenue of approach.”

“But against so many–”

“It only lessens my chances if I am concerned about what you might do or say,” Valian admitted. “And I know that wasn’t fair of me to say, but I’m all out of fair moves, Shonsatah.”

“Realistically speaking, what are y–” 

“I will win the tournament!” he vowed. 

“You had better!” Pirion demanded as he entered the room. “I am putting my inheritance on the line.”

“Pirion!” Shonsatah scolded.

“What? Do you know how much I won when he completed the Test Tower?”

“You had a wager going?!” Valian asked, more than a little surprised.

“With the same idiot I just secured a bet against: Wisia Herthane!”

“True Lord Kelsbi’s daughter,” Shonsatah sighed, closing her eyes. “What does she have in the way of an inheritance?”

“Not much,” Pirion grinned. “I put my inheritance up against her dowry.”

Valian shook his head, walking over to embrace the boy who was becoming more and more of a man.

“Prepare to reap the rewards, Brother,” Valian smiled.

Annodia gave no sign of relief at seeing Valian descending the winding stairway, but that was exactly how she felt. Standing alone she had been given the opportunity to think... and worry... and imagine the worst possible outcome of the challenge her KnighT had placed this evening. Seeing him again, however, brightened her disposition and she smiled up the stairs.

“Was it the Joust?” Valian asked in the tone that suggested he had already guessed what she had been thinking.

“Powered Armour Combat,” she answered. “Bruntelior put a fist straight through your armour... and you were slowly bleeding to death.”

“So, not dead immediately then?” Valian inquired.

“No, sire. Not immediately.”

“You go back and see it through until the end,” Valian suggested as the two walked out of the front door. “I might surprise you.”

Annodia giggled. “I will get right to that. I suppose I will be dream-viewing as you are contacting Jorkethian.”

“He left word?”

“Just before you sent your signal,” Annodia reported. “The Twins were already in the network. No attempt was made to activate the sensors in Shonsatah’s chambers. They did, however, monitor the connection of an off-planet site with Yorlson’s console.” Annodia looked at her readout on her bracer. “And it would appear that the connection is ongoing. Kyle’s managed to find the source of the transmission. He negotiated some thirteen obstacles only to find the transmission emanates from Necaltiere Manor.”

“Shocking, isn’t it?” Valian sighed.

“It’s the last thing I ever expected to see,” she replied in feigned shock. “Do you think Yorlson will inform us once he’s done?”

“That is the more important issue,” Valian stated, getting into the hover-car. “... but we shouldn’t keep our Praeceptor waiting.”

“I think you mean you shouldn’t keep him waiting,” Annodia corrected as she engaged the drive. “Jorkethian left very specific word... complete with instructions. I’m to take you back to the transport and you are to take a vehicle to coordinates he will send to you once you are mobile.”

“I see.” Valian reached over and took hold of throttle, accelerating the hover-car. “As you said, I shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
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It was a cool, breezy night. The moon called Gyanturdelle was nearly full, hanging high in a cloudless sky. Valian took a moment to look at the satellite of Calrios and the stars beyond it. Closing the door to his ground car, he turned and started for the coordinates he had received. He looked up the hill to the edge of the cut grass of the private park. His destination was at least two hundred meters beyond the wall of evergreens that shaped the field.

“You’re intending to stick to this wheeled-vehicle thing, aren’t you?” Ulreejun asked as he came away from the tree line.

Valian smiled as he walked. “A very good friend and incredibly wise man put me onto it: take something that you’re weak at doing... or even something you do not like, and declare it your favorite. See if your world changes.”

The Elder KnighT chuckled as he folded his arms. “And has it?”

“Will you take a look at that thing?” Valian asked, pointing his thumb over his shoulder at his roadster. “Tell me you can look at it and not want to drive it!” 

The corners of Ulreejun’s mouth curled downward as he nodded in consideration. “Can’t do it,” he admitted. “That is a fine-looking machine!”

“Trust me, Master, it looks better after you drive it,” Valian added. “That’s not even my racer. It’s just something the Twins put together so that I can drive around if I’m of the mind to do so.”

“So, they have enough time on their hands to make a recreational vehicle?”

Valian stopped walking and sighed. “No, that’s not it at all.”

“It’s alright, Phytos,” Ulreejun smiled. “I think you put forth a very good effort to make it seem like that vehicle is something you chose to drive. Let me guess... Gilestra.”

“Along with Quilori and Annodia,” Valian admitted as he turned to face the car. “Peek-a-boo.”

The car lowered to the ground as panels opened, revealing several types of weapons and shield plates that dropped down to cover the wheels. Two seconds later, the weapons and plates retracted. As the car came up from the ground, electricity arced over the chassis. 

Ulreejun laughed out loud, holding out his hand toward Valian. “Take their insistence as a sign of love, Valian. That is about the only way you can contend with it.”

“Is that what you do?”

“As much as I can. You’ve got your Twins and their nursemaid Chief... I’ve got Kurshigg.”

“Forgive me if I lack for sympathy, Master,” Valian remarked.

“Be very careful, boy,” Ulreejun shot back. “When that Delman joined me, he could barely solder two wires together or even sharpen an edge. He was my combat trainer for at least six years before he even expressed an interest in forging.”

“What?” Valian gasped. “And now...”

“And now he’s an Armiger!” the Elder KnighT testified. 

“Remarkable.”

“Interesting,” Ulreejun said, turning to walk into the woods with his hand on Valian’s shoulder. “That’s exactly what he said when I told him what you had done. Said I was too close to see it clearly.”

“And?”

“Do you argue with Sandra?” Ulreejun asked.

“I try my very best not to.”

“Likewise,” Ulreejun affirmed. “So I did as he suggested and stepped back. I confess, I saw a lot more than when I was standing in that dining hall. Turns out it was a good thing you said your farewells to your family. It gave me time to see things more clearly.

“Of course, with clarity comes the weight of understanding,” Ulreejun offered. “I’ve taken up a few quests in my time, Valian. Defended my share of people who needed the assistance.”

The conversation stalled as the two came through the small trees and bushes into a clearing. Valian smirked at the tell-tale portal. His first thought was that it had been left unattended, but then he started thinking of all the wonderful reception devices Kurshigg could have waiting for anyone, other than an expected party, who dared to venture through that door. Valian’s thoughts were drawn away from the portal as he noticed that Ulreejun had stopped walking.

“You sent word to the Sixth Haven Order, didn’t you?” Ulreejun inquired, sounding as if he already knew the answer.

“Of course I did,” Valian answered plainly.

The Elder KnighT took a step back as his eyes became glassy with tears. “So, this sensation... is what it feels like to have someone fight for you,” he thought. “After so many engagements. I never bothered to ask those I chose to defend or fight for... and I suppose it never crossed their minds to share the experience with me. 

“Or did they?” he considered. “There were a few heart-felt ‘thank-you’s in that grouping.

“You challenged Bruntelior to defend me,” Ulreejun struggled to speak. 

“Among other things, Master,” Valian disclosed.

“Other things?”

“Evard is a control,” the young man shared. “With him included in my challenge, the Countess was more likely to rely on his skill to save her. Given the lists of contestants received by the Empress’ Dreadnaught, I can safely say that two relatively strong candidates weren’t even approached.”

“How many did you find in her province?” Ulreejun asked. “Because it seems unlikely that–”

“She has six KnighTs who are members of orders in good standing, Master,” Valian informed. “She sent word to two of them, only one responded. Now, was she too pressed with the insolence of a young fool who would dare to challenge her station and threaten her holdings in the Empire...”

“... or blindly dependent on the one in front of her eyes,” Ulreejun speculated. “This plan of yours seems to be happening exactly as you need it to.”

“Then I have mastered another sort of illusion-casting,” Valian returned. “I am only doing what my teachers have taught me. Both you and my father hold flexibility and adaptability in high regard. It made sense to make the plans the same way.”

“Which brings us to why we’re here,” Ulreejun announced, holding his arms away from his body to make the moment more grand. “Kurshigg has finished the sword.” 

“Oh.”

Ulreejun smiled at the respect his student gave the Delman Armiger, but there was another matter pressing on his mind. The Elder KnighT had to make a decision, and up until the latest conversation with his Phytos, he had not made up his mind. Reaching to his back, Ulreejun produced a brown canvas bag. With next to no ceremony, he tossed it over to Valian.

“Consider that a graduation gift from me to you,” Ulreejun explained. “You don’t have to keep it. In truth, it wasn’t made for you. It was something I commissioned for Evarzon, but I never had the opportunity to give it to him. Do with it as you wish.”

“Thank you, Master,” Valian said without looking in the bag. He bowed deeply with his head down. “I will cherish it.”

“Yeah,” Ulreejun said, not knowing how to feel or what to say. “Let’s not keep the Armiger waiting. Train hard, boy. Your plan has you on a collision course with Bruntelior.”

“A man you’ve beaten more than once,” Valian commented.

“And not on any of those engagements did I walk away unscathed!” Ulreejun snapped. “One in particular I didn’t walk away at all! The man is strong, Valian! Stronger than you know.”

“That isn’t entirely accurate,” Valian said confidently.

Ulreejun stammered a response as his face twisted with a mixture of confusion, fear, and anger.

“I’ve sparred a couple of time against my father,” Valian relayed, his eyes staring deeply into Ulreejun’s before he turned, tapped his left wrist, and stepped into the portal.

Ulreejun’s shoulders sagged and his chin fell to his chest. Suddenly everything was very clear to the man. Kolinkar Styrke was a Darkbred Ardrian, and stronger than five of Evard’s girth.

“Damn me for a blind fool,” he thought. “This boy knows how to contend with strength. He knew that before our first lesson. His father taught him! He might have been in a body too young to demonstrate the lessons, but I doubt the child ever forgot what he learned.” The man chuckled, walking away from the portal a few meters. There was no telling in what condition Valian would be making his exit. His chuckle soon escalated to a laugh.

“Yeah, this has to be the most unexpected setting,” Valian thought, looking at a large bed where three women – a blonde, a brunette, and a redhead – clad in too little silk, were reclined in various positions of allure. Each one of them was attractive and beckoned at Valian with their smiles and winks.

“Kurshigg!”

“Behind you, boy.”

Valian smiled at the women and waved a goodbye before turning around. His smile became a frown as he looked at Kurshigg dressed in silk pajama pants and an animal print robe. He was standing in the middle of a large, extravagant bathroom, using hand mirrors to look on all sides of himself. He was especially taken with the ponytail he had made.

“Oh stop it!” Valian barked, placing his hands on his hips. “That’s the last time I let you copy from my movie files.”

“Single-best artistic expression ever made by a Terran,” Kurshigg claimed as he placed the hand mirrors on the counter. “Can’t say I agree with the outcome of the story,” he said dismissively. “... but this moment... this moment of the story?! Ha-haa! Perfection!”

“And if I had arrived a little later?!”

“Then your knowledge of Delman culture would have been vastly improved,” Kurshigg said, turning to march toward the bed. Valian moved to get out of his way. “What you came for is waiting for you in the tub.”

“Think I’ll be getting it and leaving... immediately!”

“Suit yourself.”

Valian did not waste any time. He ran for the tub, snatching up a long box made of polished mahogany and gold-leaf framing. He tapped his left wrist again and sprinted through the portal, stumbling to a stop in the grass on the other side. He quickly turned to see his Praeceptor laughing.

“Do you know what he’s– wait... you do know!”

“We watched... the movie together,” Ulreejun laughingly admitted. “As the... story concluded, he went back... to one frame... in particular... the one you walked in on.” Falling to his knees, Ulreejun started cackling. “I do hope I didn’t get you there too late.”

“Damn near!” Valian shouted, looking down at the laughing man. He shook his head, turning his back to his Praeceptor and looking at the wooden case. Now that he had time to appreciate the workmanship, he allowed his hand to run slowly along the carved edges which felt soft to the touch.

“And to think, this is just the box,” he whispered. He could hear when his Praeceptor started to regain control of himself. “Would you care to see it?”

“I will see it soon enough,” Ulreejun proclaimed. “At this moment... it is just for your eyes... just for you. Relish these moments, Phytos. They come so rarely and, as you get older, further and further apart. Train well, son. I will see you at the tournament.”

“Relish the moment, eh?” Valian thought, holding the case in his hands. “And my first thought is to take this back to the ship and show it to the others... but that would be going against the very essence of my Master’s advice.”

At that moment, the portal shimmered and dimmed, almost to the point of fading out altogether. The air around Valian rippled and the sounds of breaking glass echoed all about him... along with a piercing scream and a muffled explosion.

“Most interesting,” Valian said softly, looking over at his left wrist and the slender crystalline bracelet which slowly cracked before blowing away from his arm in a fine sparkling powder. Placing the case on the ground so that it leaned up against his leg, Valian reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a small black stone. “Bracelet,” he commanded and the stone lost its form, quickly becoming a bracelet looking exactly like the one he had lost. He looked around at the portal and then in the direction in which his Praeceptor had departed. He shook his head, pressing his lips together as he started back to his vehicle. “Crusty old relics! Not even an alarm on the portal. I’m out here alone. Just the opportunity Lusorra would take advantage of... if she could. From the sounds of it, we might have to edit her compliment of SpellCasteRs.” 

Getting back to the ground-car, Valian decided that he could not wait any longer. He set the case down on the vehicle and opened it. Inside, he could see the case was actually two compartments closed off by two velvet panels. A note had been pinned to the panel on his left and Valian removed it, opening it.


This is an old riddle... so you may or may not get it. Open both panels and take the more important piece first. There’s a nice bonus in store... if you get it right. And there is no such thing as saying Good Luck to men of action. So I will wish you solid skill and an eventual peace, Sir KnighT!



“Thank you, Kurshigg,” Valian said softly, folding the paper and tucking it into his pocket. With anxiousness building in his chest, he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, holding it for a moment. As he blew out slowly, Valian opened his eyes.

Taking hold of the handles, Valian removed both panels at the same time. White and gold light shined up into his chest and face as his eyes flared wide. He looked down to see a new sword on one side of the case and a belt and scabbard on the other. The white light came from the blade, the gold emanated from the leather of the sheath.

“It is an old riddle, Armiger,” Valian whispered as his eyes locked onto his choice. “But one I was taught before I came to the Inner Rim.” His hands entered slowly into the compartment, lifting the scabbard out of its place. “A soldier will die for a cause, but they all seek peace. You can only do three things when you’re holding a blade: hold it, drop it, or use it.” Slowly taking a hold of the belt, Valian placed the scabbard on his hip and fastened the belt. “When you’re wearing a blade, you still have those three options... plus anything your hands can do.”

A frown formed on Valian’s face as the buckle started glowing in a blue light. Staggering from the sensation of having MannA take hold of his body, Valian looked down to see that he was wearing studded leather armour complete with bracers, all assembled over a bodysuit of blue chain mail. It greatly resembled the type of armour he knew Sandra to be working on. There was also a large black and silver blaster secured in a holster on his hip. But Valian’s eyes remained on the scabbard as the golden glow dimmed. His eyes strained to examine the leather of the construct. 

“Is that circuitry?!” he whispered, putting his hand to the scabbard.

The sword glowed in response to his inquiry and Valian put his eyes to the weapon only to see what appeared to be circuitry worked into the steel. “What is this?!” A white gem in the pommel sparked to a near-blinding illumination. An image of Kurshigg formed over the sword and Valian knew it was a recording.

The Delman smirked and applauded. “Well, if you are seeing this, then you’re as smart as you are talented. Outside the Outer Rim are a people who have developed what we call living machinery. I’ve worked the concept of their base mechanism into both the blade and scabbard. They work in tandem, but the scabbard has a greater range of functionality.

“But let’s start with the blade,” Kurshigg stated, holding up the sword for Valian to see. “Her name is Witch and she’s one of a kind... just like her master!

“The scabbard’s called Jack... and since you’re seeing this... you’ve already received your bonus. That blaster on your hip. His name is Warlock, and yes, I’m using the Old Earth spelling of the word. Thought that would be more fitting.”

Valian took hold of the sword, lifting it from the case. The light from the white gem slowly fed into the blade, illuminating the lines of circuitry. A smile of pure confidence formed on the young KnighT’s face.

He chuckled for a moment, backing away from the vehicle a few strides before stopping and centering his mind and body. Lifting the sword above his head, Valian moved into a kata he had spent the last four years mastering. At last he could demonstrate one of the most significant of his Praeceptor’s secret lessons. He closed his eyes and continued the kata, taking in the feel of the blade as it seemed to be taking in the feel of him. Sword and swordsman moved as one, Kurshigg continuing his explanation of what the blade, blaster, and scabbard ensemble could do. Valian absorbed each and every word, taking them to heart as he continued his dance... relishing the moment... and a certain lightening of his load.



Meticulous planning will enable everything a man does to appear spontaneous.


Mark Caine 
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(V)

(Rims Time: XI-4903.21)

Evard sat in the middle of the large bath, enjoying the warmth of the water, the fragrance of the oils, and the touch of Lusorra’s hands and lips on his back and neck.

“Fine, I can admit when I am wrong,” the large man sighed. “This was definitely a better idea.”

“I am pleased you can admit when you’re wrong,” Lusorra purred as she moved around to his front, kissing him passionately on the mouth. “... but this only the beginning of what I have in mind.”

“Oh really,” he growled, slowly moving to wrap his arms around her body and pull her even closer. “I certainly hope your plans are as flexible.” Evard pressed his lips to her neck and shoulder. Lusorra closed her eyes and moaned as her head tilted back, giving Evard access to her chest.

“You make it sound... as if... I am losing something.”

“I suppose that depends upon your perspective,” Vura remarked as she crossed her legs. 

Evard and Lusorra jumped at the sound of a third voice, but fright was only apparent in the first instant. Evard came up out of the bath, landing on the floor as his armour formed around his body, his sword in hand.

The water in the bath lifted Lusorra up out of the tub and carried her to the floor opposite her lover. The water became a bodysuit of crystalline armour, and MannA glowed in her right hand.

With eyebrows raised, Vura released the melon she had taken from the serving tray, but it did not fall to the floor. She applauded, impressed with what she had seen. She then reclaimed the melon and took a bite out of it.

“That’s a lot better than I expected,” Vura admitted as she chewed. “And mother’s heart, these are good melons. My compliments, Countess.”

“Speak your reason for being or feel the sting of my blade!” Evard barked.

Vura’s hazel eyes flared in disbelief. “Seriously?! I swear, you Inner Rim folk... taking every breath as if you’re center stage. Calm down, Brunt Grunt, before the curtain draws its last on this particular production.

“Either of you care to take a moment and ask how I was able to penetrate the defenses here?” Vura asked. She chewed as her eyes went back and forth between Evard and Lusorra. She swallowed and nodded. “The things I do for my Mistress,” she sighed just ahead of the door tone sounding. Vura smiled and gestured toward the door. “You might want to get that... it’s pressing news.”

“Enter!” Lusorra commanded.

A Lieutenant of the Estate Guard quickly entered the room. Her eyes locked on the woman seated on the far side of the room. She did not recognize the well-dressed woman who was eating the Countess’ fruit, and she immediately put her hand to her gun.

“What is it, Lieutenant?!” Lusorra inquired sharply. 

“Mistress... the matter is sensitive,” the young woman said without taking her eyes off of Vura or moving her hand away from her weapon.

Vura smiled, tickled at how someone in the Countess’ guard had chosen a woman to interrupt her bathing practices. Taking another bite of the melon, she waved hello at the guardsman. “She wants to tell you about the condition of some of your casters, Countess. A number of them have been... retired... permanently! The cascading backlash is what led to the lowering of your guards against unwanted enchantments and incantations. I find it interesting that you aren’t somehow linked to that defensive measure. It’s like walking around oblivious to the fact that your skirt is up!”

Evard huffed. “I’ve had enough of yo–”

“Pain,” Vura hissed, cutting a sharp glare at the KnighT. His blade beat his knees to the floor, but not by much. Falling to his side, Evard cried out in anguish in such a volume that the Lieutenant and Lusorra were surprised. “Hmmm, might have overshot with that one,” Vura commented.

“Out!” Vura huffed as the guardsman’s weapon cleared its holster. An invisible wave of force slammed into the woman’s chest, hurling her out of the room. Her back collided with the wall of the corridor, but it did not fall. The woman was held above the floor, nearly unconscious and without her weapon. Taking another bite of the melon, Vura put her eyes on Lusorra. “This works better if you’re conscious to hear what I have to offer.”

“Who are you?!” the Countess shouted above Evard’s cries of agony.

“Someone who also doesn’t want me to be here,” Vura replied. “But more importantly, I represent someone who wants to help you with your current crisis.”

“Tell me what happened to my casters!” Lusorra demanded.

Vura stopped chewing and swallowed hard. “Sorry, I think I might have miscommunicated something back there. It’s not just most of your casters you’ve lost.”

“A moment ago you said it was some!” the Countess snapped.

“I was trying to lighten the blow,” Vura explained before waving her hand across Evard. His body relaxed as the pain finally subsided. He laid on the floor, panting for air and too weak to move anything else. “The man’s got lungs, I’ll give him that.”

With Vura’s eyes on Evard, Lusorra took the MannA she held in her hand and casted a Binding spell. Purple light glowed around five thin, black chains that sprung from her palm. Vura’s free hand backhanded the chains with such force that they shattered, falling toward the floor but fading out of sight before reaching it.

“I suppose I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t tried,” Vura shared. “Hopefully now you’ve allowed yourself to come to the conclusion that what you use for a messenger and what the people I represent use for a messenger are two very different things... and perhaps we can proceed.

“Let’s see, where were we?” Vura asked, taking another bite. “Damn if this isn’t one of the sweetest melons ever!” Sucking in the juices and swallowing, Vura held up her finger. “Ahh, yes, I remember now. Your ‘Oh So Clever Strike Team Status Report’! 

“You’re under the impression it was an ingenious plan,” Vura mused. “... gathering up your assassins, having them skirted away to some island away from anything resembling your holdings. It was practical, and very CYA of you... but it wasn’t bright. It fell short due to the fact you have subservient people in your stable, not capable people. 

“A capable person,” Vura explained, “would have checked to see if the particular means of teleportation they had in mind would even work on the boy. I know – how likely is it that one so young would possess such defenses? But your opponent is crafty... smart enough to have capable people in his stable. Subservient people follow orders, capable people question the ones given, especially if they have a better approach. The type of anchor Valian wears was inspired by demons. It tends to take applied MannA and warp it. As your lead was casting his teleport, Valian’s anchor tried to fold space around the caster. Needless to say, there just wasn’t enough power to achieve that goal, so the teleport spell backlashed and the folding space attempt backlashed. That man’s death was painless. The subsequent explosions, however, were troublesome.”

“Troublesome?” Lusorra asked.

“Let’s just say that Time and Space aren’t big on being folded improperly. A very potent failsafe was worked into the Time-Space Bridge. Long story short: only the caster who teleported away from that island is alive, but not all of him got away. He lost both arms – down to a couple of inches above the elbow – and the three smaller toes on his left foot.”

Lusorra was beyond disgust. She turned away from her uninvited guest not knowing what to do with the rage building inside of her. She shook her head, denying the notion that in the midst of her anger, fear had been seeded. 

“If you are here to make an offer, be about it,” the Countess stated. “I have matters to tend to. Pressing matters!” 

Vura uncrossed her legs and got up from the bench. “At last. We can get down to business. Is there some place private where we can talk? This is not the sort of thing you need to have others listening in on.”

“Follow me,” Lusorra said as she turned to leave the bathing chamber. Vura smiled down on Evard, tossing the melon over to land near his face. 

“Have a bite of that, handsome,” Vura suggested. “A good piece of fruit keeps the years off. And you look like you could use a little pick-me-up.”

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

“My Emperor is very quiet this evening,” Pelania said after wiping her mouth. “Have I erred in some fashion that is so grievous that my husband cannot speak to his wife?”

“That is exactly the question to answer,” the Emperor said, placing his glass of wine down hard on the table before it could complete its trek to his mouth. “The level of your error!”

“Might I be so bold as to suggest that we should first decide if an error has been made?” Pelania posed, looking into the orange eyes of the Emperor of the Inner Rim. It was not hard for her to understand why so many bent knee to the man. Even putting aside his capabilities and capacities with MajiK, he possessed a power that demanded respect. It was only her love for the man that allowed her to maintain her stare. “You must know I do not seek to cause you shame or disgrace.”

“You have allowed your emotions to cloud your judgment!” he snapped. 

TrenGal Primuson was at the very least a complicated man. But being the Voice of the Inner Rim was hardly a simple matter. His kingdom was indeed the center of The Rims, but that also meant he was surrounded on all sides at all times. And of course that only accounted for the easily-spotted detractor. The hidden enemy could not be addressed with physical boundaries, and they were nearly always more potent in nature.

“You knighted a pallid!” he sighed.

“TrenGal!” she snapped, slapping down her eating utensils. “Might I remind you that you married the daughter of a pallid?!”

“Pelania–” 

“You know I hate that word!” she exclaimed, her nostrils flaring with every breath. “And when did the color of one’s skin become a marker of their worth?”

“Now I need to give you a history lesson?!” TrenGal asked.

“I know our history!” Pelania shouted. “My family’s blood is in that history just as much as yours! 

“Yes, TrenGal... three thousand years ago there was a disagreement.”

“You call what happened a disagreement?”

“My love, you can’t remember how many fish filets you had on your plate three minutes ago,” she replied. “And you could of course argue that such things are of little consequence and I accept that. But still, it was only three minutes ago, and the memory is unclear. Who is to say what happened three thousand years ago?!

“And don’t you dare start citing scripture to me,” Pelania quickly added. “Especially when we both know that many of the texts have been edited at least once since they were originally recorded. And that is only part of the argument.”

“What is the other part then?”

“Not all of the houses ousted were pale-skinned!” she stated in a softer tone. “Not all that stayed were dark-skinned. I grant you, ‘most’ is a word you can use, but not ‘all’, and you know it.

“As for my emotions, you know Lusorra Necaltiere is a festering, rabid cow not worthy of mention.”

“Festering and rabid is she?” TrenGal quipped.

Robbed of her ire, if only for the moment, Pelania smiled, shaking her head at her husband’s charm. “By the way, it isn’t what you think.”

Surprised and incredibly intrigued, TrenGal once again stopped from taking a sip of wine. “Oh?”

“No, not at all,” she smiled before sitting back in her chair and lifting her head to speak to the monitoring gem in the chandelier. “I require a view-port into the annals.”

“Subject matter,” the enchantment inside the crystal, called The Custodian, requested.

“Genetics... I require data collected on the research and experimentation performed by the Truebreed Terrans.” 

The Emperor looked at his wife, his curiosity increased, and he put down his glass again. Giving a very devilish smile to her husband, Pelania waited on The Custodian.

“Subject accessed, Your Majesty. Do you have a more specific subject?”

“Yes, Custodian, the Ardrian project codenamed Ajax.”

A soft white light burst from the large lavender gem as shafts of light created projections of documents and viewing ports of recorded experiments. As the many screens hovered over the Emperor and Empress, TrenGal read a few before he started nodding.

“I recall this,” he stated. “Looking down their noses at their own people who were not harmoniously embraced by the Rims, the Ardrians started making Darkbred of their own design. How hypocritical. First they tried their hand at cloning... and after that was declared a disaster, they started altering the genetic code.” 

“Failing at nearly every attempt,” Pelania added. “Nearly every.”

“Out with it, woman.”

“Kolinkar Styrke,” Pelania said, waving her hand to dismiss all but one of the ports. The picture of Valian’s father came up, along with a file. One of only three successful altered-code experiments.”

“My word,” TrenGal remarked looking at the man’s physical stature. His eyes then drifted to one of the scrolling tables. “Are these figures accurate?”

“Far better for me to show you than to tell you, my love,” Pelania replied, calling up the video footage from the platform where the Styrkes received the Jhormynn Family sans the then-True Lord Vaiyorl.

“Faces are blurred,” TrenGal said, looking at some of the people in the frame.

“It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “Those people are about to die. And not too long after their skulls are crushed... or their backs broken... or their innards ripped out of them... they will be teleported away. Lusorra and her ilk are thorough if nothing else.”

“Can you prove your suspicions, my Empress?”

“Let us keep our eyes on the specimen of tempered savagery,” she suggested. “After all, he is the blood-father of the young man I knighted.”

“Blood-father?” TrenGal looked away from the recording. “But the Ajax subjects could not reproduce. Either their children would not form correctly or the fetuses would kill the mother.”

“Very good memory, husband,” Pelania smiled. “Not even HealeR MajiKs could maintain the developing child. Yet somehow... Valian Styrke was born. Would he not be an excellent find for our research scientists?”

TrenGal’s shoulders drifted to the back of his chair and for a moment, he sat in awe of his wife. “But if he loses his challenge–”

“Then an example will be made of him,” Pelania relayed. “He stepped out of line, out of his place, and was sorely readjusted. He will live out his days as an example of incompetence and insolence.

“But first, my love... he will have to lose.”

“And let us then argue the other side of this matter. What happens if he should win out?”

“We are relieved of the Countess...”

“There is that,” TrenGal grumbled.

“... and I have already won his trust. Need I mention that the House he serves is already dedicated to me at New Eden Technologies? The Duke and I have grown close. What request could I make that either man would refuse?”

Leaning forward on his elbow, his hand touching lightly against his lips... the eyes of the Emperor squinted as he stared at the woman who had promised her love and devotion to him – making sure to say his name and not the Primuson Throne. “You win either way,” he noted.

“I win more if he wins, so that is the way I would prefer things to go. Should Valian lose, I will of course have to make amends with the Countess, and promote her into Vaiyorl’s position. The Duke would be made a Count and the Countess a Duchess.”

“And even more of a pain,” TrenGal added.

“An enemy held close at hand, my love,” Pelania said softly. “Opportunities of all sorts abound at Court. Didn’t you know? There have been many attempts made on the Duke’s station. Why would that change simply because of the person holding the seat?”

“I find myself very much looking forward to a tournament,” TrenGal shared. “I think this one in particular will be one worth attending.”

“If you have any doubt, watch the Test Tower race Valian participated in before he was trained by Ulreejun Jorkethian,” Pelania suggested.

“Jorkethian!” the Emperor whispered. “He is still alive?!”

“Alive and well... and looking to make amends for the grand failure that was his last student.”

Straining to recall, the Emperor closed his eyes. “Did he not have to kill his last Phytos?”

“With the boy’s own sword, no less,” Pelania replied. “It was a most interesting contest. Quite enduring. Not that the two combatants were so equally matched. The Praeceptor hesitated, on several occasions, and the engagement nearly got out of hand.

“And that reminds me; when we have children, let us promise one another that the attempt will be made  to see them as they are, not how we wish them to be.”

“That is a very good notion, wife,” TrenGal answered, taking hold of his glass. He lifted it while nodding at the Empress. “On that accord you have my will and my word.”

“Then I look forward to the day when we will embrace our own children... whoever and whatever they may be.”

“Speaking of children,” TrenGal said after finishing his wine. “... raising them is a labor of love. As is making them. We should not allow our skills to ebb in either regard.”

The Empress laughed out loud before she could cover her mouth, and she smiled up at her husband who was smiling just as brightly at her. Moments like these were too few, but that did not mean she was about to make things easy for her husband.

“Is that how my Emperor asks his wife to bed?”

“I could always command you.”

Pelania’s smile fell from her face and she assumed the role of a slave. “Is that what you wish, my Master?” The way TrenGal’s nostrils flared told Pelania she had the reins of the moment and it was her choice to give them to her husband. The light in his eyes begged her to make good on her implications, and Pelania slowly rose from her seat, unbuttoning the sleeves of her gown. “I shall go and prepare myself for your pleasure. Give me but a moment.”

His eyes followed her every move and his head shook slightly. “May the gods keep me from a time when that woman stands against me,” he whispered. “For I am undone before the first blow!” Taking hold of his napkin, TrenGal wiped his mouth and got up from his seat. A subtle wave of his hand changed the Emperor out of his daily attire into black silken robes. As his hand returned to his side, he summoned a serving tray that held a bottle of Blue Nectar, sliced cheeses and fruits, honey wafers, and two steamed plugs of Nymos Root, a very potent aphrodisiac. They were going to need it for their third or fourth embrace.



All books are judged by their covers until they are read. 

Maryrose Wood 
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“Are you sure it’s safe?” Kethgeegan asked, poking his head out of the transport ship. 

“You are such an idiot!” Champanna declared, grabbing the young man by his hair to pull him back inside. “Get back in here!”

Champanna marched Kethgeegan back to the belly of the transport where everyone else was waiting. Everyone save Valian.

“Is he back there throwing up?” Kethgeegan asked. Champanna slapped his left shoulder at the same time Annodia punched his right.

“Oww! Okay, you two need to work out a system or something! I’m not getting tagged by both–” 

“Be silent!” Gilestra commanded in a soft voice as she walked in front of him. The Lady KnighT made her way to the doors of the compartment where Valian could be found. They parted before she could reach them and the woman smiled at Karlia as she emerged from the chamber.

“Lady Gilestra.”

“Karlia. Is he alright?”

“Oh sure! No, he’s just back there talking to the family.”

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief and their bodies relaxed. Karlia looked at them and giggled. “You don’t think he’s nervous, do you?” 

“He’d have every right to be,” Gilestra stated confidently.

“No, that’s not a shade of the painting back there,” Karlia stressed. “If anything, he’s anxious.”

“Well, I suppose he has right to that as well.”

“But he does want to speak with you, Annodia,” Karlia relayed.

“Excuse me,” Annodia said as she started from where she was standing. She took two steps, turned around, walked back, and punched Kethgeegan in the arm again.

“OWWW! What was that for?”

“The one you’re going to rip while I’m not here.”

“I think it needs to be said... the women around here–”

“Yes, Counsel?” Quilori asked, stepping to take Annodia’s place. 

Kethgeegan looked at Champanna who was folding her arms, smirking, and tilting her head. Pressing his lips together, Kethgeegan thought better of answering the Retainer Mistress’s inquiry.

“Is everyone being civil out there?” Valian asked.

“Well, it’s our group,” Annodia explained as she approached. 

The communications board was off and her lord stood on the other side of the room from it. He was not talking to anyone at the Jhormynn Estate. That conversation had already come and gone. Valian’s family was not happy with him, but he had managed to convince the Duke not to come to the tournament. That was enough to insure the rest of the family would also not be attending. 

Annodia’s eyes paid no attention to the clothing the man wore; her eyes were trained on the man wearing them. This was a different face for him.

“Of course,” she thought. “When you are in the moment, there is little time for thought. You just react... don’t you, Valian? But now, you’ve got nothing but time to think of what is happening... what you’ve made happen... and doubt has crept all over you.

“Civility,” she said softly as she walked over to the small desk and took hold of the chair. “... that takes on a new definition with us. Kethgeegan’s doing his best to keep everyone distracted from thinking about what’s happening.” She put the chair down in the middle of the floor. “Keeping them laughing so they don’t have time to get scared.

“This family!” she thought, gesturing to the chair. “Not everyone House of Station deserves it. But these Jhormynns set a bar!”

“What’s that?” Valian asked.

“You forgot what a chair is?” she asked. “Sit down.”

“What?”

“Sit. Down.” 

Frowning, Valian did as he had been told and Annodia stepped forward. She slowly took hold of both sides of his face and gazed deeply into his eyes. “Your sister sends her love.” Stepping forward, Annodia hugged his head into her chest. It took a moment, but she closed her eyes when she felt him shudder. His arms were quick to wrap around her and hug her tightly.

“Annodia, what have I done?!” he cried.

Softly and slowly, she stroked her hand through his hair. She leaned into his clench and said nothing that could have been interpreted as a signal that he should hold anything in.

“What have I done?!”

“You did it,” she stated. “Kolinkar and Arva handed you the baton, Valian. They asked you to finish their race. And you, being such a loving son, you’ve gone and run the best race you could. You’ve faced every challenge... hurdled every obstacle... and now the finish line is in sight.

“Shed it, Valian,” she said, moving his head so that he would look up at her. “Cut the ballast... shed the extra weight. You can’t go into that room and look into the eyes of your family and feel responsible for what’s going to happen to them.”

“But I am responsible!”

“So only you are capable of making a choice to take up this quest?” she asked sharply. “I am here because I want to be! How dare you try to rob me of that right?! I am as much a soldier as you, Valian Styrke. There isn’t a soul in that room that isn’t fully aware of the fact that tomorrow may be something we have to trust will come because our eyes may not see it.

“But I would rather die at your side – as your squire, your sister, and your friend – than live a life of less dedication.”

Annodia led Valian to stand and soon she was looking up at his face. “Responsible? Yes, you are responsible. You brought me a better place, and you’ll have to stand for that.”

“I think I can manage that,” Valian nodded.

“Plus, I think I’ve fallen in love with Desh.”

“Who?”

“Desh,” she repeated. “You know... his real name is Simio?!”

“The HealeR?!” Valian exclaimed, stepping back from his squire.

“Why not scream it a little louder?!” she snapped. “The people living outside the Inner Rim didn’t hear you clearly!”

“Sorry,” Valian said, putting his hand to his mouth. “It’s just that... he’s so old!”

“He’s a good man!” she defended. “And he’s thoughtful, kind, warm, and unafraid to show how he feels.”

“And he won’t... always be twice your age,” Valian commented before Annodia punched him in the arm. “YIKES! That really does hurt, Annodia. I’ve got a tournament ahead of me here ya know!”

“Then perhaps we should get to it,” she smiled.

“After you,” Valian offered.

“No, milord... I insist. Lead us out. But let me–” Annodia attempted to wipe the tears away from Valian’s face was prevented by his hand.

“Anyone who doubts who and what I am can take it up with me on the Field of Honor,” he said, walking around the woman for the door.

Annodia smiled, whispering, “That is my KnighT!”

Against the backdrop of the moon of Bog, a satellite of the Imperial Seat of Erstehauz, the spectacle of the Farefall Tournament unfolded. Bog was a most peculiar moon, initially having taken well to the terraforming attempts made to adjust its atmosphere and then suddenly stopping once the air was mostly breathable. The same could be said for the terrain. Only patches of land formed, like dunes of earth occasionally coming up from the green sludge that was Bog’ oceans. The whole thing had been a powerful teaching experience for the citizens of the Inner Rim. They had been so sure of the moon’s continued development that many had committed to construction on the moon, only to find that their properties were being claimed by the rising waters. 

Not to be outdone by something so trivial as nature, the Vohlterrans took to modifying their architecture. Now nearly one-third of the ugly moon was covered with awesome towers stretching high into the sky.

The D’Sympior Stake was one of the more majestic constructs on Bog. It was tower that was seven miles in diameter and forty-two decks tall. Often called the cylindrical city, the Stake was built in honor of one of the most celebrated military commanders in Vohlterran history. In honor of that man, the Stake was dedicated to the pursuit of excellence in military matters. At one time, knighthood had been considered part of the militia, but that was a forgotten era. The games of the KnighTs, however, remained at the Stake. During the tournament, the academy was closed and all the facilities of the construct were dedicated to the event.

Needless to say, tickets to the actual event were incredibly expensive. Entire satellite networks were dedicated to the broadcast of the tournament and the telecast reached as far out as Black Gate of the Prism Baronies. While seats at the Stake sold out within the first two hours after being made available, stadium and event seating tickets for the broadcast venues did not sell out for nearly a month. It took that long to get the response to a very important question from the contestants. 

The Farefall Tournament was an Imperial function. Any champion of such an event could claim their right to challenge for the Throne. That was, however, if the majority vote of the contestants requested for that right to be available. The vote fell short for this tournament, but something else had circulated throughout the kingdom and parts of the Middle Rim: the news that a formal challenge had been made and an actual House of Station stood a chance of losing all of its holdings. Once word of that reached the commoners, tickets sold to the point where the administrators held auctions for bids from other venues. Nearly thirty were added... and all of them sold out as well.

It was still very early in the morning when the Emperor TrenGal and Empress Pelania entered the main arena. The grounds shook from the cheering and shouting. Three black-winged golden lions pulled the Emperor’s chariot as he and his wife lifted their hands to their subjects. They made two full circuits before TrenGal handed the reins to his wife. Nodding as she accepted them, MannA lit up in Pelania’s eyes as she adjusted her grip.

“Fly, my friends!” she commanded. “Take us to the skies!” 

The bracing holding the lions close receded into their harnesses. Each lion roared and they started to run, unfolding their wings. They ran in unison and jumped, flapping their wings, taking to the air and flying as if they had no payload at all. Pelania handled the lions with masterful ease, though she did make a few of the patrons duck in their seats, given how closely she flew over their heads. 

After three more circuits were completed, TrenGal slid off the back of the chariot, and at first he allowed his body to plummet to the arena ground. Halfway down, he rolled over and his cloak seemed to envelope him entirely. The cloak struck the ground before it shot up at the top of a shaft of light that rose toward the top of the deck. It exploded before reaching the ceiling, and the Emperor fell out of the heart of that light, landing on the back of the chariot.

“Nicely done, my love,” Pelania smiled. “Now it’s my turn.”

Turning the chariot toward the box where their seats were, Pelania held up her fist and shouted, “For Primuson!” As the people cheered, the chariot collided with the box. An explosion of light and fire quickly subsided to reveal the Emperor and Empress standing in front of their seats with the emblem of three winged lions pulling the Primuson Star hanging over their heads. 

More cheers sounded along with the drums, horns, and noisemakers the patrons had brought along. TrenGal smiled at his subjects before turning to look at an icon of these tournaments: Geraldius ‘Tic-Man’ Kablestrun. 

The man was an accomplished EnervationisT, and he delighted in applying his skills to his secondary vocation. He wore a large wig of fiber-optics which allowed him to change the color of it at will. Since it was the opening ceremonies of the tournament, and he would never be mistaken for trying to outshine the Emperor, his hair was a very tame brown at the moment. The man smiled as he bowed in response to the Emperor’s gesture. When his head came up, he generated a thunderclap and looked out over the patrons of the event.

“Citizens!” he exclaimed before shuddering. “Tic. We are at the beginning of a cherished time and place. Tic. Here were are again, gathered in the green gasses and swamps of Bog. Tic. Styling at the Stake and – tic – awaiting the another tournament of Farefall.

“But this occasion is not like the others, is it? Tic. I am the Tic-Man, and I am here to tell you that the last time a challenge was settled – tic – at a tournament is outside my memory. But that is where we are and – tic – that is what is happening. One House, fresh with its first KnighT – tic – untried, untested has laid challenge at the feet of another House... an ancient House – tic – one that was in place before our beloved Emperor took to the throne.

“Yes, you – tic – feel it, do you not?” The cheers of many served as a fitting response, and Geraldius nodded back at them. “Yes. And – tic – you’re not here to listen to me. Let us put eye to our contestants and embrace them in the traditions of this sacred kingdom. KnighTs and Champions... you are – tic – summoned!”

A portal formed in the center of the arena. A red-headed woman in gold armour, riding a sky sled, came flying out to the cheers of the crowd. She was followed by her entourage – some forty people – who came out performing feats of acrobatic skill while setting off a series of pyrotechnics.

“She comes – tic – to us from the Ovo System,” Geraldius announced. “... flying the standard of the Crimson Star. Her father was a KnighT! His mother was a KnighT! Tic. Here she is, a ninth generation KnighT of the Realm, Lady Isli Yavi!”

The Lady KnighT and her retainers engaged with the crowd, receiving cheers and chants, both for and against, before departing the arena floor through the Western doors. 

The crowd was silenced when a foot came through the portal, stomping to the arena floor. Sandaled, it was nearly ten meters long. The leg that was joined at the ankle was proportional, but incredibly well-developed. Lowering her head to step through, a giantess entered the arena, screaming her arrival in a powerful piercing cry, causing many patrons to get up from their seats; most started looking for the exits while a select few prepared themselves to engage with the creature.

“Fellow citizens!” Geraldius cried, his voice carrying over their screams. “Be at ease. Tic. This one is collared and therefore bound. She cannot harm you!”

Ignoring the Master of Ceremonies, the female giant stepped forward slowly. Her sandals had large strips of leather that wrapped around the lower leg, coming together at armoured shin guards that came up over the knee. Her arms were covered in the same fashion, with large arm guards covering the elbow. A thick, black collar held hundreds of thin lengths of chain that fell over her chest and back. 

Taking three steps forward, the giantess cried out again, slamming her fists down into the ground. The arena trembled behind the force of her blows and her hands came up holding silver chains. The giantess stood up, initiating a sophisticated kata. She demonstrated a mastery of the chain and movement before slapping the chains together to form one. That single chain fell to the ground and unfolded into a silver carpet where stood the next contestant and his entourage. 

“He may not be a KnighT, but he is a Champion of the people. Fellow citizens of the Empire, this is Nurvasior!”

The SpellCasteR wore simple white robes with matching gloves and boots. He smiled up at the crowd before lifting his hands up over his head. When they clapped together, the giantess, the carpet and the entourage disappeared. Slowly parting his hands, Nurvasior’s body came up from the ground and he flew out of the Western doors.

One by one, the parade of contestants continued. The audience never lost their muster, and the presentations never lost their flare for the extravagant. That is, until Geraldius silenced the crowd for his twenty-first announcement.

“Representing the House Jhormynn... Sir Valian Styrke.”

The pillow she had been holding flew through the view port, spoiling the image for a moment. “He did that on purpose,” Shonsatah whined. “All that build up for everyone else and then he announces Valian like that?! He didn’t even tick!”

The Jhormynn Family had not quite settled down into the room Guysorla had prepared for the viewing of the tournament. Tensions were still high, and the Duke had been forced to make Valian’s request his own command in order to keep members of his family from attending. That awkwardness was made even worse when the Duke was forced to refuse an invitation from the Empress herself. She seemed to take his answer in stride, sending her own scrying hoop to the estate with her compliments. Unlike the televised event, the view of the family was tied to a network of fifteen Imperial drones, and they could change the source feed, at will, from one to another.

“I believe his tick is a condition of his nerves,” Vaiyorl shared. “I’ve spoken with the man directly on several occasions and he only ticked during one of them. The Emperor had entered the room.”

“But look, Father,” Shonsatah said as Valian led Annodia and his retainers out of the portal onto the arena floor. He wore a simple white blouse, black leggings, and very fine black boots that nearly reached his knee. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail and he walked along the ground at an interesting pace, swinging his left fist out from his hip on every fourth stride.

“What does he think he is doing?” Yorlson asked. His arms were still folded and he refused to sit. Being ordered by his father not to attend the tournament had been something of a shock to the young man and he was not dealing with it well. “What’s wrong with his hand?”

“Nothing,” Pirion replied. “This is the presentation of KnighTs. See how each of the retainers is carrying the standard with the House seal on it... according to the old code, opening ceremonies are supposed to be more about the Houses the champions represent than the champions themselves.”

“You know, little brother, there is a reason why they call it the ‘old code’!” Yorlson returned. “They should call it the ‘dead code’. Absolutely no sense of style at all.”

Getting up from his seat, Pirion snapped, “What good does it serve for a KnighT to have style before the tournament? A lot like what good does it serve for you to call yourself a Jhormynn, right?” 

“Easy, son,” Vaiyorl said calmly.

Turning to look his father in the eyes, the youngest Jhormynn child steeled himself to his resolve. “Forgive me, Father, I mean no insult to you or your station, but this charade has to stop!

“You’re a traitor!” he accused, looking and pointing at Yorlson. “And if you think Valian doesn’t see it, you’re a bigger fool than any of us believe you to be!”

“What are you saying, Brother?” Yorlson asked.

“The truth! Something you’ve had a hard time dealing with for far too long. By the gods, you are an utter tool, and a foul one at that!”

“Pirion!” Guysorla exclaimed. She started to get up, but found her arm in the grasp of her husband.

“I would hear this, my wife,” Vaiyorl said softly, slowly turning his head to look at her. “And I think it would do us all some good to allow Pirion to finish.”

“You agree with him!” Yorlson accused.

“I cannot say. I have yet to hear what he has to say, but it is obvious he speaks with a fire indicative of a suppressed perspective. I will allow that fire to burn out instead of trying to cap it further and risk an explosion. Continue, Pirion.”

“I will not hear this,” Yorlson declared, turning on his heels.

“Careful, Brother,” Pirion pressed. “Valian isn’t here to save you.”

Yorlson whirled around and a slight breeze blew across his face, a sign often made when emotions and a connection to a threshold of the Energies was made. Everyone in the room felt it, but no one moved against him. Yorlson stayed his hand and calmed himself.

“I could say the same for you, Pirion.”

“You misunderstand my point,” the youngest sibling replied, sounding both angry and wounded. “Valian knows you betrayed him. He knew you would.”

“Father, perhaps you should have words with Pirion’s Praeceptor,” Yorlson suggested. “This behavior is simply unaccep–” 

“You didn’t look back!” Pirion exclaimed and he stared at his brother through watery eyes, watching his face slowly frown with confusion. “The night of the challenge...when you left the dining hall, suddenly on Valian’s side, you never looked back. If you’re going to lie with any hope of being effective, perhaps you should look into how people act when they’re being truthful.

“And you never told Valian about the transmissions you received that night, in your room, after he made his challenge. Why didn’t you tell him you were in contact with the Countess?”

“Pirion?” Shonsatah called to her brother, shocked by what she had just heard.

“I will need you to confirm that, son–”

“Seekers, show yourselves!” Pirion commanded, turning his back on Yorlson as tears fell from his eyes.

Coming out of each person in the chamber was a small smoky white vaporous form with a human torso, trailing in smoke. Each form had a face similar to the person they had come from. They all turned to face Pirion before bowing.

“Disperse.”

Each of the forms faded from sight as Shonsatah got up from her seat and approached her younger brother. “Pirion... what were those?”

“They were Seekers,” Vaiyorl said, flaring eyes of awe upon his son. “An enchantment I mastered ages ago.” Vaiyorl closed his eyes and nodded. “This is why I did not detect them. Those were my Seekers, weren’t they?”

“I found your old book of spells the day after my Test Tower,” Pirion revealed.

“But even if you were able to cast the spell, they should have been your Seekers, not mine.”

“I didn’t cast the spell,” Pirion divulged. “But I did find a memory stone of when you mastered it. I enchanted the memory of you. I could never keep him around for too long a time, but he finally did teach me how to cast your spell as you.”

“Gracious!” Vaiyorl sighed, falling back into his chair. He looked at his wife who was equally awestruck. “I suppose that settles the argument of whether he is suited for Sorcery.”

“At the very least,” Guysorla agreed before returning to the moment. “But what did these Seekers reveal to you? And don’t think for a moment we will not have to address what a gross misstep–”

“The Seekers do not report to me unless someone has taken an action against a member of the position of this House,” Pirion shared. “And before you question my perspective, I explained the edicts of the House Jhormynn as written by and spoken to the Empress by our father on the day he became a Duke. If the action went against that edict, the Seeker would tell me.

“Needless to say, Valian’s Seeker came to me on an almost weekly basis.” Pirion’s bottom lip folded into his mouth as he mustered the strength to turn and look at Yorlson. “Yours came to me three or four times a day. Three or four... a couple of days I had seven visits.”

“You mean, you have proof that Valian is in league with criminals,” Yorlson concluded.

“Of course he is,” Pirion replied. “The best way to control that element is to become part of it. Nothing happens in Belrayne that Valian isn’t informed. The same goes for the regions bordering on his.

“It was through the same network that he was able to find the contacts Lusorra used to appropriate the War Tower she sent after us. He found five, including the Deck Commander who gave the order to fire on the skiff we were on. You know, it’s funny... after he made that discovery, the Seeker stopped coming to me to report what Valian was doing regarding his organized crime dealings. But I did see when he set you up with Larry. He knew his own man was no good and would try to betray him. Valian kept him close and had him monitored. He was listening to the very first transmission you had with Larry and you’ve been Valian’s fool ever since.”

“Let us keep to the dispensing of information and reserve opinions for later,” Vaiyorl instructed.

“There is nothing more to reveal,” Pirion noted. “... nothing more that I can confirm.”

“Which would imply you have more, but it is information you have yet to prove,” Guysorla asserted. 

“Just conjecture,” Pirion replied. “Circumstantial at best.”

“I would still like to hear it,” his mother pressed.

“Me too,” Shonsatah whispered.

“Okay, but you might want to sit down,” Pirion warned. “My brother has been a very busy young man!”



You were born to win, but to be a winner, you must plan to win, prepare to win, and expect to win. 


Zig Ziglar 
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When Valian completed his walk around the arena floor and was starting for the Western doors, Geraldius started speaking again, announcing the last contestant of the tournament.

“Tic. To close out our field of champions is a Master KnighT of great renown. After his entry was confirmed – tic – our field of contestants dropped by thirty-seven names! That says something about those who departed from consideration... and even more about those that have stayed the course! But – tic – alas, I digress, and the man I have to announce is not known for his patience. A master of men who has dared to even – tic – challenge the gods, Sir Evard Bruntelior!”

The crowds shouted as Valian and company walked by the Western doors, remaining inside the arena. They stopped just after passing them and turned to face the Emperor’s Box. In unison they all lowered their heads while dropping to their right knees.

Evard came out of the portal riding a mechanical black dragon. Each person in his entourage, numbering just over fifty people, rode double on hover-bikes with one person driving and the other waving the banner of the Bruntelior Family; a wingless black dragon coiled around a bloody pike was his coat of arms. The crowd cheered for him louder than they had for anyone else, and the volume was sustained.

Turning to see Valian and his people, Evard frowned, confused as to what the boy was doing. He snorted as he smirked and shouted, “It’s too late to beg for forgiveness, child!” Many of the people in the stands started laughing, cheering for Evard even more. “But keep your knee to me and I will see to it that your dismissal is quick and painless.”

“Nay!” Ulreejun cried out, his voice amplified by Brick. “He does not kneel to you. 

Turning to face the Emperor, the Elder KnighT bowed. “Your Majesty, with your permission.”

“Consider it given, Jorkethian,” TrenGal said calmly, slowly getting up from his seat.

“Sire, this arena... these grounds... they have been the site of countless battles of woman and man. Some were champions of a House and some were KnighTs of the realm. Some of these contests even your eyes have witnessed. As such, this arena is a Field of Honor!”

“And no warrior who considers themselves of and for the Throne can depart from a Field of Honor without dispensation from their liege,” TrenGal stated, chuckling as he too recalled the old code. Shaking his head, the Emperor put his eyes on Valian and stared for a moment. “Sir Valian, it seems you have become my teacher.”

“Your Majesty,” Valian shouted without lifting is head. “I am hardly worthy of that honor. Like the moon reflects the brilliance of the sun, if Your Majesty sees me at all, it is only because I have been blessed to receive your light. Allow me to shine so that those who would dare oppose you see that light as well. For those woeful few I do have many lessons to teach!”

Looking back at his wife, TrenGal allowed his eyes to gape wide for a moment. “You might have painted this picture with too light a brush, my dear,” he remarked before looking back at Valian.

“Sir KnighT, this station has received your acknowledgement. I bid you and your family to rise. Take your leave and prepare for the tournament.”

The Jhormynn Contingent moved in unison and they moved slowly, coming up from the ground. They lifted their heads at the same speed as they began to chant in a low growl. Valian’s retainers never lifted their heads past face-forward, but the young KnighT continued to lift his head until he looked upon the Emperor.

“My Emperor, in your name, this KnighT will embrace victory! Your Majesty!” Valian punched his right hand into his left palm just in front of his face. As his fist smacked into his hand, each of his retainers turned to face him, taking a single step toward him, shouting, “Ho!” A bright flash of light covered the entire group and when it faded, the only thing that remained was the standard of the House Jhormynn. Another wave of applause came from the seats as the patrons came up out of their seats, calling Valian’s name and the name of Jhormynn.

“And with the slightest application, yet another tremendous impact is made,” a voice commented, drawing Ulreejun’s attention away from the Emperor’s Box. He turned to look at who had spoken and he chuckled.

“They will let just about anyone attend these things,” Ulreejun chuckled, gesturing for the man to join him.

“So it would seem,” Seranos remarked as he entered the row. He looked at the empty seats and frowned. “I came to say hello and to tell the Duke that I had the best wishes for his KnighT... but to find that he is not in attendance is somewhat distressing.”

“It has been declared a security issue,” Ulreejun revealed. “And since Valian is Duke Vaiyorl’s one and only KnighT–”

“When he declares a security matter, the Duke is obligated to heed his directive,” Seranos finished as he approached. “Is there reason to suspect a threat?”

“The boy is young and full of himself,” Ulreejun replied as he mentally scanned the immediate area.

“And he believes he has found at least one entity responsible for the attack on the Jhormynn Family that robbed him of his birth parents,” Ulreejun mentally projected. 

“Being knighted by the Throne can be a tremendous pressure,” Seranos returned.

“And thus the challenge that this tournament has become the witnessing grounds for,” Seranos thought. “He believes Sir Evard and the Countess Necaltiere to be involved in the plot!”

“Well, the Countess, at any rate,” Ulreejun projected. “The extension of the challenge to Evard was a measure he added... to protect me.”

“A great pressure indeed,” Ulreejun agreed. “It does set a rather high bar to maintain. We might have stumbled upon the chink in the young KnighT’s armour.

“Protect you?!” Seranos thought. “Master, from what?”

“From myself,” Ulreejun admitted. “Evard is a point of contention I should have resolved long ago. I allowed the death of his son to take me from my focus and where I feel my best applied potential to be. My Phytos means to correct that matter.”

“Perhaps you’d like to take a wager on that chink,” Seranos challenged.

“Did I receive that clearly?” the Grandmaster Praeceptor inquired. “Where you feel your best applied potential? Master, are you teaching again?”

“Yes!” Sandra shouted, pumping her fist into the air. “Worked like a freakin’ charm!” Running over to the Twins, the three clenched in a celebratory embrace. “I love you guys!”

“Love you too,” Cedric said softly, pressing the side of his face into her shoulder.

“Couldn’t have done it without you, Chief,” Kyle added.

Sandra came away from the hug, placing her attention on the only person in the Prep Room who was shaking their head in disbelief. “You feelin’ alright over there, Odi?” 

The young, fair-haired Vohlterran blinked her green eyes rapidly and breathed in deeply several times before turning to look at the Technician. “We made it,” she whispered.

“Yeah, we sure did,” Sandra smiled. “You pulled it off, kid.”

“That was just a Flare spell followed up by a Slide Step,” the young woman explained. “But I’m not supposed to be able to move that much mass.”

“You probably can’t,” Sandra laughed. “So don’t try. But thanks to the rigs we’re wearing, the moment you cast, the rest of us were as heavy as light. I figured you could haul a few shards of light.”

“That was very well done, Odiadahdri,” Valian said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Well done indeed!”

“You guys should watch the playback,” Carlos suggested. “The look on Bruntelior’s face is priceless!”

“That bad, eh?” Kethgeegan asked, standing with his head down and his eyes still closed. The thought of having his body converted into light did not rest well with him. There just seemed too many things that could have gone wrong.

“It’s like he’s about to cry,” Carlos said. “Sitting there on that wreck-mech dragon’s back looking like he wants to pout ‘why is no one looking at me anymore’? Waaaaahhhhh!” The retainers joined in a chorus of laughter that Quilori quickly quieted. 

“Alright, everyone, we’ve had our fun,” she said, holding up her hand to signal for silence. “But now we need to focus on the work ahead of us. What’s the first contest?”

“The Chase,” Annodia reported.

The goal was to be the first to cross the finish line at the completion of the third lap. At least, that was the rule for the final heat. The qualifiers were only one lap with the top two finishers allowed to compete in the final run.

The Chase was a combination of a sprint, a marathon, a confidence course, a tour of the city skyline, and a mountain bike trail... sans any sort of a bike. Of all the races in the tournament, it was the only one where interference with other racers would result in penalties if not removal from the race altogether.

The only piece of equipment used were gravity skates. Plates mounted on the bottom of specialized running boots that would generate hover-thrust fields, causing the wearer to hover over the ground and allow them to skate on air. The skates had directional thrusters that could be used as many times as there was laps in the race. Even with that they had been programmed only to burn for two seconds.

The race started on a wide stretch of track where the contestants would be allowed to get up to speed and then negotiate a thirty-meter section of hardened hills one and a half meters in diameter. After that were the cross bars of various heights, and most of them moved freely left and right as well as up and down. 

The next section was one hundred meters of shin-deep mud. If a racer’s skates were not correctly lined up under their bodyweight, the racer could fall. Despite one’s speed, it was unlikely anyone could maintain their momentum for the entire stretch. Since it was next to impossible to skate on mud, the racers would have to drop down and wade through the slippery mess.

Next came a hundred-meter stretch of flat ground up an incline. This was designed to sap even more strength out of the racer. For the one-lap heats it was only mildly effective, but everyone knew that in the three-lap final, it was going to be more telling.

After the mud-basin incline, there was a relatively short section of dry, flat ground which was probably placed in the name of mercy. It provided a respite from a troublesome terrain, allowing the racers to regain their balance and increase their speed, if such was their wish. Because the following section was a favorite among the spectators. The stretch of running track soon became one of five bridges that led to what looked to be a rooftop of an industrial building of some sort. Collectors and condensers were mounted atop smokestacks, and the surface was hard and granular. From that roof, the racers were plunged into a network of pseudo-building rooftops that stretched out for one hundred and fifty meters. The section was as wide as it was long, giving the racers a number of options as to how to traverse the area. At the end of the section there were five more bridges leading to another flat incline. 

With the ground eventually leveling off, the racers would next come to an area where there were three sets of four side-by-side jumps. The ramps, however, were curved, becoming being nearly vertical at the very top.

The next section was a two hundred-meter stretch of ground. It was a slalom course with the flags randomly changing from simple posts to automatic guns firing force bolts. That was followed by another incline that curved around to the starting line... after a twenty-seven meter drop. That part of the course was yellow. So long as the racers stayed on the yellow course, they would not be allowed to exceed speeds that would be harmful to them should they come to an abrupt halt. 

Valian finished first in his heat and second in the semi-final race, just barely managing to win a position in the final race. After running a near perfect first race, he had fallen twice in the second race; once in the mud and once at the near-vertical jumps.

In the Prep Room awaiting the result of the last two semi-final races, Kethgeegan paced as Simio examined Valian’s right leg. The newly acquired HealeR – who went by the nickname Desh – was still amazed by the young KnighT and the company he kept... which now included the disavowed physician.

“I still think you should have claimed a foul on that idiot who collided with you,” the Counsel commented.

“The judges didn’t think it was intentional,” Valian restated. “I am inclined to see their perspective.”

“Oh, that’s just your soft way of saying that you agree with me but you don’t want to make an argument!”

“How comforting to be in the company of those who know me so well,” Valian smiled, looking up at his HealeR. “How is it, Desh?”

“We’re allowed to apply restorative measures,” Simio said, coming away from his examination. He lifted his left arm to show a bracer that was not his property. “But each HealeR is monitored for all actions they take. The restrictions are more lax in-between challenges but right now we’re in the middle of one. I can wrap the knee to give you some extra support. That should be more than enough for the last race.”

“Thank you,” Valian nodded, letting his head go back down to the pillow. He closed his eyes and started to meditate.

Hugh stood closest to the monitor showing the current heat that was drawing to an end. He shook his head in dismay. “Man, one lap looks like it could do you in. How the hell is anyone going to do three?!”

“Val’s got this,” Carlos quickly replied. “It would be different if he had to carry blocks from one end of the track to the other.” A bit of light laughter rolled through the room as K’Vatti approached Quilori, brushing back her long, blonde hair as her face wore a frown of confusion and concern.

“Can you help me understand something?” she asked.

“If I can, K.”

“Bruntelior’s not even participating in this event,” the young woman stated. “How does he hope to win the tournament if he doesn’t participate in some of the events?”

“Evard isn’t in this event, but he’s got five of his entourage racing for his standard,” Quilori shared. “You see... the champion might take all the credit for the tournament, but it’s really a team effort. If any one of us were to win an event, the points would be awarded to Valian.”

“Then why aren’t any of us out there running with Valian in The Chase?!” K’Vatti quickly asked, taking measures to keep her speaking voice low. Still she managed to demonstrate her concerns.

“Don’t worry, K’Vatti,” Quilori said, turning her data-pad around so that the retainer could see it. “Valian will be depending on your skill with the crossbow.” 

Brown eyes lowered from Quilori’s face to focus on the display of the pad and they blinked when the names appearing under the heading Archery were Valian, K’Vatti, and Hugh. Quilori then tapped on K’Vatti’s name and the display changed. K’Vatti gasped, looking at the events she had been registered to participate in.

“Archery?” she asked, looking up at Quilori. “I can use the crossbow in an archery contest?”

“I do so love Middle Rim folk,” Quilori smiled. “Bows and crossbows are allowed, K’Vatti. You might have some trouble in the speed rounds though.”

“Hugh used to think that the crossbow was slow, too,” K’Vatti returned, allowing a smirk to form on her face before she turned and walked away. 

The Retainer Mistress searched the Prep Room until she found Hugh who was already looking at her. His eyes closed as his head shook slightly, giving her the signal that conveyed she need not be concerned with whatever had been exchanged. The woman smiled, nodded, and went back to her work.

“Now this is a treat,” Champanna said softly, taking a leaning position next to Annodia and Gilestra. All three of them were looking at Kethgeegan as he continued to pace, muttering to himself. “Is he expecting?” Both women who heard her burst into laughter. Annodia staggered away a few strides, but Gilestra glared angrily at being made to laugh. Champanna pressed her lips together as she lowered her eyes. “Sorry.”

Gilestra smiled before she chuckled. “He doesn’t handle the in-between moments well, does he?”

“He’s much cooler when his life is on the line,” Champanna shared. “Now what is this?” Gilestra turned to see Annodia walk up to Kethgeegan. She put her hand to the side of the man’s face and spoke softly to the man, scratching his chin before turning to walk away. Kethgeegan licked his lips before swallowing and going to find a chair.

Annodia walked by to join the other two women who were staring at her. Annodia adjusted her gloves and shrugged her shoulders. “Sometimes those two forget I own them,” she stated. “I had to remind him he didn’t have my permission to worry.”

Gilestra looked up at Champanna who lifted her hands in surrender.

“Don’t look at me... she just took my treat away!”

As the racers started walking to the starting line for the final heat, Valian had his boots checked by Sandra. She gave him the thumbs up before reaching up to bring his head forward. They touched foreheads and closed their eyes. “Show ‘em how to do it right, kiddo.”

“Will do, Chief.”

The two parted and Valian started for the track. 

“Did you tell him to stay away from the Bruntelior racers?” Fessural asked.

“Nope,” Sandra answered, handing Kayjoe her tool belt.  

“Did you tell him to get out in front and stay there?” the retainer pressed.

“That didn’t come up either,” she replied before holding up her hand. “You guys need to forget what you’ve seen. Valian knew this was more than a one-race event going into it.”

“What that’s supposed to mean?!” Bef’Lurro barked.

“He didn’t run the race before the way he’s about to,” Annodia said, drawing everyone’s attention and Sandra’s smile. “Why teach everybody else how to do it right if they can’t figure it out for themselves?”

“Jorkethian combat training,” Kethgeegan added. “Remember the basics. There are two categories people fall into if you let them: leaders and followers. Conformity is a far more significant issue than any lack of skill.”

“Conformity?” Kwebb asked. “I don’t get it.”

“Watch,” Annodia and Kethgeegan said together as the former put her hands on her hips and the latter folded his arms across his chest. 

The gun starting the race sounded off and most of the racers pushed off, skating on cushions of air as they tried to build up their speed. Jumping out in front of the pack was Valian, running on the ground.

“You can run a great deal faster than you can skate,” Kethgeegan stated as he watched his friend press his body for more speed. It was always something of a treat seeing Valian sprint. For the first five strides he could even edge out his horse Thunderstar, which made for some seriously dazzling running-mount tricks Valian had mastered. “And when you add thrusters to what is already a near-inhuman leaping ability...” 

Valian reached the end of the beginning track and he jumped up and out as far as he could, activating his boot’s thrusters. He climbed even higher into the air as he also gained velocity. When the thrusters timed out he flipped and locked his body into a downhill skier’s squat as he activated his boots. He rode the air coming down with over three-quarters of the hilled section behind him. He slowed his course to drift to the right, using the downside of the hill as a landing ramp and with such a smooth touchdown he lost very little speed. He came up the next hill and used it to jump the rest of the section. 

“... you might even be able to clear the lumpy section,” Kethgeegan finished, turning to look at the other retainers. “Don’t worry... the show’s not over. Anyone want to take wager on how many racers he laps?”

“Now you’re talking loco,” Carlos said, defiantly shaking his head. “I mean, he’s going to win but–”

“I’ve got one month’s chores says he laps at least two racers,” Kethgeegan wagered.

“Oh, now you’ve lost it,” Kwebb snapped. “I’ll take some of that.”

“Two racers?!” Champanna questioned. “Yeah, I think you’re going too far with that one, too. Count me in.” 

“Make it two months and I’m in too,” Bef’Lurro chimed in.

“Yeah, make it two!” Carlos added.

“Taking all parties interested,” Kethgeegan said calmly. Hugh and Kayjoe soon joined in on the wager. More reluctant to add her name, Ereena verified that Valian had to lap at least two racers before she added her name to the bet.

Annodia covered her face with her hand. She then looked at Gilestra and whispered. “Any idea what Kethgeegan’s going to do when he has no chores for several months?” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll find something for him to do,” Lady Gilestra promised.

Holding his form, Valian allowed his momentum to carry him over the mud. When he got to the cityscape, he took a different path than he had gone in either of his previous two races. The bars many used to swing from he jumped on top of, using the skates to ride them. He moved with such speed and dexterity that most of the audience forgot to cheer.

Approaching the near-vertical jumping ramps, Valian skated up the side and landed on the edge of the second ramp, jumping from it, flipping forward, landing on the ground, and skating between the second and third landing ramps. 

With the slalom section, Valian maintained his smooth skating, weaving in and around the poles, ducking and jumping to avoid the force blasts, and pushing off from the posts to get even more speed.

“And here it comes,” Kethgeegan said softly. He had taken a position away from the track, leaning up against a pole and folding his arms again. “I think I will call this one the chore winner.”

Valian came to the sheer drop; he pushed for even more speed and skated off the cliff, taking a forward lean with his hands pressed against his legs. Most of the people in the bleachers gasped as he came flying the cliff. 

“Master!” Ereena cried, taking hold of Kayjoe’s arm as well as Kwebb’s.

Valian broke form, lifting his right foot to his chest and extending his arms out from his sides. His right skate boot’s thrusters fired for two seconds; slowing his descent but increasing his forward velocity. When it burned out, he shifted to his left leg and fired those thrusters as well. Once again he was clear of the hills and skipped skating through the mud. He was still moving very fast when he reached the bridges leading into the cityscape. Reaching the first jump point, Valian used it as a ramp and carried over the first two rooftops, landing on a third.

“Damn!” Bef’Lurro winced. While the spectators might have been drawn in by Valian’s performance, the retainer knew that the young KnighT was only just getting into his stride. The second lap was going to go by faster than the first, and the rear-most racer was just getting to the cliff drop. “It’s going to be a long two months!”

“Nicely done, partner,” Champanna said, holding up her hand. 

Kethgeegan smiled, smacking his into hers. “I count six non-believers,” he giggled. “That’s twelve months of chores. After the cut, that’s half a year where we don’t have to do a damn thing around the castle.”

“Gonna be a sweet four months,” Champanna smiled. 

“You were in on it?” Kwebb asked.

“Hey, fair is fair,” Champanna argued. “I’m still going to pay my two months, which is why I only win four.” Both she and Kethgeegan were still giggling and congratulating themselves when Valian won the race after lapping four racers.



Believe in yourself, and you will create miracles. 

Kailash Satyarthi 
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Valian stood there for a moment, looking at the virtual image leaderboard. There, beside the colors of the House Jhormynn, was his name. After two events, he had amassed twenty-two points. The Chase was only worth seven, but the steeplechase had netted him fifteen more. Though the start had been extremely troublesome, both he and Thunderstar had managed to emerge from the quagmire of bodies. They chased after the three contestants who had managed to dodge the attempts of one champion’s group to block the entire field of racers. The attempt, as it were, worked only too well as they also managed to ensnare the one rider they had meant to give a head start to.

Thunderstar had pulled ahead of the fastest horse and rider just after they jumped the hurdle at the halfway point. KnighT and Charger won with over a seven-length lead.

“We’re doing well,” he surmised. 

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Kwebb complained.

“Shut up!” K’Vatti hissed at the man.

“What seems to be the issue?” Valian asked, turning to face his friends.

“Nothing, Master,” K’Vatti assured. “Kwebb’s just concerned with how well he’s going to do in his event.”

“Really?” Valian asked. “You shouldn’t be worried at all. I’ve yet to see you lose at a game of Daggers & Darts. The Hand Projected Range should be quite easy for you.”

“Yeah, but he’s never gone up against you,” Bef’Lurro pointed out.

“And should he lose to me, how is that bad for what we’re trying to achieve?” Valian asked.

“You make a very fine point, Valian,” Kwebb surrendered.

“And the lot of you are atrocious liars!” Valian returned, his face twisting in anger and disgust. “Seriously, that was just shameful!”

“It was Kethgeegan who started the betting!” Kwebb revealed, thinking it better for Valian to be angry at someone else. 

“Well, that certainly didn’t take much,” Karlia commented. “All he gave was a bit of a squeeze, and you just up and sang like a bird!”

“That wasn’t much of a squeeze at all,” Valian agreed, dropping his facial expression. “Seriously, Kwebb. Is that all it takes: a simple hint of displeasure?!”

“You really have to stop doing that,” Kwebb sighed.

“I will... when you stop falling for it! Keth, what was the bet, and how much did you win?”

“Six months of chores, all said and done, and the bet was you’d lap at least two racers in The Chase.”

“You took that bet?!” Valian snapped, glaring at the man. “And you’re supposed to be on my side?!”

“I didn’t bet against you!” Kwebb stressed.

Again the young KnighT relaxed his face. “Wow... that was fast... and easy! I can see this is going to take a bit of time.” Though he was ready to tease his retainer even further, Valian could hear hurried footfalls approaching – the sort that Gilestra’s feet made – and she was not a woman who rushed about needlessly. He started for the door as she entered the room.

“My lord, we have a communication with the Jhormynn Estate,” she announced. “The Duke has expressed a most immediate need to speak with you.”

“Lead the way, Lady Gilestra.” 

Valian followed her out of the Prep Room and downstairs to a room that had been dedicated to his team for the purposes of storing their equipment and setting up a port-link with the estate on Calrios. Stepping up to the viewing port, he could see that the link had not been made using broadcast technologies. This was a spell, and a powerful one to boot.

“Your Grace,” Valian said, bowing to the image of Vaiyorl.

“Sir KnighT,” he returned, shifting his focus to Lady Gilestra. “Clear the chamber, Lady Gilestra, I would speak with my son alone, if you please.”

“At once, Your Grace,” Gilestra replied, quickly turning on her heels. She was proud to see that she did not need to say anything. The Twins were already walking for the door. Kyle had already tapped Dyrvassa on the shoulder. She might have been the latest addition to the group, but the young Vohlterran had proven to be incredibly smart, save for her taste in men. She looked up to see who had tapped her, received the signal to depart, and was up on her feet in the very next instant. Gilestra closed the door on her way out of the room.

“This can’t be good,” Valian guessed.

“The moment is not entirely saddening,” Vaiyorl reported. “The viewing device that the Empress provided is working in good fashion, as you can see.”

“Yes,” Valian nodded. “... very fine working order.”

“I have added my own enchantments to it, however, as I wanted this conversation to remain inside the family. Let me begin by saying that Pirion is very dedicated to his craft.”

“I think the word ‘exceedingly’ applies here, Father,” Valian remarked. 

“So you’re aware then?” the Duke asked.

“Of the spies he’s engaged to watch over his siblings?” Valian mentioned plainly. “Yes, I am aware of them. Though I cannot say I have been briefed fully on all the intelligence they’ve gathered.”  

“Stop it, Valian!” the Duke spat, losing his hold on his anger. “Just stop it! You know what’s at stake here. Let us not treat it as if it is–” 

“What was my first failure to you, Father?” Valian interrupted. 

“Your what?”

“My first failure in my service to your House,” Valian clarified. “What was it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You haven’t failed me.”

“Then kindly wait for me to do at least that before giving me the ‘you’re not doing this right’ speech. Yes, I know Yorlson betrayed me. He’s probably told Lusorra and Evard everything he could think of, and I’m sure his woman had a few other items to offer. Yes, I know what I’m up against. Yes, I know that Evard has had more time being a KnighT than I’ve had being Valian. Trust me when I tell you that I knew going into this that I was the underdog with next to no chance of pulling it off!”

“Then why make the attempt?!” Vaiyorl fired back with equal vigor. “Why put yourself in such peril?! Why are you risking my son after denying me the right to stand by his side?!”

“You’ve never been away from my side!” Valian shouted, bringing both ends of the conversation to a quiet pause. Valian looked around the room for a moment and then looked down, feeling the need to reveal a truth. “And from the moment your wife and children were placed in the escape pod of my parent’s ship... I’ve never been away from yours!”

Frowning to keep from crying, Valian continued. “They came after you before I came to your family... and, Father, they haven’t stopped. You know as well as I do that they won’t stop unless someone stops them. I didn’t ask for the job, but it fell to me... and I will see it done as best I can.”

“But how?”

“My father has taught me the wisdom of long-range thinking,” Valian smiled. “That methodology has been applied here in every fashion we could fathom.”

“We?”

“My contingent... my family,” Valian replied. “The one that has sworn to take up this fight with me. And before you ask, no, you’re not allowed to make that pledge.” 

“You were my son before you were their brother!” Vaiyorl declared.

“And I was your protector before you were my father,” Valian said softly. “Not much has changed since that day, Father. Except maybe where I find my strength. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a tournament to win. Enjoy the show.”

“You give a father pride, Valian,” Vaiyorl asserted. “A pride I’m not worthy of feeling.”

“That’s too bad... because you’ve been chosen to receive it. We still don’t know why yet, but man am I getting anxious to see that reason! And I love you too, Father. Keep your guard up. This isn’t over yet.”

“And you son... and you.”

Valian had already turned his back. He did not want to see that face fade from his eyes. It was better for him to keep the image in mind. The tears the man was barely holding in check and the love carried in his stare. Valian would allow that image to cover the pain he felt knowing that his brother had betrayed him.

Stepping out of the room into the corridor, he was received first by Gilestra. “We’ve got a war to win, my Lady.”

“You lead, I’ll follow, my Lord.”

After watching Arva streak between the winning posts at the end of the Sky Race, the gleam on the fighter-craft sparkling like a newborn star, it came as no surprise that the pilot-space-fighter combination would also win the dogfighting contest. At the mid-day break, Valian’s name was still the only one on the leaderboard with sixty-seven points.

Small flags imprinted with the young KnighT’s face – achieved by minor enchantment or the optics in the flag fabric programmed for the image – started showing up more and more in the stands, along with streamers in the Jhormynn House colors. 

Several reporters started to make their approach to the box where the Countess Necaltiere was seated, but they were prevented by the Imperial Guard. Lusorra looked up into the Emperor’s Box to see Pelania looking back at her, lifting her chalice to salute the Countess. Lusorra nodded her appreciation.

“Well done, my love,” TrenGal said softly. “Seeding what may yet still be the soil of redemption. The boy has proven he certainly knows how to move. But there is more to being a KnighT, and more to winning a tournament, than knowing how to ride, run, and pilot a fighter.”

“Of course,” Pelania gracefully agreed. “But still, it is good to know that Evard and Lusorra must taste some measure of defeat in this. It will make them both more pliable... should they manage to win this tournament.”

“We are four events done,” the Emperor stated, taking up his own cup of sweet wine. “There are but two more non-combative exercises ahead in the schedule. Then the blood games begin!”

“Ah yes, the Ground Race... and... the Performance Art,” Pelania winced.

“I thought you were a devoted patron of the arts.”

“I am. That is why I find what these champions often perform so horrendous!”

TrenGal laughed heartily while taking hold of his wife’s hand. “Well, take heart, Empress. If I am not mistaken, when I read over the entourages of one of the Countess’ champions, I believe I saw the name Jastri Bunvior.”

“Jastri?!” Pelania asked, sitting up in her chair. “Is the silkray-harp even allowed in the tournament?”

“Unfortunately, no. Enchanted items are strictly forbidden. But I believe she has brought along an acoustic harp for this performance. 

“Genius play on Lusorra’s part,” the Emperor continued. “The particular champion Jastri is listed under never had a chance of winning any other event.”

“So she had the man register for a single competition?” Pelania asked.

“My wife sees, but she was not watching,” TrenGal noted. “The Direct Combat, Joust, and Powered Armour Combat events account for half of the total number of points in a tournament. But if someone were to win the other nine, they could force a final bout with whoever has taken those three.”

“That’s his strategy!” Pelania thought as she took to her data-pad. “That’s how he hopes to win!” She opened up the file on Valian to see if there was a listed art form for the young KnighT. No such listing could be found. “Jastri is a musical genius! How will he beat her performance?!

“I suppose that makes the coming event that much more important,” Pelania noted.

“Easy, my love,” TrenGal said, patting her hand. “The boy has proven resourceful beyond his years in every stride we’ve seen. Keep the faith you had when you knighted him.”

“I don’t know how I let you talk me into this,” Ereena hissed as she walked down the tunnel.

“You have to admit, it was an interesting incident,” Valian mused.

“It was a complete invasion of privacy!”

“That’s hardly accurate,” Valian argued. “My father used to say, if a woman doesn’t want to be seen she should wear armour.”

“Just because words come out of a Duke’s mouth, that doesn’t make it inarguable fact!”

“Wrong father,” Valian admitted. “... and in truth if a woman were to wear armour, more people would look at her.”

“So you said all of that to do what?”

“Keep you walking past the point of no return,” he smiled as they reached where Annodia stood waiting. She started hooking up the sensors to Ereena, but was interrupted by the sound of music.

Jastri was a well-known and beloved musician. She might have been the only person in the Empire more dedicated to her music than her fans were... but that would not have been by much. When she was seen walking out to the stage, people started screaming almost uncontrollably... but one could have heard the buzzing of a gnat’s wings when she took to her instrument and readied her hands to play.

From the first pluck to the last strum, Jastri justified why she was considered a major talent. Even people who did not necessarily think the harp was an instrument to be adored took in her music and swayed with the chords and interwoven harmonies. It was no surprise when she received a standing ovation, and she bowed deeply to the Emperor’s Box and then the crowd.

“We have to follow that?!” Ereena asked before she started shaking her head.

“Sorry I’m late,” Quilori huffed as she came running up to the platform. “I had to see to a matter with Kwebb. That boy is going to worry himself right out of the competition.”

“And he might have company,” Valian whispered. Quilori turned to look at Ereena to see that the young woman was a ball of fright.

“There’s no way I can follow that!”

“You need to find something else to focus on!” Valian suggested.

“Like what, the way they’re going to come after us for trying to follow that with more music?!” 

“Is that all you’re afraid of?” Valian asked, trying to make it sound as if the coming performance were of little consequence. The Performance Art competition was only worth three points... but without those points Evard would have to lose one of the three events Valian believed the Master KnighT would dominate. That was always a possibility, but it stood to reason that he needed to be in the driver’s seat of his fate, not hoping for a misstep to come out of Bruntelior’s camp. Still, the fear Ereena had was more than justified; even Valian had felt himself getting lost in the performance a time or two. 

“Is that all?!” Ereena barked. “IS THAT ALL?!” Ereena took a step toward Valian, taking in a breath to yell at him. Annodia stepped between them, taking up a position of defense. “And what is this supposed to be?”

Annodia stepped forward, taking hold of Ereena’s face. She kissed the woman on the mouth and held her there for a moment. Ereena put her hands on Annodia’s shoulders to push her away, but her grunt of protest became something of a sighing moan.

“What is it about this woman’s lips?!” Valian thought, feeling somewhat sorry for Ereena.

Their lips slowly parted and Annodia rested her forehead against Ereena’s. “It’s not about them out there,” she whispered. “It’s not about the fear you’re feeling. Neither one are you able to control and just make go away.” Ereena’s eyes remained closed as Annodia stroked the side of her face. “If you need to think of something, think of how it felt when you realized that this man was worth it. When you first started to think that maybe you were wrong about him.

“Listen to Quilori and the stage she’s about to set... and let nature take its course,” Annodia guided. “And if you need a reason to sing, Ereena... sing for me.”

Valian watched as his squire backed away. It quickly became apparent she was not going to be sharing any kisses with him and he nibbled on his lip, trying not to let the disappointment register. As soon as Annodia was clear, the platform ascended. Ereena kept her eyes closed, but her hand reached out. Valian caught it and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“It was the day we cheated on the exercising,” she whispered. “It started there and just kept building. It scares me when I think of how much further that feeling can go.”

“Scares me too,” Valian shared. “But at least we’ll have each other.”

“Damn that woman can kiss!” Ereena exclaimed.

“Tell me about it!”

The platform was halfway up when Valian looked at Quilori and gave her the nod. Activating her microphone, she shot up a photon. It exploded just above the ground and the arena fell silent. Geraldius announced Valian, and Quilori followed directly after.

“Darker times have seldom been seen than the days when the Vythe held these territories,” she started and immediately she could hear responses coming from the crowd. 

Valian took the cue and started playing his guitar. He had chosen the twelve-string acoustic for this performance. Electric was always more extravagant, but he was going for sentiment and substance. He started playing, and from the very first bar most of the people knew the song. It helped matters that he had chosen a song where Gylman D’Sympior, the man after whom the building had been named, was attributed with leading the attack force that pierced the heart of the Vythe territory, leading to their removal from the Rims.

It was the sort of song that anyone could sing and enjoy. You did not need to know how to control the Energies nor be well-handed with a gun like the combatants. It was a song of triumph, where those who were so incredibly outnumbered had managed not only to defeat their opponent but drive out the Vythe entirely. 

Quilori continued her speech, recounting the events that everyone knew very well. A few were impressed when she even included how the Olasson had withdrawn from the war, leaving the Vohlterran forces vulnerable. She did not skim past that, and sadness registered on her face and in her voice. It was an emotion that was cradled by the notes Valian played.

But then came the voice. The voice the young KnighT had discovered on the first day of Lady Gilestra’s chosen punishment. She had been humming a tune in the shower that quickly turned into song. Valian had stepped into her stall and after she stopped screaming, he had demanded that she finish. In protest, Ereena sang her song. It was during that song that Valian had started putting together how he would approach participating in a tournament. Ereena would be his voice.

The Last Front was a very demanding song, going through several octaves before reaching the end where the singer needed to have mastered circular breathing to do it justice. Ereena never opened her eyes, and her voice never stopped building. She ended the song in an uncustomary manner. It was ill-advised simply because of the strain it put upon the vocalist. Ereena Kodavi never felt any strain. She only allowed herself to feel the fire she had for her friend, her brother, the one man who had yet to fail her. Her last note was strong. It was powerful and she held it, still singing even after Valian had stopped playing. She only stopped when she could no longer hear herself – the crowd was cheering that loudly – and she staggered back into Valian’s arms, opening her eyes to see people on their feet screaming at her, for her. Some of them were crying, and she soon joined in that number.

“Ereena,” Valian called to her and she looked up to see him ushering her to turn and face the Emperor’s Box.

Only when TrenGal rose from his seat did the people start to settle down. The Emperor approached his speaking platform and he turned to face Geraldius. “I realize Sir Valian is ahead on points and can therefore choose when he participates, but I want to make sure that there are no more contestants for this competition?”

“Tic. There are none, Your Majesty,” the man said, bowing.

“Then allow me to relieve the judges of their burden. As it is my right – and one I believe I have never exercised – for the Performance Art competition... the winner is... the House Jhormynn.”

The three performers bowed in unison as the crowd went berserk once more. Annodia did not wait for a signal from Valian. She called for the lowering of the platform. When it finally reached the floor she was on, the rest of the group had made their way to the area. They approached, but did not come too close as Valian turned to face them.

“I believe that takes us to seventy.” 

The House Jhormynn cheered as they embraced one another. Valian was the first to pull himself free and find a quiet place. It was not long before his Counsel and his Squire joined him.

“Your plan... it’s working,” Kethgeegan said softly.

“So far,” Valian returned. “We have the Ground Race ahead of us... and then the Blood Games begin.”

“I wonder if I can trick them into another bet,” Kethgeegan joked before taking his leave. 



Worry compounds the futility of being trapped on a dead-end street. Thinking opens new avenues. 


Cullen Hightower 
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It was nearly an hour before the judges were done deliberating over the registered complaint. Several scholars were called into the debate, along with the parties registering the foul as well as Sandra McIntosh and Valian Styrke.

“Do you think it would be taking so long if they had been beaten by someone with brown skin?” she had asked.

“I don’t think the complaint would have even been registered,” Valian replied. “But the judging has been color-blind up to this point. Let us trust in that.”

The Lead Judge came forward, deciding to speak instead of handing the decision to Geraldius. “After review of the recorded event, including examination of the vehicle and its pilot, it has been decided, by a four to three vote, that the House Jhormynn has not breached any code put forward by this body. Valian Styrke is therefore declared the winner of the Ground Race event.”

Sandra jumped up into the arms of Valian who spun her around before carrying her away.

“Man, it just blows their minds that a wheeled vehicle could beat out a hover job!” she exclaimed after Valian put her down.

“Not just any wheeled vehicle,” Valian quickly added, “that rolling rocket you and the Twins made for me. I owe you big for that one, Chief.”

“Don’t bother countin’, handsome, we’ll never catch up,” she smiled. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t die trying! We’re up to eighty-five points, baby. Let’s run the table on these wannabes. Show them what the Jhormynn House is made of!”

“Let’s be about that indeed.”

The momentum belonged solely to Valian and his entourage. It was becoming apparent that those who had come with him were beginning to feel more confident about their skills as well.

Kwebb managed to get his nerves out of the way. He even edged out Valian, taking the Hand-Thrown Ranged event. Kwebb’s shuriken surpassed Valian’s daggers. It was a telling blow to the other competitors that the House Jhormynn took the first and second place positions.

Carlos performed so well on the gun range that Valian did not even bother to compete. The House Jhormynn was declared the winner before the last three contestants could take their last turns. The final score was the average of the highest and lowest scores of each contestant. Since none of the contestants, save Carlos, managed to beat his first try at the range, which was his lowest score, mathematically no one stood a chance of winning after his third and best run.

K’Vatti was being called Artemis by the time she stepped away from the Archery competition. She bested everyone in short and long range accuracy, coming in second in the speed round. A complaint was registered about the crossbow she used, but the period of deliberation was brief, and she was declared the winner.

Moving past mid-day, the House Jhormynn had accumulated one hundred twenty-five points. Only the beginning matches of Powered Armor and Direct Combat remained before the first day would be called. The retainers of the House Jhormynn could hardly be contained. They soon came down from their excitement when they realized their leader was not with them. Quilori directed everyone to their appointed chores as Annodia moved to go and find Valian. She did not need any help finding him.

“That’s some piece of equipment,” Annodia said, walking into the staging area. Valian stood beside Kolinkar, leaning up against the armour that the Twins had designed – using his father’s notes – and Sandra had built. “I bet it moves like a dream.”

“You would know,” Valian returned. “... you’ve piloted him enough times.”

“Does anything get by you?” she asked.

“More than I catch, trust me.”

“And now you want to change the plan, right?” she asked, deciding not to walk up too close to the man. “Climb up into that suit you named after your father and just destroy Evard! You do that and the tournament is yours!”

“If I do that.”

“But if you lose, Evard breaks your momentum,” she offered. “He can’t be feeling too confident right now... but if you step into the arena with him, you risk giving him what your people are feeling right at this very moment.”

“Yeah, I saw them; a pretty happy bunch.”

“And why not? No one saw us getting this far! We’re too damn young and inexperienced.”

“We are that.”

“Yeah, but the tournament doesn’t bear that out until it becomes champion versus champion in combat. You know, Keth and I have been talking with Quilori.”

“My trident,” Valian remarked. 

“Hmmm. Okay, I never saw us as that... but okay. We put our heads together. Tried to make sense of what you’re about to do.”

“And?”

“For the life of us we don’t know why you’re doing this!” she shared. “If you can take Evard, take him, and let’s be done with this!”

“And if I can’t?” he asked.

“Then we find another way!”

Valian chuckled, stepping back from the suit. “Power down, Kolinkar,” he commanded. The suit’s systems starting powering down as the suit itself started to fold, sliding back into its packing crate. Valian turned before the first fold completed and walked over to his friend. He put his hand to the side of her face and smiled. “I think I get it now.”

“Get what?” she whispered.

“What’s in those kisses.”

“What is it?”

“You,” he stated, leaning forward to kiss her cheek. “That’s all that’s ever been... and that’s more than enough.” Valian patted her shoulder and started for the exit.

“For the record,” Annodia said without turning to face him. “I only ever had one complaint.”

“Too pale?”

She sighed, turning to face him. “Maybe if you were to get some more sun!” 

Valian laughed, waving her off and walking away. She chased after him, giving a few more options on how he might get some color to his skin.

It was the Powered Armour Combat event and Evard Bruntelior drew the third bout. It took him less than thirty seconds to best his opponent, and that contestant had to withdraw from the tournament due to injuries received in the contest. 

“And I will do much worse to you, Valian!” he vowed. “Much worse!” Throwing down his helmet, Evard started away from the field.

“Sir Evard!” Valian shouted as he got up from his seat.

“What?”

Valian did not speak, he simply pointed. Using his index and middle fingers, he pointed at Evard and glared at him.

“What?!” Evard yelled, but Valian did not move... he did not even blink. Screaming his frustration, Evard turned and stormed away. Valian withdrew from the viewing area. He sent Quilori to the judges when it was time for his match. It was announced that he would not be participating in the competition.

The same was done at the Direct Combat event. Again he sat and watched Evard obliterate his opponent, sending that one out of the tournament as well... and again he called Evard’s name, pointing at him and saying nothing. Evard charged toward the stands, but Valian did not flinch and the Master KnighT left the field enraged. Again it was announced that the House Jhormynn would not be participating in the event with an additional note that he would also be pulling out of the Jousting competition.

The end of Day One of the Farefall Tournament came, and the horns sounded. While most of the people were still very much pleased with what they had seen from the House Jhormynn, they were not as invigorated to cheer his name.

“Well, it would seem that the man you knighted is capable of using all of his muscles in a knightly fashion,” TrenGal noted as he held out his hand to help his wife from her seat.

“You are not disappointed?”

“Well of course I am! I wanted to see that young upstart receive his much-needed reset! A couple of blows to the head might remind him of who and what he is.”

“And what is that, my husband?”

“An outsider!”

“Well, at least you didn’t say pallid,” she remarked. “I suppose he has been somewhat promoted in your mind.”

“He is brash and arrogant.”

Pelania smiled, caressing the hand she had a hold of. “My husband... trust me... the young man is many things... but arrogant? No. He is far from that. And, as of this moment, he is very close to ridding us of a long-standing problem.”

“Well, there is that.”
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Bef’Lurro paced as the others either sat in chairs or leaned against the wall. They were waiting for Valian to arrive and the wait was not going well. When the doors opened, all heads turned. Most sighed in disappointment when it was Kyle and his brother Cedric walking into the room.

“I’m sorry,” Cedric said. “Should we go out and turn into somebody else?”

“Just come on in and take a seat, guys,” K’Vatti directed. “Where’s Chief?”

“She’s with Valian,” Kyle reported. “They’re right behind us.” The young man nodded when he observed everyone straightening up... save for Bef’Lurro. “This is going to be one of those meetings!” Moving quickly to catch up with Cedric, Kyle was out of the way when the doors opened again.

“Don’t sweat it,” Sandra said to Valian as they walked into the room ahead of Annodia, Kethgeegan, Quilori and Gilestra. Sandra started to say more, but she could feel the tension in the room. “Well, don’t sweat the power relay issues... but you might want to sweat this.”

Gilestra was making her way around the group to address the retainers when she saw Valian lift his hand in her direction. He smiled at the woman and then shook his head ‘no’. “Alright, let’s not make Bef stand alone on this... especially when he’s not alone in what he’s feeling.”

Hugh moved first, walking to stand in front of Bef’Lurro who had yet to stop pacing. “Okay, you’re right. He’s not alone. What the hell is going on, Valian?”

“Let’s not forget our places,” Gilestra noted.

“We are all in our place,” Valian replied. “We are here... with each other... together. And I have not communicated my plans to everyone. Well, to anyone for that matter. I am asking you to take it as a matter of faith. So I suppose the real question isn’t ‘what the hell is going on’... its ‘who here has lost their faith in me’.”

“Pretty words, as usual,” Bef’Lurro said softly, moving Hugh to the side. “But you’re going to need more than that.”

“You forget yourself, Bef’Lurro,” Valian warned, moving to stand directly in front of the man. “And I can say that because in order to forget me, you would have to forget yourself. I have never commanded obedience, but I have never – and will never – accept disrespect from anyone who wears our colors. Your choice of words I can tolerate... continue with your current tone, though, and you will only invite me to remove you from these ranks. Who do you think you are to judge me simply because I am not doing what you think I should do?”

“Then allow one of the newer people to speak,” Dyrvassa asserted. “Because Hugh’s right: Bef isn’t the only one who’s thoroughly confused. Now, from my personal perspective, I’m still confused about you. I cannot fathom why you would put any time or effort into someone who was expelled from her college.”

“You were not expelled for lack of ability,” Valian said. “... but for a lack of control.”

“Exactly!” the young woman returned. “Not the kind of thing you want in an EnervationisT!”

“Your lack of control is mostly in your head, Dyrvassa. From what I found, it was a matter of time before your top blew.

“But we digress,” Valian said, placing his eyes on Bef’Lurro again. “I want to hear your tone.”

Bef’Lurro matched Valian’s stare and he swallowed before speaking. “We were so close to taking this whole thing.”

“Our position hasn’t changed.”

“No, but it is changing, Valian!” Bef’Lurro stressed. “One more Joust victory and Evard will be tied with you.”

“Forcing the only resolve these tournaments recognize,” Valian said softly.

“Right, Empowered Combat,” Bef’Lurro replied. “Whatever that means. My point is that if you didn’t want to face him in Direct Combat, what the hell will Empowered Combat do for you? I guess what I’m asking is... are you scared of him?”

“What man in his right mind wouldn’t be?” Valian asked, causing Bef’Lurro’s face to change. At first the man wanted to be angry. But, as he considered the question, he found reason and his head lowered, backing away from Valian a stride. “The man is something to be feared. His breath can burn a hole is a battle cruiser, and I’m the one who’s got to get up close and personal with him.” Some of the retainers chuckled, others laughed heartily. Valian stepped forward and took hold of Bef’Lurro’s shoulder. “Trust me just a little further.”

“We shouldn’t have lost our trust,” Kayjoe offered. “Not after all you’ve done. For my part in this, I apologize.”

“No one here is perfect...”

“Except maybe Gilestra,” everyone said in unison. The woman’s eyes darted around the room, surprised at the chorus and she blushed, lowering her eyes.

“Come, let us put on our best faces and go and greet the Joust champion.”

Isli leaned forward in her saddle. Her helmet was still on her head, so no one could see her wincing in pain. Her squire came, carrying a new shield, and took hold of her dented one. The woman grunted when the shield moved and her body locked.

Getting up from his seat, Valian bound down to the ground and ran toward the KnighT.

“What is this?!” Evard yelled, taking hold of a new lance. “Is he so desperate to have this woman beat me? We can see your fear, Valian!”

“Unhorse, dear Lady,” Valian whispered, after putting his hand on her leg. “Unhorse and let me have him.”

“I am not yet done!” she panted.

“Your shoulder has been injured. You cannot lift your shield,” Valian stated. “Were I dealing with a man, I would save the effort and send him out to get himself hurt worse or even killed. But I’m hoping that since I’m talking to a woman, a powerful and capable woman, she will not allow her manhood to do her thinking for her!” He smiled when he heard a chuckle come from beneath the heavy helm.

“Answer me this, if you want him so badly, why not face him here?”

“Because here he can beat me,” Valian admitted. “I’ve never jousted in a tournament before, but I have fought for my life more times than I care to count. Empowered, I can beat him. Let me have him!”

Isli Yavi slowly removed her helmet with her right hand. She stared into Valian’s eyes for a moment and then turned to her squire. “Turn Isomund for me.”

The squire quickly took hold of the reins of the horse and gently turned the proud Charger so that Isli face her opponent.

Sitting up straight in her saddle, Isli nodded before speaking. “Well struck, Sir Evard. I find that I am not able to continue. The match... and the championship of this event... are yours.”

Horns sounded just after cheers rose from the spectators. Evard forced his horse to rear up and whinny as he held up his lance.

“And that, my fellow citizens, brings us to the end of the Farefall Tournament! Sir Evard Bruntelior, with this victory, holds one hundred and twenty-five points, and – tic – Sir Valian Styrke also holds one hundred and twenty-five points. Unless the Emperor – tic – wishes to declare a victor, the two KnighTs will face one another in a bout of Empowered Combat!”

“To the death!” Evard shouted, pointing his lance at Valian.

In response, Valian tilted his head, looking as if he did not comprehend what he was looking at. He said nothing and turned to face the Emperor’s Box.

TrenGal smiled as he got up from his chair. He clapped, stepping forward to his speaking platform. “Geraldius, I would not dare to mar these proceedings by simply choosing a victor. Let the final match proceed. Empowered Combat... KnighT against KnighT!” The people cheered as TrenGal then looked at Valian. “KnighT, be about thy business and may the surest steel prevail!”

Valian bowed his head, stepped back, and then turned to start away from the grounds. His arm was grabbed and he turned to see Lady Isli Yavi who was barely able to stand.

“You might have very well saved my life, Sir KnighT,” she smiled. “It would be a shame if I were not able to buy you a drink when all of this is said and done.”

“I wholeheartedly agree,” Valian smiled. “First round’s on you!”

“Well met, Sir KnighT,” she nodded.

“And to thee, Lady KnighT.”

Valian walked even after he heard Evard scream his name. He continued to walk but once again pointed at the Master KnighT with his index and middle finger.

“Keep screaming my name, Evard,” he thought. “You’re going to need the practice in order to get it right!” 



People need revelation, and then they need revolution. 

Damon Lewis 
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With the statements Bruntelior made at the end of the Joust, the judges declared that he had set the terms, opting then to give Styrke the right to call the place. The two combatants were in simple clothes and standing before the judges when five images were presented to the younger man. 

Valian stepped through the projected pictures to approach the judges. “I choose the Ruins of Bog,” he stated clearly.

“Sir Valian, we must ask if you are certain of this decision,” one of the judges spoke. “A respirator is not an allowed asset for your armour.”

“I am well aware of that, sir,” Valian replied. “And I am also aware that prolonged exposure to the outside gases can be toxic. What I am about to do to this man won’t take that long.”

“Well then, so be it! The two will meet in one hour!”

“I am ready now!” Evard boasted.

“Sir Evard,” Wunkran whispered, taking hold of his master’s arm. “You need your rest.”

“What rest?” Evard asked, pulling his arm free. “I took Isli in one pass. This boy is about to learn what it is to face a KnighT. I do not require an hour, judges. Let’s get this over with.”

The judged looked to Valian who simply bowed toward them.

“Report to your stations and ready yourselves. Skill and honor, gentlemen.”

Valian turned to bow to Evard but the Master KnighT waved off the gesture, exiting the chamber. Valian completed the gesture before turning to leave himself. The walk and ride back to the Prep Room could not be short enough. He was anxious to be done with this man and all he represented. 

He entered the room without speaking to anyone. The Prep Room had been altered. Two circular platforms had been placed in the center of the room. Annodia was already standing on one wearing a form-fitting black bodysuit. She turned to look at Valian as he stepped up on the other platform. Sandra, Cedric and Kyle came forward along with K’Vatti and Ereena pushing carts that held the armour and weapons for the two.

“KnighT and Squire,” Gilestra spoke as if she was making an announcement as the others started dressing them. “Two that are one. Annodia, you are Squire to this KnighT, and as such you will be his Second for this challenge. You may enter this battle if and when you are called by your master, or should you judge that he is not able to speak for himself and you seek to protect him. In the latter case, you are not allowed to mount an offensive action. You can beat down weapons and deflect all attacks that you are able to.”

“Which means if Evard moves to kill, I can prevent it?”

“If that is your choice,” Gilestra explained. “If Evard has won and seeks to kill his opponent, your interference will make killing you just as legal as his killing Valian.

“You are also allowed to enter the fray if you witness a foul.” Gilestra handed Annodia a data-pad. “This is a list of weapons that Evard has declared. If you witness him using a weapon not on this list, you may engage.

“Lastly, you can engage if Evard’s squire enters, even if his entrance is justified. Do you have any questions?”

“What if I enter without any of these happening and I take Evard’s head?” Annodia inquired.

“If Valian supports your action, Bruntelior’s Estate will have the right to issue a challenge.”

“And if Valian doesn’t support what I did?”

“You can be put to death if Sir Evard’s Estate requests it,” Gilestra answered.

Valian smirked, glaring at Annodia. “Dead woman walking,” he sassed. 

“I think I’ve got it,” Annodia smiled. “Thank you, Lady Gilestra.”

“It has been, and will always be, my honor.” Gilestra stepped back and then drew her sword. She put the point to the ground with her hands on the pommel.

“Who is she guarding us from?” Annodia asked.

“She’s not guarding us,” Valian said softly. “As a KnighT, she has a responsibility to make sure we don’t make a run for it.”

“Seriously?”

“It’s been known to happen. It’s not too late to back out.”

“And who would take my place?”

“Yo,” Hugh was the first to speak, but as he moved to step up, he did not do so alone. The other retainers, with the exception of Kayjoe, stepped forward.

“Not interested, Kayjoe?” Annodia asked.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the man replied, and Valian chuckled. “Valian has the best of us!” 

“Looks like you’re stuck with me.”

“My favorite damsel in distress,” Valian commented.

“And don’t you ever forget it!”

Sandra slapped her hand to the leather armour at Valian’s back. “Okay, that about does it. I still don’t like that you’re taking an untested weapon into combat.”

“It’s been months, Chief,” Valian argued. “Trust me, we’ve had more than ample opportunity to get acquainted.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Sandra replied. “As it stands, you’ve got Witch and Warlock on your hips and a pretty standard round shield. Standard, but sturdy. It’ll take a few hits for ya.

“You can best believe that Evard will show up in heavy armour which will give him the advantage on defensive capability... but you’ll be a lot faster. Make him pay for being slower and heavier.”

“You know, Chief, if I didn’t know better... I would say that you just tried to tell me how to do my job,” Valian said, adjusting his arm guards. 

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing that you know better then,” Sandra quickly returned before stepping close to the side of Valian’s face. She took hold of his shoulders and whispered in his ear. “I’ve sent out more pilots than I want to admit, and as a rule I try to care more for the planes than the pilots because so many star-jockeys don’t know how to care for the equipment. You’ve gotten me used to you being the exception, and I’m not ready to let go of this ride.”

“Understood, Chief,” Valian whispered. “And thanks.

“Brothers and sisters,” Valian said stepping back from Sandra. He looked at each of his family in turn and smiled. “Can we do something about the mess in here? This is no place to have a victory celebration!”

Each of the retainers cheered clapping down their hands on Annodia’s and Valian’s shoulder. the last two to do so were Quilori and Kethgeegan.

Annodia took a hold of Kethgeegan and spoke softly. “Since it worked so well the last time... say a prayer for him.”

“I can handle that, Sister. Keep his back and your own. Evard’s so-called squire is actually a KnighT.”

“Yeah, but it’s not my first time seeing him in action,” she smiled before jogging to catch up with Valian. 

Standing next to one another as the flatbed transport flew from the Stake to the Ruins, Annodia looked in all directions except forward and at Valian.

“According to Desh, it takes about five minutes before you start feeling the effects of the toxic gasses,” Annodia said plainly. “Of course, with the way you move around, you may want to reduce that to three.”

“This fight is going to take more than three minutes, Annodia.”

“Prediction or suspicion?”

“Part of the plan,” he replied. “But I’m told that the area where you will be waiting will be domed with nothing but fresh air.”

The two of them were marched to the center of what looked to be the ruins of a museum. Valian smiled at the irony of the location, but did not mention it. They walked until they could see two men in all black armour standing beside their tournament escort and Geraldius. Nine view-port drones lowered into place with another five hovering high overhead.

“And – tic – here they are–”

“On your guard, Evard Bruntelior!” Valian yelled, drawing his sword and charging from his oxygen dome.

One of the escorts took hold of Geraldius and all of them teleported out of the area. Valian stopped and stepped back into his dome.

“I don’t know about you, but I’ve had my fill of that man,” Valian remarked.

“A point of view we can agree upon, boy,” Evard replied, drawing his sword. “But it will not save you. It is time to die!”

“No, it is time for the revelation, Evard Bruntelior. It is time for you to see the ultimate truth!” 

The two men stepped out of their domes and walked toward one another, sword and shield in hand.

“Hmmm, you think to use your speed. That is why you’re wearing lighter armour.”

“No, just never had my lady make me anything heavier.”

“Let’s see how fast you are!” Evard huffed, thrusting his left arm forward. From the underside of his gauntlet, an arm-mounted blaster fired. Both red-glowing blasts streaked into Valian’s shield. When they struck, his shield started glowing red with the light, getting brighter and brighter.

Valian threw his shield straight up; it exploded high overhead, taking out one of the drones.

“That wasn’t on his list of weapons!” Annodia shouted.

“Oh, but it was,” Evard sneered. “One forearm launcher. What it fires, however, is something my talent with EnerJa determines.”

“Molecular Deterioration,” Valian thought. “One of the basic talents of an EnervationisT. But the discipline normally takes longer to have that effect. And if that power comes from Evard, he either has a store of those bolts in his suit or he won’t be firing–”

“Have another!” Evard said, firing his launcher again. The bolts flew over Valian as he timed his backflip. The burst passed just over Annodia’s ducking head. 

Valian came out of his dodge with Witch in his left hand and Warlock in his right. The blaster fired, striking the launching mechanism. It sparked as pieces of the device flew from Evard’s arm. He spun with the impact and Valian fired again, striking a panel on the rear hip of Evard’s weapons belt. The resulting burst caused the same red glow to start moving over Evard’s armour.

“Hmmm, seems Bruntelior failed to condition his own armour to resist his deterioration bolts. How very short-sighted of you, Evard.”

Turning about in place, Evard finally cued the locks of his suit to disengage.

Valian took several steps back, watching the large man shed his armour. There was another explosion, about three times larger than when Valian’s shield was destroyed. Evard was knocked down by the blast, but he maintained his grip on his blade.

“Careful, Evard,” Valian teased, “you’re exerting yourself, taking in greater amounts of the gas.”

“Then let us be done with this!” Evard huffed, lunging toward his opponent.

His first swing was powerful, but it was initiated too soon and Valian stepped back out of range. Bruntelior continued his attack, coming back with an even more powerful swing. Valian ducked under the blade, stepping back to establish his base.

Bruntelior lunged, thrusting his left hand forward as a Force Beam was emitted from his palm. The shimmery white light enveloped Valian’s body and kept him from moving. “Come here, boy!” Evard grunted, pulling his hand back. Valian’s body was lifted from the ground and flew helplessly to Evard who leaned forward, putting his shoulder into Valian’s chest. He continued his charge through the wall. 

“This is power, boy!” Evard ranted, bursting through another wall. “This is why KnighTs are feared, respected, worshipped!” Valian was driven through a third wall and Evard stopped, throwing Valian’s body forward. “You are not worthy to be one of us, and when I am done with you, I will correct the mistake that is your Master.

“But you must first feel just a bit more pain,” Evard hissed as he walked toward the prone Valian. “You must beg me for mercy. Only then will I relieve you of the burden of this life!”

“Stay your ground and we won’t have any problems,” Wunkran warned, keeping his eyes on Annodia. 

The young woman put her hands on her hips and smirked. “The same goes for you, Wunkran Prateel.” Seeing how hearing his name surprised him, Annodia decided to press her advantage. “Oh yes, I know who you are. Just how long have you been a KnighT-in-name-only? How long do you think you will have to slave away for Evard?”

“You will shut your mouth!” Wunkran shouted. “You are not worthy to speak his name. It is your man that is falling to my master!”

“That’s not how I see it,” she said calmly. “Just know that you set the parameters for this. Keep your ground and things will remain friendly between us.”

“Hmmm, the boy tries to stand,” Evard remarked, watching Valian roll over on his hands and knees. “I will say this much for you, boy... you have more gumption than the man who trained you. More grit. But not enough.”

“Funny,” Valian panted, getting up on his hands and knees. “In relative measures, I would have thought I at least exceeded Evarzon.”

Evard’s face slowly twisted with rage as the two men locked eyes.

“Wouldn’t you agree?” Valian inquired, smiling coldly.

Evard screamed, running forward in a charge. He had been made to swallow so much since this idiotic challenge was made. Now, the focus of his ire had reminded him of a very old pain, and Evard would destroy him for it. His sword swung low, scraping the bogged ground, sending mud forward as the blade passed through the fading image of Valian.

“Whoops,” Valian said softly, swinging his foot to catch the ankle of the stumbling Evard. The large man fell face-first into the swamp water and mud. “That looks like it might’ve hurt, Evard. Should we return to the domes so that you can catch your breath? You know, you’re not as young as you used to be. Men your age should take their time.”

Evard lifted his head from the bog and he screamed in rage. He turned to look back at Valian to see that he was untouched... not a speck of dust on him. Evard then looked at himself and he was covered in dust, debris, water, and mud.

“Don’t worry,” Valian said, setting himself to fight. “I think you already know it’s not a beauty contest. “You would’ve never made it to squire with those looks!”

“Swarm!” Evard yelled, swinging his sword in a wide, horizontal arc.  Shafts of black, sparkling  light flew from his blade.

Valian stepped forward, blowing out slowly as he swung Witch in front of him. First down and to the left, and then back. Trailing behind the circuited blade was a wave of Force Energy that formed into a barrier that blocked the black streaks.

“Have to thank you for the donation of the Force Energy,” Valian saluted Evard. “That’s not one of the food stuffs I gave my blade while we were getting to know one another. Yours is a particularly hearty form!”

Evard got up and left his feet in a Force Energy assisted leap.

“Finally,” Valian thought, leaning forward and swinging his sword into Evard’s. 

The clanging might have reached the auditorium without the benefit of the transmission feed, and the small burst of light blinded most from the view of what happened. When the light died, they could see Valian and Evard, both still standing. Valian’s guard had held.

“Surprise, fool,” Valian hissed. “You’re not the strongest man you know! My father was! He’s not here to show you himself, but he gave me a portion of it. Tell me what you think of this!” Valian pushed forward, sending Evard to his back.

Evard rolled to his feet, amazed that his body had lost a test of strength. He could not remember when that had last happened.

“Come now, Evard,” Valian fanfared his blade. “Evarzon is awaiting his day of vengeance.”

The large man came forward, swinging down into a solid and unyielding block.  He then came around from the side, but again his blow was intercepted by Valian’s sword and nullified. Evard spun around, coming forward with a thrust. Valian hammered it down into the ground. Valian’s left hand came away from the pommel of his sword, smacking Evard across the face. His helmet was removed and he was lifted from his feet by the power of the blow.

Evard landed on his back and slid to a stop. Sitting up slowly, Evard started coughing. Already the swamp gasses were beginning to weaken him.

“This shoulder strap,” Valian said, pointing at the leather strap across his chest that was glowing blue. “You’ll never guess what it does. What would you say if I told you that it was a gift from Ulreejun Jorkethian, given to me on the day I was knighted? A gift that was originally meant for another student of the Elder KnighT... your son, Evarzon. What if I were to tell you that the one thing your boy coveted most was your incredible strength? And that this was designed to make him even stronger than you.”

“Then you are cheating!” Evard coughed. “Augmentations are not allowed in this contest!”

“And yet I have spoken it aloud and the judges are not stopping the bout,” Valian countered. “I’m sorry, this is so unfair of me: making this a test of wits. We both know you’re weak there. Odd you weren’t able to say that Evarzon coveted the power of position more than physical strength. I never even met your son, and I know more about him than you do! That’s the real point of anger, isn’t it? How you loathe what you see in every reflective surface! Don’t worry, you’ve got plenty of company in that regard.

“Master Jorkethian tried to reach him,” Valian reported as he paced. “... he tried to teach him... but all your son ever saw was the power of the KnighT. Like you, he only ever believed in power. Like you, he broke the ancient code, and he was punished for his ineptitude.” Valian moved his left foot forward, fanfaring his sword to his right hand. He extended his left hand forward, allowing FantasioR to generate in his palm. “Well, as they say... like father, like son!”

Evard strained his eyes, looking at the pinkish light surrounding Valian’s hand.

“FantasioR,” Valian explained. “The energy used by DreamCasteRs when they weave their illusions. Actually, it’s a bit more complicated than that, but why bother to explain such things to a corpse.

“You might be wondering how I am able to get into your mind,” Valian added. “I’ve been there ever since I smacked both of your swords! Surely you remember that night.”

Realization fired in Evard’s eyes as he forced his body to move. He lifted his sword and was five strides into his charge when he stopped, blood coming from his chest and back. He looked down at his wound to see a circuited sword slowly coming into view. The false image of Valian faded as the real Valian turned visible, at the end of a thrust attack that had run Evard through. 

“Not yet, Evard,” Valian urged, twisting the blade. The lines of circuitry in the sword glowed a bright white, burning into and through Evard. The large Master KnighT screamed in anguish. 

“Now!” Valian hissed, pulling the blade free of Evard’s chest. He spun around, performing a masterful horizontal swing, removing the head of the Master KnighT.

No!” Wunkran yelled, reaching for his blade. He bolted into a desperate sprint, leaving the area in four easy strides. Before he could reach the first hole Evard had made, Annodia struck him in the small of the back with her fist... a fist that was only slightly aglow with Power Energy. Wunkran’s body carried forward out of the old museum, splashing into the swamp water.

Valian lifted his left arm, opening a channel to Lady Gilestra. “Execute the arrest,” he commanded, sheathing his sword and holding his right arm out for Annodia.

“We were already in position,” Gilestra replied. “The Twins sent the package, and the Countess is in custody.”

“We are on our way,” Valian stated, wrapping his arm around Annodia’s waist. The shoulder strap flared with an even brighter light and the cloak Valian wore bore him aloft. 

“This is a pretty cheap way to get me close, don’t you think?”

“I’ve got to get mine in before Desh makes an honest woman of you,” he quipped.

“Well done, Valian.”

“You as well, Sister. But this isn’t over yet.”

As Valian had hoped, no one asked where the young Tournament Champion had gotten his information. The fact that he had proof and witness testimony was enough for the Emperor who ordered the arrest and incarceration of Countess Lusorra Necaltiere.

“We will have to speak with you in detail, Countess,” TrenGal said through gritted teeth. “It will not be an enjoyable experience for either of us, but we will have the truth.”

“We shall have to see, Your Majesty,” Lusorra smiled. “My turn at this is over, but I am hardly going to divulge anything more to you. I think you know that.

“And as for you,” she said, turning to face Valian. “... I do hope your victory formals wear well at the funeral! Give the Duke my best!”

“Odi!” Valian cried. “I need that portal now!”

“By the will of Kyorvesior!” the fair-haired woman shouted out, lifting her hands to form a portal. A black-gloved hand emerge from her chest and thumped the air, sparking a portal to life.

“Ungh!” Odiadahdri grunted as she staggered back. “Hurry, Master! The portal is challenged. Can’t... hold...”

Valian lunged forward through the portal as Sandra barked, “Hit it, kids! Vassa, do your stuff!” After two flashes of light, Odiadahdri collapsed to her hands and knees with only Sandra, Cedric, Kyle, and Simio left to tend to her.

“Well, I can’t get a read on them,” Cedric reported, looking at his computer.

“And I can’t get one from anyone at the Estate,” Kyle added. “We need to get to the ship!”

“There are faster means,” TrenGal declared. He started casting only to stagger to his left after his body shuddered from some unseen force.

“Your Majesty!” one of his Shatter Casters cried.

“I am alright,” he relayed. “I was blocked from reaching the grounds.”

Amidst the gasps of shock and horror, Pelania stepped toward her husband, a look of great concern on her face. “Is it the Vythe?”

“Worse. Demons!”

“Demons, shemons!” Sandra barked. “You got a ship that can gate?!”



It is said that ‘nothing is more sad than the death of an illusion’. Well what about the reality that killed it? 
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Shonsatah was sitting with her feet on the sofa, her knees up to her chin as she clutched a large pillow to her chest. Every single time Evard Bruntelior had flexed his muscles or adjusted his helmet, she had shaken with fear. She now shuddered with every wall Evard drove her brother through, turning her head away before the third wall.

“Valian,” she whispered.

“Things are certainly not looking good for him,” Yorlson said, stepping closer to the view-port so he could get a better picture. “After so much posturing, and taking all of those easy events. To succumb to the skill and power of a true KnighT. It almost breaks the heart.”

“Shut up, Yorlson!” Shonsatah snapped. “Just shut up!”

“What is this? First I am denied the opportunity to witness this event first hand, and now I am denied to right to speak my mind?”

“Given that we’re talking about your mind, I’m surprised you have more than three words to offer,” Pirion sniped.

Yorlson stood up, glaring at his brother.

“What’s the matter, son?” Vaiyorl asked, allowing his voice to remind everyone that he was still in the room and they should act accordingly. “Can’t someone speak their mind about your mind?”

Father and son engaged in a stare, the latter glaring at the former with burning anger. Vaiyorl’s expression did not change, but his perspective did.

“What is this indeed?” Vaiyorl thought, looking at his first-born child. “He isn’t looking at me as a son looks at a father... even when the two are estranged, there is more of a sense of acknowledgement of relation. No, I am nothing more than an irritation to him, something that is in his way... and does not belong to be in that position.

“Perhaps you need to return your attentions to the event,” Vaiyorl suggested.

“I know the outcome of this already!” Yorlson exclaimed. “You are in denial. He isn’t a KnighT! The Empress might have knighted him, but just look at him now.” Turning to face the view-port, Yorlson stopped to see Valian tripping Evard, sending the larger man stumbling into the swamp. “Just... look... at... him.” Yorlson backed away when the Force Energy barrier prevented Evard’s black-light missiles from reaching their intended target.

“We are watching,” Pirion remarked. “You might want to note how clean our brother looks for one who has been driven through the walls of a ruined building. As if he had never gone through the walls at all. Don’t know how he managed to fool the viewing drones, though.”

“Oh, he’s had some practice at that, young Master Pirion.” Quybron offered. “He did that much on the Rammodior Platform... and that was nearly a year ago! I’m sure he’s improved since then.

“By all the glory of the gods!” Quybron yelled, getting up from his seat and spilling his bowl of snacks. “He took Evard’s charge!!! Took it... and held his ground!”

Everyone in the chamber gasped, watching Evard fall to the ground after being pushed back by Valian. Even Guysorla came away from her seat. With each landed blow, all but Yorlson cheered. The Duchess and her daughter both turned away from the viewing when they saw blood come from Evard’s back. The Duke grabbed his friend and Chief of Security.

“He ran him through!” Vaiyorl whispered in disbelief. “He ran Evard through!” The man gasped at the next action as Quybron folded his arms.

“I’d say he did a fair bit more than that, Your Grace.”

Pirion quickly moved to put his hand to the image. It did not close the view-port, but it blurred the images. He turned to face his family, a bright smile on his face. “He won. Father, did you see? Valian won!”

“He did indeed, son. And if I know him at all, he is now moving on Lusorra.”

Each comm-line device in the household signaled the receipt of a transmission. Quybron lifted his arm and started reading the scroll. His eyes lit up as his mouth gaped wide open.

“He’s moved on her alright!” Quybron huffed. “According to this affidavit, Lusorra Necaltiere is responsible for having the War Tower fire on the Styrke Skiff. She collected the crew for the ship and they fired on her order!”

Vaiyorl took in what his Security Chief said, placing his hands behind his back. “Well, that settles a few accounts, doesn’t it? We lost some good people that night. At least now they will have justice.”

Yorlson started laughing. More of a giggle in the beginning, as if he had been mildly amused by something. But, as the laughter intensified, a sudden feel swept over the room.

“Children, to your mother!” Vaiyorl commanded, not wanting to believe what he was feeling. The sudden chill, the nausea, the twinge of fear starting in his stomach but moving slowly over his spine... he had felt it before, long before he received his ducal promotion... before he was even called a True Lord. 

Suddenly, the Lord of the House Jhormynn was once again Phytos Vaiyorl, under the tutelage of Tolljynn J’Gayda, learning the ways of the SorceroR. He had been called a prodigy in the craft and had even managed to weave two enchantments of his own design while still in the Novice stage. 

It had been his attempts at composing a third that had brought about a lesson Vaiyorl had hoped he would never have to revisit. For in an attempt to amplify the yield of Portal Smoke found in many SorceroR Bags, Vaiyorl had succeeded not in improving the distance one could teleport, but in breaching the barrier between the mortal and demon dimensions. One moment he had stood in his master’s casting chamber and the next he was in the Upper Reaches of MoGo. He had stumbled upon a very old breach, a secret passageway of sorts, and he had opened the door which, as it had turned out, had a very soft latch from the mortal-realm side.

Three creatures had seen the arrival of the student and his master; Imps, Vaiyorl had later learned they were called. Acting quickly, mostly out of a certain sense of desperation, Vaiyorl had enchanted a length of chain, hurling it at the Imps, managing to entangle and bind two together. With the abundance of Portal Smoke still in the air, Tolljynn had teleported the third Imp into a nearby cave wall, instantly killing it. He then told his student to reverse his composition – something the old man had insisted upon from all of his students; “... before attempting the forward path, have some idea as to how you can backtrack.” Returning to the casting chamber, Vaiyorl had been praised on his quick-thinking and warned never to attempt that enchantment again. The student had made it a point to study as much as he could find on MoGo and demons, placing in his mind the promise that he would never forget the events of that day. How it felt... how it smelt... and what the presence of so much darkened KaA had registered on his mind and body. Those characteristics he was feeling again... and they were coming from his son.

“It would seem that I am bound to be in the man’s debt,” Yorlson chuckled. “I suspected the Countess was a useless wretch, but I hadn’t given her credit for being the one who had made that day possible.”

“Vaiyorl, what’s happened to our son?” Guysorla asked as tears welled up in her eyes. She shivered in the cold that penetrated her skin as she took up a post in front of Shonsatah and Pirion.

“Apparently two of my sons have been to the loft where I keep my old things,” Vaiyorl concluded. “And where one found my old spell notes... the other found my memory crystals.”

“Correction, Father!” Yorlson snapped. “Your sons were together when we found your cache. Since most of it dealt with sorcery, I discarded the notes and books. But the memory crystal... the third woven enchantment. Imagine my surprise when I found it.”

“Yorlson!” Vaiyorl shouted, signaling Quybron to move to his flank and therefore closer to his wife. “What have you done to yourself?”

“What would you say, loving Father, if I were to tell you the demons assaulted that day have had their revenge? That they have infested and stolen away my soul?!”

“I would call you a liar,” Vaiyorl said softly, motioning for the others to move back as he activated his War Garb charm. “Imps do not have that capability.”

Yorlson snapped his fingers. “Forgot I was dealing with an intellect.” When he turned to face his family, all but Vaiyorl withdrew several steps, but even his eyes squinted at what they saw. Yorlson’s fine brown skin had grayed, taking on the appearance of living ash. His teeth and nails were blackened, sharp at the ends, and his eyes were solid red, with no pupils, crying with blood. “Using wizardry, I perfected your enchantment, Father... turned your teleportation spell into a window through which I could communicate to my brothers and sisters in MoGo.”

“You did nothing of the sort,” Vaiyorl argued. “You’ve been fooled into thinking that, Yorlson!”

“That is not my name!” the young man snapped in a low, echoing, growling voice. “I am no longer Yorlson Jhormynn... I am the Adparitor!”

Vaiyorl frowned, mouthing the word his son had just said. After listening to the inflection his son had used, Vaiyorl repeated the word in his mind, making only a couple of changes before it came to him. “No!” he cried, stepping for, pleading with his son. “Whatever you’ve been told to do, hold off until you’ve heard me out!”

“Too late, Duke Vaiyorl,” Yorlson laughed. “Allow me to introduce you to my new family!”

Thunder rolled on a day when there was not a cloud in the sky. Still the sunlight dimmed. Vaiyorl looked up and then out of the closest window.

“Quybron!”

The Chief of Security moved quickly, running to the terrace doors and opening the curtains. “Mother of love, deliver us!” he whispered looking out over the grounds and the seas, seeing a black sun forming over the ocean. “I’ve never seen such a thing. What can it be?”

“An aperture,” Vaiyorl explained. “One anchored in both realms!”

“Duke, turn to your left!” Travis shouted as he got up out of his chair. 

“And now another vision becomes clear,” Travis thought, concluding how ‘cutting water’ could wash over a man. 

A wave of black water hammered into the side of the Estate House. The terrace doors and walls held, but the glass shattered. Quybron’s forming armour spared him from any injury. Vaiyorl, following the instructions that had been shouted to him, was kept from being blinded. The witnessed vision had now been altered, and Travis knew he could not rely on the rest of what he had seen.

“Yorlson’s become a Daemonite,” Vaiyorl declared. 

“The word isn’t ad-PAR-i-tor, as Yorlson said it,” Vaiyorl thought. “... it’s ad-pa-REE-tor, the Old Earth Latin word for lackey! It’s through him that this side of the portal is anchored. If he won’t relinquish it, he will have to be destroyed!”

“Husband, you know more of these creatures than most Priests!” Guysorla cried out against the howling winds. “You will do what you must!”

“He will try, bitch of a mother!” Yorlson spat as he rose up from the floor. “Feel now the power I wield!” 

With a simple gesture, Yorlson summoned and hurled five MannA Bolts at his mother. Stepping toward the coming missiles, the Duchess sent out a wave of Force Energy, causing them to explode before they could draw close. She took another step forward, hurling electricity at her son.

“Guy, no!” Vaiyorl shouted, but it was too late.

Yorlson smiled, receiving the burst of EnerJa that did him absolutely no harm. His left hand guided a wave of psychokinetic energy that threw his father and the Chief of Security across the room. “Not bad, Duchess. But I wonder if you enjoy the same immunity to electricity that I do!” A lightning bolt, three times the power of what Guysorla had hurled, fired back at the Duchess. Her force shield took the brunt of the burst, but she screamed in pain as her body was thrown back to the double doors of the chamber. “Apparently not. Here, let’s change expressions, shall we? Burn, Mother!” 

A column of flame fired from Yorlson’s hand and arched toward the stunned woman. A hoop of Portal Smoke formed in-between the head of the column and Guysorla’s body. It was so close that she felt the heat and was slightly singed, but none of the direct flame touched her. The column fell from the ceiling just over Yorlson’s head, slamming him down to the floor. Pirion fell to his left knee, dizzy from exerting himself with the Sorceror’s Bag component. He wiped his upper lip clean of the blood that had dropped from his nose and stood up, allowing his anger to fuel his movements.

“Seems he’s not immune to fire,” the young man whispered. “Computer, sound the alarm and summon the Guard! We’re going to need all the help we can get with this.”

Yorlson screamed, getting up from the floor, covered in burns. He summoned raw MannA and allowed it to flow in a stream toward his brother.

“No!” Shonsatah cried, stepping into the path of the stream. A small field of her own MannA formed in front of her hands and it caught the stream. Almost immediately, the directed MannA started to form around her, but it did not reach her skin. Glaring at her brother, the anger on her face subsided and she closed her eyes, calling upon the lessons she had learned. The MannA – which had begun to take on sentience and the yearning to be malignant and destructive – received Shonsatah’s MannA and her skill for weaving it. Like one of her paintings, she used a combination of brushstrokes, yielding to the feeling of the creation, removing her perspective  and embracing that of the MannA surrounding her.

The bronze, electric fire that was raw MannA suddenly turned crystal white and flared out in  all directions. Whatever damage that had been done to Quybron and Vaiyorl was removed from their bodies and minds. Guysorla gasped at the level of EnerJa she received to her stores, and an evil smile formed on Pirion’s face.

Yorlson was struck by the burst of light. Another cry of pain was ripped from him as his body was hurled through the wall. When the light subsided, Shonsatah dropped to her knees. She was not tired. The light had replenished her power before anyone else. It was the bridge her light had made with everyone it had touched.

“I don’t believe it,” Shonsatah whispered as members of the Estate Guard entered the room. “He knew what he was doing when he took the power from the demons. I can feel it in him. He wants to be a Daemonite!”

“Which only means he will be of the more powerful variety,” Vaiyorl concluded as he helped his wife to her feet.

“The first pass goes to you, my family,” Yorlson said, his voice echoing throughout the entire Estate. “But remember, my family is coming now. The tide is changing.”

“He’s not kidding,” Quybron remarked. “They’re coming through the portal now!”

“By the gods, it’s a demon army!” Vaiyorl said just before the all the lights went out.

“And he just took out the power!” Quybron exclaimed. “So much for the house defenses.”

“We will have to be the defenses,” Vaiyorl stated, looking at his wife. 

“The demons are coming after the lot of you!” Tacita’s synthesized voice stated as signaled. “Thomas can feel the connection between them and you.”

“We need to get you to safety,” Quybron stated. 

“The power is out, Quybron,” Vaiyorl reminded the man. “... we can’t launch any of our ships... my enchanted flight might be able to edge out the slower forms, but not for as long as we would need it to. And where would we run? The demons will feed on any souls they come across in their pursuit of us! No, we have to destroy the anchor, which means we have to stop Yorlson.”

“We have to kill Yorlson,” Pirion corrected. “He’s not going to give up his power willingly.”

Vaiyorl nodded. “Guysorla, can you do it?”

“I lost my son when he embraced the demons!” the Duchess declared. 

“Good, you take Shonsatah, Pirion, and as many guards as you can find. Tend to Yorlson. We will buy you as much time as we can.”

“Something else is coming,” Tacita warned, receiving another whispered messaged from Thomas. “Look to the lawn just off the terrace.”

All eyes turned to the grounds where a flash of light showed Valian leading his retainers and most of his equipment onto the property. The last to come though the portal was Dyrvassa who stumbled to a stop and put her hands on her knees, panting for air.

The young KnighT looked around and stopped when he saw the breach-hole. “Why does that look familiar?”

“No,” Annodia whispered, coming to the realization that the attempt to discredit the House Jhormynn had just been a preamble to this event. “Looks like we missed a gateyan!” 

“A plan within a plan,” Valian concluded. “Yorlson’s outdone himself this time.”

“Son!” Vaiyorl called from the balcony before he projected what had happened to Valian’s mind.

“Do you trust me?” Valian projected.

“What I have for you is more than trust,” Vaiyorl replied.

“Then do as I tell you, Father. If the demons are after you, we will use that to our advantage.

“Alright, we have three jobs ahead of us,” Valian announced. “We’ve got an anchor on this side of that breach. Kethgeegan, Champanna, and Quilori, you three will need to take care of Yorlson. Kethgeegan, do not let my relation to Yorlson stay your hand!”

“I will not fail you, Brother,” Kethgeegan said before turning to run into the house.

Valian watched them run away and nodded once before turning back to his remaining people. “Job Number Two: holding off the demons for as long as possible. Gilestra, take the retainers and coordinate with Quybron. Fessural, take the car. Hugh, Arva is yours. Bef’Lurro will be in Kolinkar. ”

“We will hold them, Master,” Lady Gilestra vowed before tapping Kayjoe on the shoulder and turning to enter the house. The others fell in behind her with Valian catching N’Char by the arm.

“Thunderstar isn’t with us,” Valian stated. “None of the horses are... and I need to get to that breach!”

“We need to get to that breach!” Annodia corrected. “The only way you can deny me this is to kill me. You know you need your strength and the numbers.”

Valian looked at the woman and smiled, taking her hand and squeezing it. “Make that an order to go for two.

“The Great Mother knows your heart,” N’Char replied. “I am sure she will provide.”

“And the argument is only made stronger,” Valian thought as the wind blew over his face. “Here I am, supposedly fighting for Zorkaysha, and she’s been a no-show for most of this. But the Great Mother? Where is she?” Valian looked down at the vaporous horse he was riding. The Ghost Strider – that N’Char had summoned from the smoke of his quickly-made fire – ran off the edge of the cliff, striding on the very air, gaining in speed. “She’s right here with me!

“How are you standing it, Annodia?” he asked.

“This is the only way one rides into glory!”  



Always do your best. What you plant now, you will harvest later. 


Og Mandino 
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“They’re flying right by us,” Annodia remarked.

“We are enshrouded in the apparition of these Ghost Striders,” Valian stated. “Plus, these demons have their intended targets. I doubt this benefit will continue on the other side of the breach. 

“Annodia–”  

“I do have a question,” she shouted, speaking over a discussion she did not want to have. “How is it that you can carry me from the Ruins of the Bog to the Stake, but can’t fly us to the breach?”

Valian turned to look at his friend and squire. The two said many things without saying one word. “I wasn’t depleted by carrying you, but I can say that I felt the strain,” he explained. “I think we’re both going to need every bit of strength for this.”

“That we are, my Lord! It’s a fine day to die, sire!” she stated. “... and I can think of no place I’d rather be.”

“Then let’s try to find one tomorrow!” Valian offered.

Annodia chuckled. “That sounds like a very good idea.”

The cloud of demons rolled over the grounds of the Jhormynn Estate. The first to set foot on the property were struck by a barrage of six missiles. The explosions tore through demonic flesh, sending demon-headed apparitions back toward the breach as the destroyed flesh burned into the grass and earth.

As all heads turned to see the source of the volley, the launchers receded back into the armoured frame of Valian’s roadster. The redheaded young man who stuck his head up through the sky-roof looked around and shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ll be sure to get with Chief on how that broke to the left at the end there,” Fessural mentioned.

“Please do,” Gilestra said as she stepped forward. “And let’s have that be the last uncoordinated attack.” Fessural started to give argument when the Lady KnighT turned and nodded to Nokeyesh.

The groundskeeper smiled, rolling up his sleeves, and MannA fired to life in his eyes. Lifting his hands over his head, the elderly man cast a spell creating a dome of light over the property. Facing the waters was a pair of walls acting as doors.

“A bottleneck!” Quybron whispered, smiling at the tactic.

“Hugh, do you have enough maneuvering room up there?” Gilestra inquired as the fighter-craft flew overhead.

“It’s tight, but I’ve got wiggle room,” he replied.

“Good. We know where they’re coming in. Kayjoe, you are the cover for Nokeyesh. So long as he holds his concentration, he can more easily hold the construct. 

“House Guard, firing line advance. Ready your weapons for maximum firepower. Remember, blasters won’t do that much damage to demon flesh. Fire and clear out so your weapons can charge up. 

“Soon as they do clear out, Retainers, rain woe down upon their cursed forms. Keep it to steel and stone and listen for the horn. That will be your cue to clear so the firing lines can go again.”

“For honor!” K’Vatti cried.

“For duty!” Quybron added.

“FOR VALIAN!” Ereena sang out as the demons collided with the dome.

It was the demons colliding with the dome that made Valian smile. He took one last look and turned his attentions to the fight ahead of him.

“Hold them, Sisters and Brother,” he thought. “We will be as quick as we can!”

“Very well, none of us are happy with what we’ve been assigned,” Vaiyorl admitted as he paced across the floor of the ballroom. “But we have to give Valian and his people a chance to work their plans.

“We were holding our own, Father,” Pirion argued. “We should be out there helping with the fight!”

“My brave SorceroR,” Guysorla said softly, bringing the back of her youngest into her chest. “We are helping... just not in the fashion we would prefer. I am sure Valian would prefer to be enjoying his victory over Evard and Lusorra. But he is here, with his family, fighting... fighting...”

Pirion put his hands on his mother’s arms and gave them both a good squeeze. “Valian is on his chosen path. So are all of your children. Yorlson chose the wrong path. He received the same love the rest of us did.”

Closing her eyes at his words, tears rolled down Guysorla’s face. “Listen to my youngest. How did you get so wise?”

“Listening to my mother,” he replied.

Whatever comfort the exchange might have given them was taken by the growl that reached their ears. It was close to being an animal, but nothing that most of them had never heard before.

“Daemon Dogs,” Vaiyorl declared, looking around. “Apparently Yorlson is into his choice deeply enough to command a pack of them.”

“There are times when the Jhormynn standard of excellence is a pain in the ass!” Shonsatah remarked as she readied herself. The glow of the MannA exchange she had experienced with Yorlson was still alight around her body. She looked around before locking eyes with her father. He was smiling at her commentary and she allowed herself a slight smile before the single growl became at least half a dozen.

“Here they come,” Vaiyorl said, taking his cane out of his shoulder bag. It was already glowing with ambient MannA, and his weapon had the weight of a twig in his hands.

“This will certainly go down as one of his not-so-ingenious plans,” Champanna whispered.

“I get the feeling that is how most of them will be regarded by those who have to carry out them out,” Quilori added as the two women moved quietly down the dark corridor. “It’s the idiot writing the history that’ll leave out how people like you and me drew Daemonite Search Duty.”

“And what are we supposed to do with this thing?” Champanna whined. “He’s mostly demon, so touching him is out. Whole bunch of good martial arts does for me with that.”

“Don’t forget that even naked steel may not do what it’s supposed to unless it’s aligned,” Quilori added.

“What the hell is aligned steel?”

“Anything blessed by a Priest of a deity.”

“We don’t even have a freaking Priest on the team!” Champanna stressed. After a few steps, the young woman smiled and put her hand to her mouth as she started laughing.

“You find something funny?” Quilori asked.

“And to think I used to complain about being a slave.”

The Olasson woman smiled, looking at Champanna. Her eyes gaped wide open as a pair of red eyes opened in the middle of the wall just over Champanna’s shoulder.

“Duck!”

Champanna dropped to a low squat as Quilori jumped back, staying just outside the arc of Yorlson’s clawing attack.

Yorlson pressed his attack on Quilori, believing he had to contend with the Olasson female first. He could feel the innate MannA coming off of her body. A psychokinetic thrust threw Champanna down the corridor while another threw Quilori back to the far wall of the corridor.

Quilori gasped as she flew back, her body splashing into shadow as she reached the wall.

“I have the cure for your Shadow MajiKs, woman,” Yorlson growled as his right hand generated a small sphere of light. Quilori came out of the wall, well above the floor and bounding for the chandelier. She grasped the lowest hanging rim and swung herself up to stand on the light fixture. “And perhaps, in all of the excitement, your forgot that I can fly.” Yorlson smiled as he slowly came up from the floor. “Whatever will you do now, Retainer Mistress?”

“Brace yourself for the cold,” Valian warned as he leaned forward on his mount. “And do not engage with anything unless you are attacked. I have an idea.”

“And here things were going so well,” Annodia muttered.

“I heard that.”

The two of them rode through the breach, coming into a gigantic cave of red and black rocky walls. They were above the ground where more demons were gathering, a would-be second wave ground attack force. They were forming under the direction of a three-meter tall, green-skinned, winged demon with three heads. Two of the heads turned to look at the Ghost Striders and the things that were riding them. It was not Ghost Striders the creature saw.

“Who has called for this attack?!” Valian shouted as he circled over the winged demon. His angry tone came with an assured authority, and the winged creature stepped back, allowing Valian to land. “With all that I have planned for this part of the Rims, who has inserted this folly?! Answer me or know what it is to fear the Vythe!”

“It was the Baron,” the three-headed demon offered, stepping back another stride and pointing further into the cave. “He has crafted a willing Daemonite, a would-be mortal SpellCasteR. This attack was signaled by him.”

“Since when do the creatures of MoGo march to the orders of a mortal?!” Valian cried as purple lightning bolts sprang from his extended hand, striking the demon, causing him to kneel and wail in pain. 

“Argh! Mercy, Master!” the demon cried. “It is the Baron you seek!”

“So it is,” Valian said, finally lowering his hand and ending his torture of the creature... not that he could have had Jack absorb any more of the creature’s incredible power. “But if I hear you had anything to do with this so-called stratagem, we will continue our discussion. Hold this wave here until I return!” Valian took hold of his reins and urged his Ghost Strider to take back to the air. 

Annodia followed him, a smile on her face as she hissed at one of the demons. “I didn’t know you could fool demons with an illusion!”

“Neither did I,” Valian replied, “but it seemed like a good time to verify! We have to be quick. I am spending FantasioR faster than Jack can generate it. This illusion isn’t costing me yet, but it’s only a matter of time before it will. Once it does, I will have to decide whether to bear the cost or let it fall.”

“Then let me do the talking from here on,” she asserted. “The more you can concentrate, the easier it will be for you to hold.”

“Good point.” Valian smiled as his squire moved in front of him. He closed his eyes and focused.

The explosions were still burning when the firing line cleared out. Only three of the Imps had been destroyed by the volley, but the progress of the attack line had been stalled. Valian’s roadster sped into the area, spinning to a stop with the rear facing the oncoming horde. The back wheels spun, hurling dirt into the faces of the demons, blinding them and forcing the front line to step back into the numbers behind them. Fessural unlocked the front wheels and drove to get out of the way. Carlos and five of the House Guard advanced with weapons drawn.

“Okay, amigos,” Carlos yelled, leading the charge. “... let’s do this like we did in practice, only better!” Lifting his shield up to cover his chest and head, Carlos swung low for the legs of the demons.

The House Jhormynn had no persons of the cloth on its roster, but that was a fairly common position in the Inner Rim. What passed for a Chaplain in the household had only been able to bless the ceremonial altar where fires burned for the more theological events at the estate. Quybron had asked the Chaplain to make the fire. He then had the men place all the melee weapons they could find into the flames with two men left to circulate weapons in and out of the fire. When Carlos’ blade cleaved into the flesh of the demon, the men cheered and Quybron breathed a sigh of relief.

Each of Carlos’ men swung low, crippling the demons they struck as they exited the scene as quickly as they had entered.

“Ready!” K’Vatti yelled as she and four guardsmen lifted their crossbows and took aim. “Remember, we’re fighting dirty,” she said, firing a bolt that lodged into the mouth of a screaming demon. “Loose!” The other four fired as she quickly reloaded, firing from the hip. Her second shot claimed an eye.

The horn sounded and the firing line quickly took their positions.

Gilestra smiled at the way the plan was working. Her smile faded when she heard the guns of the Arva firing.  She looked up to see a demon, which had just breached the dome, get shot in the chest. The fighter’s guns were much more powerful than energy rifles; the twin burst killed the demon and it became a plug for the hole it had made.

“This won’t hold long,” she admitted.

“I think we both knew that was the eventual outcome,” Quybron commented.

“Aye, we did,” the Lady KnighT said reluctantly. “Make haste, my Lord!”

Waving his free hand about for a moment, Vaiyorl conjured three spheres of light, tossing them up to the ceiling. The ballroom was mostly illuminated and he maneuvered his family to the center of the floor. It was not long before they could hear the sounds of claws tapping against the hard floor; the stride of each Daemon Dog as they approached.

The first nine came into the light. They stood one and a half meters tall at the shoulder. Their thick fur was red with orange spots and their oversized teeth were yellow. They growled, glaring their white eyes at the Jhormynn Family, ignoring those that stood with them.

“We will need everyone to remain calm,” Travis shared. “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be afraid. After all, Death’s come calling, and she’s a most persistent houseguest. But keep your heads clear. We will deal with the first wave. Set yourselves for the two-legged offenders instead. Recognize that while Death makes no wasted trips, she’s not all that particular about who she receives.

“Tacita, my dear. Can you offer a directive?”

Taking in a deep breath before stepping forward, Tacita looked at several of the Daemon Dogs without the first sign of fear registering in her eyes. She was far too preoccupied with being aggravated. Steadying herself, she spoke. “BURN!” her voice sounded anything but human, and it shook the room as a gust of wind swept over the area where she stood. The Jhormynn Family covered their faces in response, and each of the creatures in front of her exploded into white flames. They whelped as they shuddered in a pain they did not know how to address.

Travis lowered his head, tapping his friend on the shoulder. “And Thomas, kindly see to the rear.”

Thomas seemed unaffected by the wind that was just beginning to die down. The third of the 3Ts was often called Hear No Evil. He was deaf but he could still feel vibrations to an uncanny level. He could also control vibrations in a given area. He rubbed his fingers against his thumbs as he approached the Daemon Dogs. Immediately they began to whine from a sound no one else could hear. The closest creature barked just before its head exploded. The others followed the fate of the first and Thomas stepped back, slightly taxed by the feat. He turned to Travis and spoke.

“Can you see anything?”

“I can see that we’re not quite done,” Travis shared before he smiled. “... but I can see a safe light approaching. We may yet live through this ordeal after all.”

“And my son,” Guysorla said. “What of Valian?”

“My vision of him is often in error, milady,” Travis answered.  “But I do see his sword. It parries an energy blade being held by a young boy... a gifted young boy... who seems to be getting the better of the exchange.”

“I doubt there are many boys in MoGo,” Guysorla said in relief.

“He only saw Valian’s sword, Mother,” Pirion pointed out. “He didn’t say Valian was wielding it.”

“Jump,” Yorlson suggested as he continued his slow ascension. “You have no other choice but to jump. Don’t worry, I’ll catch you!”

“My, how gallant!” Kethgeegan said as the face of Quilori fell from his face, becoming Boris who jumped toward the Daemonite. “I think I’ll do just that!” 

Kethgeegan bound from the chandelier toward Yorlson who was kept from focusing his psychokinetic ability by Boris crushing grip on his neck. Twin Olasson short blades came out of his chest; thrust through his back as Quilori became visible. She leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

“You forgot to process that if I wasn’t on the chandelier, where was I?”

Yorlson was not given time to answer as Kethgeegan landed on him, thrusting his thumbs into the Daemonite’s eyes and channeling coherent light through his hands. The shards of solid light came out the back of his head and over Quilori’s shoulder.

“You forgot, Your Grace... without Valian around to save you, you’re just another splash at the Test Tower.”

All three forms dropped to the floor. Kethgeegan and Quilori landed on their feet. The corpse of Yorlson fell to its back.

“What are the chances he’s got a contingency?” Champanna asked as she walked up, flexing her shoulder.

“You okay?” Kethgeegan asked.

“Tumbled into a wall,” she explained. “Could’ve been a harder landing. I’ll be fine.”

“You’re that already!” Kethgeegan countered. 

Their shared smile was interrupted by the photons Quilori sent into Yorlson’s body. She kept firing until a shudder washed over them as energy passed through the corridor. They could hear and feel the lock on this side of the aperture breaking. 

“Well, he could still have a contingency in the works,” Quilori stated. “... but our mission has been accomplished. We can attack this side of the breach and destroy it.”

The two rode in the direction they had been directed, and it was clear where they were going. The amount of activity increased the further they went down the cave.

Valian cried out unexpectedly and the illusion he had been projecting fell.

“We will have none of your illusions here, mortal,” a voice projected to their minds. “This is MoGo! Mortals have no power here. But we will feast upon your flesh!”

“Argh!” Valian grunted, barely managing to stay on his mount. “Damn! They can see us now!”

“You got us in further than I thought we could go, Valian,” Annodia smiled. “We might as well make this–” 

A wave passed through the tunnel and everything in it could feel the wave moving over and through them. The origin was the breach, and it traveled down the cave to a large cylindrical building that shimmered for a moment. The construct was off to the right, down another tunnel from where the two were headed.

“What was that?!” Annodia asked.

“They did it!” Valian said, turning his horse. “They got to Yorlson. Their anchor is done and I think it just signaled to us where the other anchor can be found. Another time, Baron.”

“Another time indeed,” Annodia agreed, turning her mount to follow Valian. 

“Stop them!” a voice called out, sounding like the one they had heard in their minds.

“Now I wonder why it would want to go and do that,” Annodia quipped as the two approached the building.

Valian looked down to see the roof of the building was made like a large bowl. He smiled and looked back at Annodia.

“Jump!” he commanded. “You first.”

“About time,” she huffed, throwing her leg over her mount and dropping down. 

The two landed on the upper edge of the bowl and slid down toward the center. Annodia yelled out in delight at the ride she was on.

“Ready your best punch!” Valian directed, drawing both Witch and Warlock.

“Aye,” Annodia called back, tapping her ability with Power as it formed around her hand. She combined that with another power she had come to be proficient with.

“And thank you for the example,” Valian thought, cueing Jack to read and duplicate the energy pattern building around Annodia’s body. He had already mapped Power, but he had forgotten to try and map Chi. Combining the two, Valian aimed Warlock and fired. The kick from the burst was incredible, but he maintained his grip on his weapon.

The blast struck the center of the thick crystal ceiling, cracking it in one location.

“Perfect,” Annodia thought as she set herself. She stamped her heels down, knowing it would not be enough to stop her descent. It instead lifted her from the surface of the ceiling and she flew, in full control of her body as she drew back her glowing right hand.

“Kesurgi!” she shouted as she punched down, striking the same point as Valian’s blast. The ceiling gave and the two of them fell inside. 

“Uh, Valian?!” Annodia yelled as they dropped.

“What is this?!” Valian thought, beginning to drop down a wide column of open air. His mind slowed everything that was happening as his eyes took in everything around him. They fell past floor after floor of cells filled with bodies trapped in crystalline cubes. “Who are these people?!

“Like that matters!” he scoffed, holstering Warlock. “Find a way to catch us! 

“And thank you, 3Ts, for sharing,” Valian thought, calling for Thomas’ control of vibrations. He knew that the studs in his armor were still making sensor sweeps of everything around him. “The enemy of my enemy just might be my friend!

“Rargh!” he cried, thrusting his sword up. Witch sent out a burst of hyper-sound.

“Thank goodness this is a solid column,” Annodia thought. “We’re traveling the wrong way down the barrel of a gun!” 

Thrusting her hands down to the ground, Annodia fired two bolts of Power. The concussion of the explosion came up and slowed their descent... enough so that it was not fatal. Annodia could hear her leg and Valian’s left arm snap like twigs.

But that was not all they felt. The Power bolts also caused another wave to move through the area. The other anchor had been destroyed.

Sheathing his sword, Valian winced in pain as he rolled over, trying to remove his shoulder strap.

“No!” Annodia protested. “I won’t take it. Fly yourself out of here!”

“I am not leaving you here!”

“I feel the same way about you,” a voice said as a woman dropped down to the floor. She was barefoot when she reached the floor, but the tile cracked underneath her feet and roots pushed through, growing around the woman’s body. She stepped out of them clad in a brown silk robe. “I can’t very well leave my savior in the hands of the demons now, can I? Not when Hevana can provide wind enough for us all to fly.

“I summon the fiercest winds,” the woman called out, her voice now echoing as gusts of wind started to blow. “Deliver us from these depths!” 

A bolt of lightning signaled the arrival of the wind and the three bodies were immediately lifted from the floor. Climbing up the column and out of the building, the three could see where others among the newly-liberated had begun to show their hosts how much they appreciated their captivity.  One in particular was a Shatter Caster who did not seem pressed by the cost of his incantations. Every gesture he made resulted in an explosion along the capacity of Annodia’s Power and Chi strike.

The three of them flew away from the building and Valian projected to the woman the path they need to take to get back to the breach... one they could see was quickly shrinking.

“Close your eyes and hold your breath,” the woman directed, calling for even more power from the element of air. A woman’s giggle could be heard as their bodies accelerated, producing a boom just before they reached and passed through the aperture.

“Oh my,” the woman gasped. “I fear I have not brought you to a better place.”

“Perhaps not, but you have brought us home,” Valian winced, setting his sling for his arm. “Annodia?” There was a slight snapping sound and Annodia grunting before she responded.

“The leg is set and bound, my Lord,” she huffed. “I am ready to continue.”

“Oh my indeed,” the woman said, looking at the two of them. She smiled and looked back at the demon-infested coastline. “Oh well... why not. My Lord, you have gained a third to your party. Let us embrace these demons while we–” 

A strafing beam of light came down from the sky, ripping through the ranks of the demons clamoring to get through the cracked dome. Each one touched cried out in pain before exploding. A second beam fired, cutting the ranks down even more. Looking up into the blackened sky, the three could see Imperial fighters and a transport making their way to the Jhormynn Estate. Standing atop the transport, holding a brightly glowing rod, was TrenGal, the Emperor of the Inner Rim. Beside him was his wife, the Empress, who looked to be working her own spell. TrenGal pointed the glowing battle wand toward the demons and fired a third beam of incredible power. It was enough to have the remaining demons conclude this assault was a lost cause, and they turned to flee.

Pelania shouted words into the sky as the darkened coverage dissipated. A gigantic net formed in front of the transport, stretching out over the mass of demons. Only the ones inside the dome and some three dozen outside managed not to get snared in the net. TrenGal’s battle wand made short work of those not captured with a lightning spell that jumped from target to target until there were no more enemies in sight. Then the lightning jumped back, taking all it had struck into TrenGal’s wand.

The Jhormynn Family were emerging from the Estate House as the transport made its final approach. Sandra was off the ship before it landed, sprinting over to Bef’Lurro who sat beside a slightly tattered Kolinkar. He lifted his arm as if to protect himself, but it was moved out of the way and Sandra hugged him. She did the same to Hugh, pinching him on the cheek. She smacked Fessural before hugging him.

“Don’t ever fire out of sequence again, you hear me?” she said while clutching him close.

“I hear ya, Chief.”

Simio stepped off the transport, stepping around the Imperial couple and rushing over to his friend. “Okay, we need to get triage started.”

“Nonsense,” TrenGal stated, tapping his battle wand to the ground. “Imperial grounds, Imperial citizens... be restored!” From where the wand had touched the ground, the burnt earth became lush green grass. “For such is the power of the Star of Primuson to those loyal to its light!”

Valian stepped back, feeling his arm restored. Annodia did the same for her leg. The spell returned the grounds to the condition they were in before the siege, but the uniforms, armour and equipment remained as they were. 

“Your Majesty,” Vaiyorl said, kneeling. TrenGal noticed that Valian’s knee touched the ground at the same time, while others were only slightly behind the first two.

“Rise, Champions of the Empire!” TrenGal directed with a bright smile forming on his face. “Rise and realize your glory!” Nothing further was needed for the men and women to begin cheering.

Valian turned to look at the woman who had made their escape possible. He took her hand and pressed his forehead to her knuckles. “My lady, I am Damsur, this is Damsel... of the Distress Estate,” he said, motioning to Annodia. “... and we are in your debt.”

“Consider it a debt paid in full... uhm...

“Sir Valian Styrke,” Annodia informed. “The First KnighT of the House of Jhormynn.”

“Oh my, what an honor,” the woman smiled as she bowed. “I was actually save by a KnighT. I am Torasettia, Silver Witch, and at your service, Sir KnighT.”

“A Witch well graced in ElemahntiA,” Valian noted.

“I am graced in many strides, my Lord, but you will come to know more in time.” She smiled, backing away from the two as she started to fade. “For now, do as your Emperor bids you. We will have so much time to speak in the near future. Until then, KnighT and able Squire.”

“Now that was a nice exit,” Annodia noted.

“Indeed it was,” Valian nodded before taking hold of Annodia and pulling her close. She gasped in surprise, looking up into his eyes. “But it’s an entrance I have in mind,” he said softly before kissing the woman.

When their lips parted, it was a moment before Annodia’s eyes opened. She licked her lips first, savoring the moment and the taste of him. “And what of Karlia?”

“What of Desh?”

“He’s got his triage,” she said dismissively.

“Good, I know where Karlia can go to mend her broken heart!” They kissed again and the celebration was only getting started.

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” Guysorla said, taking hold of her husband’s hand. “Letting your son show you how you’re supposed to–” Vaiyorl’s lips prevented the Duchess from saying any more.

Snorting in indifference, the Emperor was not to be outdone. Pelania smiled when her husband turned to sweep her up from the ground. They ascended as they kissed, a glow emanating from their embrace.



We don’t stop going to school when we graduate.

Carol Burnett 

[image: image]

(VI)

(Rims Time: XI-4911.28)

As it drew closer to Winter, it grew colder in the castle in the mountain. Snow would be falling any day. To fend off the growing cold, another log was tossed onto the fire. Embers quickly embrace the wooden offering, and the fire crackled in delight.

“Tell me this gets to last,” Annodia purred, her head tucked snugly against Valian’s chest. 

“Any particular ‘this’ you and I have a say at maintaining has a pretty good shot at being maintained,” Valian answered. “If not improved.”

“Ohhh, that was very good,” Annodia weighed as she moved to straddle her man. “I think you might be finally be getting a handle on this poetry thing.”

“Well, at least you’ve grown from using spiders as your signal word,” Ulreejun remarked.

“And you could knock, old man,” Annodia said, getting up from Valian with her blaster in hand. It was a smaller version of Warlock, but with matching capability. 

“I can remember when it was Praeceptor or Master,” the Elder KnighT said as he walked further into the room. “Where is your Counsel?”

“Upstairs and slightly indisposed,” Valian replied.

“Actually, I am neither,” Kethgeegan said softly, coming visible with a blade tucked under the chin of Ulreejun. “Welcome to Belrayne, Master. You remember Champanna, don’t you?”

Keeping his chin still, Ulreejun shifted his eyes to see the woman half-immersed in the floor, a thin chain wrapped around Brick. 

“I can see that Quilori has herself a new pupil,” Ulreejun stated.

“Spin kicks and acrobatics only get you so far in this group,” the young woman replied. “How might we be of service, Master?”

“Alright you two,” Valian chuckled. “I think the point’s been made. I am sure our Praeceptor is more than pleased with his students.”

“Damn right I am,” Ulreejun said as the weapons were removed. He leaned over to Kethgeegan to show the young man his metallic neck guard. “And remind her that chains conduct electricity just about all the time,” he whispered. Kethgeegan snorted a laugh and started shaking his head. He bowed before stepping back.

“And it happens, I came for the lot of you,” Ulreejun explained. “Well, the starting three... but I get the feeling you’re part of that package now,” he said, looking at Champanna. When she nodded to the affirmative, Ulreejun smiled. “Trust me, it would be all too easy for them to do worse.

“I need you to come to the Odelree Dominion with me.”

“The Dominion?” Valian returned. “What do I need to go there for?”

“Why, to accept the invitation of course. The one being offered to you by the Sixth Haven Order of KnighTs. That invitation comes with the properties which at one time belonged to a Master KnighT we both knew.”

Kethgeegan and Annodia gasped.

“They want to give Valian everything that used to belong to Evard?” Champanna asked. 

“Everything save the title Master KnighT,” Ulreejun clarified. “That you will have to earn. And before you even try, I’ve already spoken to the Duke and the Emperor. They have both given you their blessing. In case you are wondering, neither of them said anything–”

“Because you asked them both not to,” Valian stated. He looked around the room, especially at Annodia. To say yes meant he would have his own property and not just the one consigned to him by the Duke. He would be in a better position to make his proposal then. It had been four months of bliss sharing in her love, and Valian wanted it be a lifetime. “And furthermore, if you are here to deliver the invitation, I know where you stand on the matter.

“Perhaps we should go and get dressed,” Valian said to the others as he moved toward the stairway. “Give us a moment, please, Master.”

“Take your time, Phytos,” Ulreejun smiled, reaching to the small of his back as he turned to approach Annodia. He came forward with a garnet-jeweled bracer. “I have been asked by the Duchess to deliver this to you.”

“What is this?” Annodia asked, accepting the device.

“It is an enchanted bracer,” Ulreejun. “A weapon collected in the field, I’m told. The wearer can make constructs of garnet or even direct a beam that will imprison a target in a garnet crystal. The Duchess thought you might want to have something available to you with a lighter touch than Power Bolts.”

“I will say it again, it was her idea to go all out in our sparring session.”

The Elder KnighT chuckled. “So that was the precursor. Suddenly everything is made clear. Well then... hurry along and get dressed. We have presentations to make.”

Ulreejun walked around to the fire while the others rushed off to their rooms. He stood in front of the blaze wondering if Valian would be allowed to enjoy something so simple as a fire in his castle ever again.

**  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  **

Kantren stepped back from the scrying mists, eager to know why his Mistress was smiling. “I bow to your greatness. You are oh-so-pleased and I am confused. Have we drawn closer to reclaiming the Rims or not?”

“You simply haven’t put the pieces together, Kantren,” Lirtelzi explained. “We have one major stone that is attuned to the light of MannA... we have another attuned to crystalline petrification... and we have a third locked away in a hidden place, building the power to combine the other two stones into the fool that next touches that stone.”

“And what will that do?”

“Well, thanks to the lead given by the necklace of dark shards, the one who touches the stone will have their body slowly converted into the living stone of MannA.

“Bridgestone?!” Kantren gasped. “How is that possible?!”

“Small strides, my Powerkin,” Lirtelzi smiled. “Small, precise steps, and of course... the meddling of Terrans. “Do you know what a Terran SpellCasteR would do to possess a fragment of living Bridgestone? They will destroy one another just to possess this poor fool. Their castings will leave a trail that spans every corner of the Rims! Think of what we can do with that. They will fight to possess the living form and when it becomes a thing of Bridgestone, we will use the necklace of the dark shards to cause it to explode. That explosion, woven together with all of the ambient MannA dedicated to the finding and procuring of the living stone, will create for us a doorway that we can use at will! Only sources of MajiK not involved in the search for the stone will even be able to approach it. That is our master stroke, Kantren. That is how the Vythe shall make their return!”

As the female Vythe cackled, her student glared in anticipation. “The only thing that need happen now is that the stone must be found,” he thought. “But she had it hidden away. Why?! We don’t know how long it will take for the Terrans to find it!” Kantren looked at Lirtelzi as she continued to laugh. He smiled at her genius and his good fortune. There were many she could have chosen to be her Powerkin, but she had moved a number of applicants aside to choose him. 

He began to relax a bit, now that he was thinking. “Why am I worried? Everything she has done was for a reason and a strong reason at that. Regardless of how long it takes, it is time she will need to prepare something else... perhaps even me.” Kantren nodded, turning to fetch the best wine in the abode. He poured a glass and gave it to his Mistress. She insisted he pour another.

“To successes here, now, and tomorrow.”

“To my Mistress!” Kantren returned.

– Fini – 

––––––––
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