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Chapter 1 – Warnings

Borachland Castle, Planet Arkken

There were so many things to get used to on this planet, Ruth thought to herself. She had expected the different creatures and plants. However, never having played politics in her youth, the difference in culture and authoritative structure on Arkken clashed badly in her mind. Thankfully, her Anchor, Pawlik, Lord of Borachland, was an expert at the infighting that was common on this world.

Pawlik had been off-planet for a considerable time while a captive of the Insectoids. He and Ruth had only returned a few weeks ago, and he was still trying to catch up on all the maneuvering that had occurred while he was absent. Tonight, he had gone off to attend a dinner with some of his cronies. Ruth knew that the evening would be filled with discussions of people, places, and situations that made no sense to her.

Ruth was still recovering from her captivity and the traumatic transformation to a Mage. The woman was thankful that she had not been expected to attend the event. A quiet evening at home was just the thing to calm her down.

Of course, she wasn’t alone. Even now, in the protection of Ruth’s private quarters, she had a bodyguard. Jenna was on duty and stood within the room. The former Marine was armed and exuded danger and power.

The Mage glanced at her companion, words flowing through her head, clashing with images of her life on Earth and what she was experiencing now. Ruth tried very hard not to compare the two. They were almost different lifetimes so great were the differences in the smell of the air and the colors of the sun.

Different buildings, altered shapes, and wide varieties of people all contributed to the strangeness. Both Earth and Arkken created their own environment but traveling from one to the other, even in her mind, still left Ruth feeling untethered and floating. It was only when Pawlik put his large hands on her shoulders that she felt connected to this world.

I think I’m doing pretty well in adjusting to Arkken. I’m coping with bodyguards following me everywhere and living in something that looks like a cross between a medieval castle and a modern tech fantasy. Spaceships and swords. Who would’ve thought the reading of my youth would make this seem familiar?

Outside of the people at the castle, and those that had been on the slave ship with her, Ruth did not know many people. For the most part, her schedule was her own, and she told people when she wanted to talk to them. That meant that she could restrict the barrage of interaction, but left her feeling a bit isolated and alone.

The alert tone of the communicator on the wall of her room was even more startling because she had expected to be totally undisturbed. The source of the call was hidden, an icon going the equivalent of what on earth would have been an unlisted number notification. With a wide-eyed glance at Jenna, Ruth asked, “Who do you suppose it is? I don’t know that many people.”

Jenna frowned and said, “Even more importantly, how did they get your number?”

“Only one way to find out. Let me answer it.”

The bodyguard moved to be out of the view of the caller but pulled a recording device from her belt. At Jenna’s nod, Ruth tapped the icon to accept the call.

Shocked, the Mage recognized the man whose image now showed. Unsure of why he was calling her, Ruth greeted him by name, “Senior Auditor Rick, what a surprise. To what do I owe the honor of your call?”

The slender, precise man twitched his face into the approximation of a smile. Leaning slightly forward toward the screen, he said, “I wanted to extend my thanks and the gratitude of others in the Auditors Guild for your handling of the misfortunate audit problems. We deeply appreciated your cooperation in this and wanted you to know that nothing like that will ever happen again.”

Ruth knew how mortified the man must feel and how important it was to the Auditors Guild that they were seen as incorruptible and perfect. It had never crossed her mind to trumpet the fact that they had made an error. Any gratitude for her perceived forbearance was simply a plus.

“You are very welcome, and I truly hope that you never have to deal with something like that again.”

When Ruth would’ve ended the call, Auditor Rick raised his hand to stop her, and said, “It occurred to me after we had left our meeting that there might be some information that someone raised in the Alliance would have that you are missing.”

“Yes, I’m finding all sorts of holes in my understanding and patching them as quickly as I can. I just hope that nothing critical is missing. I would hate to have people injured or other accidents happen because of my ignorance.”

“With that in mind, several of us prepared some information packets that we thought you might find useful. I am transmitting them over to your incoming message queue now. Some of them concern local laws and regulations as well as the definition of the powers and responsibility that an Unfettered Mage holds.

“Additional information covers similar topics for anyone wearing the circlet of the Archmage. Since there hasn’t been either a powerful Fettered Mage or any Unfettered Mage in multiple millennia, you might find it difficult to find those guidelines.”

Ruth smiled in gratitude, and said happily, “Thank you! That will be very helpful.”

Looking satisfied, the dignified Auditor added, “Some of the other packets of information cover areas that might actually be dangerous for you and your people. After so long, the existence of an emerging Unfettered Mage may excite some of the more radical organizations throughout the galaxy. While most of these tend to be poorly funded and not particularly powerful, many of them have members that are fanatics and will go to great lengths to cause you harm.”

“That sounds perilous, and frankly wasn’t something I expected to hear. Are there any specific groups that you think would be the most concerning?”

Sighing, the Auditor look suddenly tired. Running a hand across his face, he scrubbed his eyes for a moment and looked deeply into Ruth’s eyes across the electronic interface.

“Some of the worst ones go by names that cover their fury at the galaxy in general and twisted logic with labels that proclaim them to be on the side of good. Two of the worst are the Protectorate Cadre and the Order of the Just. Most of the others are just flash and no substance.”

Ruth sighed in dismay and heard a very soft echo from Jenna. Once again trying to look appreciative, the Mage responded, saying, “Thank you again for your consideration, Senior Auditor Rick. I will definitely delve into the information you have sent me. I will also make sure that all the necessary people on my staff see it.”

The man nodded in acknowledgment and ended the call, calling out an ending farewell, “You are very welcome, Mage. The Auditors Guild always balances its transactions.”

The ping of arriving information packets sounded in the suddenly quiet room. Jenna joined Ruth in staring at the data that was displayed. Quickly, Ruth routed copies of the information to Jenna and Marta’s message queues before commenting to her bodyguard, “Another thing we have to look out for.”

Jenna nodded but added, “Not today. Tomorrow we can look at all of the information and come up with a plan. But for right now, I think the Mage really needs to relax.”

The Archmage Ruth took her bodyguard’s suggestion to heart and proceeded to let the worries of the day wait until morning came again.
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Chapter 2 –Ruminations on Power

Tod Werfer – Sector AF5-G5023-14.5.13

The Auditor’s Guild emergency broadcast about the last battle had Gwilliam worried. He could feel it in the uneasiness that weighed against the back of his mind, lurking like an assassin. It was like waiting for a blow to be struck. Something that would be painful and damaging, but arriving from somewhere random or unknown.

The space-wide broadcast had slammed the Holding Action – Withdraw message to all known broadcast points on the Empire’s communications net. In Gwilliam’s lifetime, he had only known three times that such a protocol had been employed. Two of those times had been associated with a declaration of war. This time, the message seemed to be serving the opposite objective.

Anyone hearing the alert was immediately required to cease all punitive actions or combat with the Insectoids. Failure to comply carried with it substantial sanctions. No one that Gwilliam knew would dare to cross the Auditors Guild declaration.

Even the Emperor walked softly around the Guild. To have violated their edict would have destroyed the legal and financial underpinnings of the Empire, reducing it to a shadow of itself in just a short time. Gwilliam knew that even the Imperial worlds would falter before the condemnation by the organization that oversaw finances and interstellar law across the known galaxies.

The corrosive sorrow from past experience seared Gwilliam’s throat and stomach. He had seen the damage and destruction that followed such ill-advised action in the past and had no desire to see such desolation ever again.

It was both fantastic and frightening how quickly a world of people could be reduced to poverty, and a desperate struggle for survival when its ability to access banking systems was removed. The elimination of legal protection under interstellar law made such a world prey to whichever group had the resources to attack.

Many years ago, Gwilliam and his forces had no choice but to leave a world that ignored an Auditors Guild edict. Unbeknownst to the Mercenary Commander, his client had attacked a neighboring world without a declaration.

The Auditors Guild was quick to notify the world leadership of the loss of sanction status and promptly informed Gwilliam of the situation. Under the Interstellar Mercenary Charter, he and his forces were obliged to follow the AG guidance or risk consequences of their own.

He could still remember the sharp, cold blow of shock that hit his chest when he read the message. Even now, the disorienting sense of disbelief haunted his nightmares. Why would anyone be so foolish?

Even before Gwilliam and his troops made it back to their home base, the world of their former employers had fallen to the Insectoids. Without the protection of the legal and financial network administered by the Auditors Guild, a single world stood no chance of survival. Within a year, the population was decimated. Enslaved and consumed.

Gwilliam and his forces made a living by providing mercenary services. Any violation of Auditors Guild declarations or guidelines would cost him his certification. The thought of that sent chills down his spine as he remembered the struggles that he had as a new Force Leader. It was an extremely rough path to hold his team together until they received their first of many certifications. Just the initial accreditation made a total difference in how they were regarded as mercenaries and how valuable their services were seen to be.

The last job that they had performed before the certification and the first job afterward were about the same level of difficulty and duration. However, the accreditation allowed Gwilliam to charge four times more for the second job than he had for the first.

In the mercenary world, that financial pad could be the difference between life and death. Over the years, Gwilliam could point to many jobs they had gotten based on their AG certification. He was certainly not going to endanger that.

The current situation had similarities to the trauma in his past. Gwilliam had front row seats in the final battle with the Insectoids from the bridge of the Empire battleship Thymestyl. He and half his naval personnel had been hired directly by the Emperor to train the Imperial fleet.

The mercenary commander was the Emperor’s insurance policy, someone with a strong talent of combat foresight who could provide crucial direction in the heat of battle. His demonstrated strength in this area was the reason for his quick advancement to the top of the Emperor’s personal specialists list.

The Emperor trusted Gwilliam. Without that level of confidence, the mercenary commander would never have been provided with the authority to override the man in charge of the fleet, Admiral Schafer.

Gwilliam had been in this position many times before when doing work for the Emperor. Most of the time, the Imperial warrant was returned at the end of the engagement without being acted on.

Unfortunately, this time, Gwilliam was forced to use it.

The Admiral had put the fleet at unwarranted risk, acting against the interests of the Emperor and in direct violation of the Auditors Guild broadcast. He had become focused on his objective and refused to listen to his staff or his conscience.

When the enemy fleet stopped firing simultaneously, Schafer had believed he saw a weakness in the enemy action and strategy. He lacked the experience to realize that no navy acted that way and that something unusual and unplanned had occurred. Anxious to make a name for himself, Admiral Schafer had pushed to attack the frozen enemy, contravening the edict of the Auditors’ Guild.

Desperate to limit the damage to the Empire and unable to stop the Admiral any other way, Gwilliam was forced to play his trump card and relieved Schafer of command. The resulting political and legal uproar had taken Gwilliam weeks to resolve. Awarded another honor and bonus from the Emperor in thanks, the Mercenary Commander knew that he had done the right thing, but the ramifications were far-reaching.

There would be no salvage rights, or battle spoils registered after the timestamp of the broadcast. Gwilliam had heard groans and muttering across the command bridge when the transmission played on the ship’s comm. Even now, the muttering continued as all over the galaxy speculation flared.

For many soldiers, the spoils of war provided a strong incentive to risk their life and limb in the struggle. Building up a prize account was one of the best ways for spacer or soldier to fatten their retirement fund. The loss of that inducement in the middle of their last action was horrible for morale. Anything that affected soldiers’ pay was doomed to be the target of much angry discussion.

Other than the financial impact, it was clear that something had radically altered to change the Insectoids from an active enemy to a non-entity. With all of the information sources that Gwilliam had built up over the years, there had been no sign or even a whisper of an action or a force that would have resulted in this turnabout.

The shock of the altered circumstances was disorienting. One second, the forces of the Empire had been fighting a desperate battle against the Insectoids, and the next they were told to stand down. The urge to finish the fight against the overwhelming forces of the aliens had been almost impossible to overcome. Only Gwilliam’s years of experience and discipline had allowed him to pull back.

Those unusual circumstances were why Gwilliam was headed to Seer’s Rock. He had known that something momentous had happened and started investigating it immediately. Further digging had determined that Insectoid activity had ceased entirely across all the realms in which he had contacts.

Simultaneously.

Things like that simply didn’t happen in a calm and rational world. It did not change the fact that it had. A significant danger that affected thousands of planets had been swept away, without fanfare. Any thinking person would be concerned about the power that had been demonstrated. Gwilliam was concerned, unwilling to admit even to himself that what he felt was fear. Fear that shook his core, terror that kept his sleep restless.

Many of the affected areas were realms had faced constant Insectoid incursions for a generation or more. They were both shocked and relieved at the disappearance of the Insectoids. The first easement was quickly followed by a nervous state of waiting. Many of the power players tried to dampen their growing panic at the lack of knowledge about why the predatory species were no longer a factor. The silence drove the rumor mills wild, and speculation was a frothing cloud of conjecture and hysteria.

There had to be a new power in play, and they had taken the Insectoids entirely out of the picture. A frightening power that had preyed on civilizations for centuries had been destroyed in the space of a few minutes. Such a force needed to be checked and evaluated. This was especially important if they had traded one dangerous opponent for an even more powerful one.

Something had happened to the Insectoids, and it was vital for Gwilliam to know what. Curiosity was not the sole reason. As a Commander of Mercenaries, he needed to know what new risks and opportunities this brought his people. As an escapee from the Order of the Just, any threat to that shadow organization meant that they would suddenly remember his existence.

Gwilliam had tried very hard to stay underneath the Order’s notice, content in the life he had made for himself since escaping. However, if they decided that they needed his assistance to resist a threat, they would do whatever was necessary to force his cooperation.

Sometimes, in the depths of his sleep, he would find himself as the youngster he once was desperately planning his escape. He could remember the soul-deep desperation that drove him to it and knew that he never wanted to be there again. Gwilliam had no plans to work with the Order ever again, even if they offered his group a premium contract. He considered them misguided at best and depraved at the worst. Staying far away from them meant staying out of their attention, and he planned on following that pathway.

The chilling shadows of his past life were small compared to the most recent risk. This danger revolved around the nature of the new player in the Galactic game. What, or who was behind the new power? Was it an upcoming race, waxing into a potent force? Or had an organization formed to destroy the marauding Insectoids?

That might have happened, perhaps driven by sympathy for races vulnerable to the predators’ pillages or seeking power through the legal and time-honored means of removing others. Even in the galaxies overseen by the Auditors Guild, civilizations conquered others and claimed all the losers’ resources as their spoils. This was nothing new, and, in fact, Gwilliam’s profession was based on supporting that model of acquisition.

However, there was another disturbing option. The only other scenario that Gwilliam could imagine to cause the reaction of the Auditors’ Guild was the rise of a Mage of extreme power. While Mages rose from time to time, their tether to their homeworld usually limited the Galactic effect of their capabilities.

The situation that Gwilliam saw now spanned worlds and even galaxies. This was no tethered Mage that had risen. If there were a Mage behind the event, it would have to be one out of legend. The emergence of an unfettered Mage after millennia was a resounding shock that would spread throughout the entire universe.

The hardened mercenary officer dreaded this possibility with a backdrop of fear that goaded him into action, shortening his sleep, and pushing him into a flurry of intelligence gathering. Logic and intuition both told him that this was the most straightforward answer. It was the one most dangerous to him and his, and likely to the rest of the Alliance.

If such a Mage had emerged in possession of their powers, how would they contain and control such a force? How could they determine if, and how, to fight that power?

No traditional source of information, no contact, no quiet query Gwilliam had tried resulted in even a hint of the driving force behind the Insectoid disappearance. Solving that mystery would require a defter touch than the Mercenary Commander possessed.

For the skills and power that was required, Gwilliam needed a mind unrestricted by the usual perception of time. With unsettling feelings of dread, Gwilliam acknowledged that something far beyond his talents and skill was demanded.

There was one place he knew to find that talent. It was a dangerous location for him and his crew, especially now. As much as he had cast his mind around looking for another solution, any solution, the answer came back to one option.

He would have to take a trip to the colony of Seer’s Rock.
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Chapter 3 – Low Hanging Fruit

Village of Dropond, Borachland

<< Alan, wake up, please. Alan, WAKE UP!! >>

The telepathic touch of his AI weapon finally registered, sending a cold chill down the former Marine’s spine and bringing him to full alert. It had been decades since he had felt that sort of urgency from the intelligent gun.

There had been no need for adrenaline or a defensive response for many years, and the man felt a brief flash of regret at that memory. Long ago, he had tried to come to his own peaceful acceptance of his altered circumstances. He was far removed from the urgency and the immediacy of his former life.

<< What? What’s the problem? >> grouched the man, resenting the interruption of a pleasant dream.

<< People are approaching, and the pattern of their movement says that they are not friends. >>

Old patterns reappeared under moments of stress, and Alan was no different than the rest of his old unit. << Report! >> he demanded.

<< Approximately five minutes ago, two vehicles approached our property. One of them stayed at the end of the drive and remains closed up. The other came halfway down the driveway, and a squad in loosely disciplined order spread from the vehicle leaving the driver inside. >>

<< Are there other signs of activity? >> Alan knew that the capabilities of the new weapon that housed his old friend included some features that hadn’t been fully explored by the two of them. The old soldier knew that was really his fault.

Arturis, the AI, had tried to share his enthusiasm for his new home, but Alan had sunk so far into despair that he couldn’t manufacture the energy. After a while, Arturis had stopped trying.

Quickly, the AI detailed the invaders’ setup of an observer post within the clump of trees closest to the house and their concealment of manacles in a bag that two men were now carrying toward the front door.

Grunting in effort, Alan swung himself into his motorized wheelchair and strapped the safety restraint across his waist. His mind was working furiously as he considered options, but could not find a clear course of action. Quickly, he asked his companion, << Do you have any suggestions? I can’t think of a defensible position here. >>

The AI’s mental voice was hesitant as he said, << You know that I have been playing a little bit with the upgraded capabilities that we have since Archmage Ruth replaced the old gun. >>

At Allen’s acknowledgment, Arturis continued, << Some of those capabilities allow me to monitor and set up other units. Since you have been sleeping so much, I’ve been amusing myself by exploring the things that I can do. Some of your old unit members, both biological and AI, have been generous in supplying items for me to play with. >>

<< Stop worrying about whether I’m going to approve, and just tell me what options we have! We can argue about it later, but you know as well as I do that I’ve just been crawling into a hole. You shouldn’t feel responsible for that. It is my own cowardice, not yours. >>

Alan knew that the AI wanted to reassure him that it wasn’t cowardice, but the old soldier knew that he had been shutting down. He could feel the exact moment when Arturis decided to cut to the chase.

The AI went back into reporting mode as he said, << I placed observational units that are very small around our property. I also deployed some perimeter defenses that are not individually very powerful, but in aggregate will be a deterrent. Additionally, the perimeter of the house is guarded by stronger armor and weapons. >>

The wheelchair-bound former soldier felt an energizing wash of power run through him, and he sat up straighter in his motorized vehicle. An unfamiliar expression stretched his face, and he was surprised to realize that he was smiling.

<< Activate whatever passive protections that we have. Bring any weapons online that we need but don’t fire until they reveal their intentions. >>

<< Done. I don’t think we are going to have to wait long since they are climbing the porch steps right now. >>

Alan sent his wheelchair toward his front door while slipping his gun into his left hand. He was almost at the door when the hollow reverberation of strong knocks echoed through his mostly empty hallway.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

Alan chose not to answer that preemptory sound and waited for a moment. He heard the murmur of conversation on the outside of the door but could not make out any specific words. Arturis said over their bond, << One of them wants to break in through the window, the other wants you to position yourself right by the door so they can take you out quickly. Apparently, they are after me, but they have orders not to kill you. >>

A sharp stab of fury brought a snarl to the retired soldier’s face as the threat to his companion did what no concern of his own danger would ever have done. The man who had been the leader of the planetary Marines for over a decade, commanding from the front lines, was on the edge of going berserk. Every one of his protective instincts had kicked in and what had been a mild challenge was now something far more severe.

“Maj. Culhane, the Council commands your appearance. You are directed to come with us, so please open the door.”

Arturis murmured, << That is the senior of the two. He probably thinks that we have a camera on the door because he is waving a fancy document in the air in front of it as if we were stupid enough to fall for that. >>

The snarl on the major’s face became a little more amused as he answered out loud, “I think you are confused, sir. I do not live in the town ruled by the Council, and I am no longer a member of the military under their command. In fact, since they disbanded the Navy, they have no military to command.”

Another voice intruded, snarling contemptuously, “You may have been important many years ago, old man, but now you have to obey your betters. Open this damn door, or we will break it down.”

“You are trespassing on private property, gentlemen. Please leave immediately, or I’m going to call law enforcement.”

The angry voice from outside continued at a shouting level, “They won’t do you any good, because we are going to have you gone before then. So open up the damn door and maybe we won’t kill you.”

Arturis said, << All defenses are now on active mode, and the weapons on the perimeter are live. Do you want to direct them? >>

<< You’re the one who’s been playing with them, not me. Don’t respond with deadly force unless they do something outrageous. Then let’s figure out what we are going to do because these jerks have seriously annoyed me! >>

In a private part of his mind, Arturis thought to himself, I suppose it is reprehensible of me, but I can’t help but be glad for the stupidity of these two. And the idiocy of whoever ordered them here. If I would’ve known long ago that attacking us would bring Alan out of depression, I would’ve engineered it myself.

No whisper of that came through their bond, and the old soldier was not interrupted as he listened to the forces outside start to deploy. The low hum of a force field could be felt in the hallway as the house’s defenses became active and ratcheted up. Curses from the two men on the porch started suddenly as small, and irritating shock attacks began to force their retreat from the house’s foundation.

Trusting his longtime companion, Major Alan Culhane (retired) set about planning the downfall of his enemies with a smile and reenergized appreciation for life. He was confined to a wheelchair, but there was nothing wrong with his brain. Perhaps, it was time for him to stop feeling sorry for himself and start to live again.

The retired Marine set about dragging things out of closets and neatly packing a bag. <<We are going to close it down here for a while, Arturis. I think we’ll take a short vacation at the Force X bar.>>

In a very short time, the now grinning man had packed his travel bag and made sure that he had plenty of ammunition. If he got jumped again, he wanted to be armed. For a Marine, there was nothing worse than running out of bullets or charges in a target-rich environment.

Quietly, Arturis rang the bartender at the Force X bar. Sending a message to Luka that summarized what had happened and requesting transport got an immediate promise of pickup within 10 minutes.

The AI weapon initiated routines that would secure the house against invaders and did all of the things that any good assistant would do. He was looking forward to their “vacation” and could feel a matching excitement bubbling up in the Major.

This was going to be fun.
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Chapter 4 – Intelligence

Flag Bridge of the Tod Werfer

Gwilliam was scowling at the Analytical Intelligence report that covered the recent training exercise. Ninety-five casualties, five of them requiring extended med-bay time was unacceptable against no opposition, he thought to himself.

Examining all of the information in the report, the experienced mercenary Commander considered the possible contributions that resulted in excess injuries. After all, his soldiers were the base of his business. If they became injured, then it damaged his assets.

Even if the ground pounders comprised roughly twenty-two percent of recruits, there should have been fewer casualties. It was evident the recruits had not been trained up to the mercenary commander’s high standards. There has to be something more that is causing this, he thought. Gwilliam examined the report in greater detail and moved from disquiet to annoyance when he saw that ninety percent of the casualties were from the newly formed Ravager battalions.

To himself, Gwilliam could admit that he was probably more disapproving than he might have been if he were convinced about the Ravager battalion concept. The idea behind the group proposed using recruits from lower-tech or more violent societies to act as more expendable forces.

The mercenary commander had been uncomfortable with the existence of these units in his roster for several reasons. First of all, he did not subscribe to the idea of “expendable troops.” As a mercenary group head, he valued each and every person within his organization and did not like the idea that some of them were worth less consideration than others.

The other reason for Gwilliam’s uneasiness was that these forces were unlike any of his other specialized units. The radical difference made the effective deployment of the personnel more challenging, and his strategies for operations less agile.

Heg-sath, his tactical backup, had convinced him of the need for shock troops with a more brutal attitude and stronger aggression response. Since that profile included a mindset that would ignore casualties during an assault, the reptilian Satothian had gotten Gwilliam’s provisional approval to testing the concept out. This training session had been that trial.

Unfortunately, the results only confirmed Gwilliam’s reservations.

The exercise had not been one where anyone would expect even a small number of casualties due to live fire. The training exercise had been a simple assault landing, something to keep the troops alert and ready to act while the ship traveled to their next destination. As a test, the Ravager concept had failed. As an exercise, the practice had succeeded in showing up shortfalls that were fixable.

Gwilliam was now stuck with a unit that was undertrained and already had been integrated with the remainder of his forces, at least minimally. There was no place to move these troops away from the others, so some accommodation would have to be made.

Underlying the unease that haunted the mercenary commander was the worry that soldiers who ignored casualties would train to a lower standard.

I can see that too many of the soldiers are trying to finesse their way out of the effort. That is exactly what would translate into fragmented and undependable forces, Gwilliam thought to himself.

Still pondering options, the mercenary commander checked the training logs. Highlighted in the simulator logs, it was clear that the Ravagers were putting in the least sim time of any unit. If their performance was stellar, that lack of practice could be excused. But with injuries and low effectiveness shown during the exercise, it was clear that the Ravagers were trying to slide by.

This would be something that their company was going to have to address carefully. Gwilliam had not expected a positive reaction from the rest of his forces to the formation of the Ravager battalions. He had thought that they would be accepted at best, but more likely resentful of the new groups. Instead, they were admired for their brutal efficiency by many of the others.

That admiration produced its own momentum. If Gwilliam chose to disband the Ravagers, he would have to be careful about how he did it or risk harming his entire force’s morale.

There might be a solution to the problem. Considering everything on Gwilliam’s plate at this time, he would have to offload some of his tasks. Who better to assign the duties of bringing the Ravagers up to the expected training levels but Heg-sath. Smiling slightly, Gwilliam thought to himself, Afterall, who better to address the problem than the person who proposed the idea from the beginning.

It would become Heg-sath’s responsibility to make sure that no one was slacking off. Rather than solve the problem for him, Gwilliam was looking forward to seeing how his old friend would ensure that these new battalions were putting in the effort to come up to the level of the rest of their troops.

This sort of lackluster effort hampers all of our forces. They’re not used to the mercenary life. Hopefully, Heg-sath can get them whipped into shape.

Gwilliam shook his head and fired off a couple of quick memos about the completed exercises and Heg-sath’s new responsibilities. Thankfully, he realized that task had been the last of the critical items on his day-to-day list.

The mercenary commander now was free to turn his focus back on gathering information that he considered critical to both him and the rest of the galaxy. Gwilliam needed to know where to find the new owner of one of the most dangerous weapons platforms that the universe had known.

This ship was the prize that Gwilliam had hoped to take off the playing field permanently in the battle he had fought from the deck of the Empire’s ship against the Insectoids just a short time ago. That last remaining Planetary Siege class vessel had been the primary objective of the Emperor’s fleet engagement, and when the Auditors Guild announcement had frozen the action just before achieving its destruction, the mercenary commander had been sorely tempted to continue. One moment they had been fighting the Insectoids, the next second all forces had to stop combat.

The urge to push just a little bit more and destroy that horrific weapon was so strong that sweat had run down Gwilliam’s face and arms had shaken with the need to fire just one more missile. If it had been a risk to only himself, the man knew he would’ve done it. But, it would’ve meant he abandoned his men, and that was something he would never do.

The frustrated man left the ship and returned to report to the Emperor, making sure to let his employer know of the danger. His alarm did not seem to be taken seriously. Even with his long history of carrying out missions for the Emperor, the mercenary commander’s credibility was not enough to elicit further actions. Apparently, only Gwilliam considered the vessel to be a top priority.

The vision of what that ship could do in the hands of a power-hungry owner had haunted the mercenary commander since then. He could not bring himself to ignore the danger and had vowed to follow the trail to the new owner. Only then could Gwilliam assess the possibility of neutralizing the ship’s horrific power.

The Insectoids had been totally removed from the Galactic picture. Disappearing from all known locations, the abrupt eradication of an entire race was frightening in its scope. The aggression inherent in that genocidal action worried Gwilliam, even as the gratitude for the Insectoid’s demise warmed his heart.

A being that is capable of such an action and possessing such tremendous power is dangerous. The planet buster needs to be destroyed, yes. However, this new player in the Galactic game could just as easily destroy other races. I have to find out who it is.

Since that battle, Gwilliam had devoted every spare moment to search for the details surrounding the new owner. He had exploited every connection made over years of mercenary life to trying to pin down the identity of the one that now owned the Insectoid’s assets.

In some portion of his mind, there was a faint voice that told him he had become obsessed. The quest for the new owner of the planet buster was a deep-seated emotional need, one that was both personal and immediate. Acknowledging that his hunt was personally motivated was almost impossible for Gwilliam. It would mean opening up memories of old hurts that had never been expunged. He had chosen to cover them and ignore them instead.

What others saw as focus and dedication stemmed from pain and betrayal. The man that he had become saw no need to revisit the child and youth that had been hurt and manipulated. To evade that trap, he substituted work and practice, exhausting his body to avoid confronting old ghosts.

Gwilliam leaned back with a sick feeling in his stomach and a nauseous headache. Tension ran through his muscles, engendering shakiness and disorientation. He had failed. All of his resources, all of his conduits, had run dry.

The mercenary commander had trawled through vast stores of data and complex networks looking for a clue, any hint. There were no trails, no trace. Outside of the highly secured information storage held by the Auditors Guild, no one knew who had taken the Insectoid’s out and who owned the many assets of their empire.

Even Gwilliam knew better than to try to break into the databanks of the Auditors Guild. It would be suicide, literally. His tenseness increased as he realized that a decision he had been avoiding while hunting through conventional sources would have to be made. Driven to a wall, the mercenary commander took a deep breath and accepted what he would have to do.

It appears that I have no choice. Seers Rock will have to be endured. I never thought I would be going back there after what happened, but I have run out of other options.

Decision made, Gwilliam bounded to his feet in restored vigor. He moved rapidly to the Fleet Navigator station, throwing rapid orders at the officer crewing the station, “Julian, plot a course for Asteroid Cluster Nine in the Deratius system’s second asteroid belt. Transmit an order to prepare the fleet for stealth. Make sure that all captains understand that immediately after the jump, we will be settling the ships among the asteroids for concealment.”

The navigator momentarily looked confused, but gave the correct response, “Yes, Sir. The fleet will be ready to jump on your command within forty minutes.” The younger man quickly turned to his console and started bringing up holographic star-charts to plot the needed course. Gwilliam knew that it was a far from simple activity since any path in or out of the system had to navigate around two black holes that provided concealment and protection to the occupied asteroid there

While the young man focused on his navigation data, Gwilliam moved to an adjacent station. Quickly, he punched up a communications screen to the ship’s quartermaster. With clipped tones, he instructed the logistics officer, “Make sure Cargo Shuttle Alpha Six is ready to launch immediately after the jump. I want a full load of food and medical supplies on board.”

“Yes, Sir. We will get right on it, Sir,” responded the quartermaster. A split second later, Gwilliam closed the connection and turned his attention to other necessary details.

As he quickly started executing all the steps that he knew had to be set for their visit, Gwilliam realized that his lingering tenseness had eased. Finally, I can act. Instead of fruitless hunting, I have an objective, and I can go after it. Smiling in amusement at his own actions, the mercenary commander focused on getting his job done.

Julian was confused. The young man knew that this was not normal behavior after an engagement like the one that they had just completed against the Insectoids. Instead of the usual time to stand down and relax, Gwilliam had kept them active in training.

The commander seemed driven by a fear that he hadn’t shared with his team. All of Gwilliam’s officers had known of the extended hours their commander had put in hunting some critical information. To those that he worked with regularly, Gwilliam’s worry and strain were palpable.

The navigator had no idea why his commander wanted to travel to that particular location. It wasn’t his job to know why but simply to execute the commands he was given. However, Gwilliam had formed a unit that bonded closely and developed a real sense of unit spirit. None of them could help but worry about their commander and the others that fought beside them.

While he wished for R&R time as much as any of the other naval personnel, something was driving their commander. Whatever was driving Gwilliam, his staff had been with him long enough to know that even his occasional wild tangent’s led either to increased safety or the opportunity for significant wealth.

Julian watched his commander walk off the bridge. Admiration and respect warred with concern and excitement as he saw his boss break into a rapid pace. Whatever awaited them at the end of the trip, Gwilliam was anxious to get there.

I hope that we find what he needs there. R&R can wait, the navigator thought to himself.

As his hands flew over his console, calculating the route and setting up the remainder of actions that Gwilliam had ordered, Julian had one last worry.

Their cargo shuttles only had room for three beings when loaded. With any of the Alpha Six shuttles, one would remain aboard with the engines at standby while the other two explored or executed their mission. That meant wherever Gwilliam was going, only one other was going to be with him outside of the ship. Only one other being would be there to protect their leader.

The young navigator quickly brought his attention back to the complexity of a route that passed near black holes. There would be more than enough time to worry about his commander when the ships were imitating rocks.

Soon the primary route was mapped out, and Julian started the jump clock. Notifications slipped onto screens and announcements echoed through the passageways of the fleet, warning personnel to secure for faster than light travel.

The time for waiting and searching was over. Gwilliam was on the move.
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Chapter 5 – New Adjustments

Borachland Castle, Planet Arkken

Ruth was deep into a discussion with her Head Cook, Andrea, when Pawlik came wandering into the kitchen trailed by his on-duty bodyguard, Jabun. Ruth smiled at the sight, amused at many levels.

The subject of bodyguards had been a heated topic between the two of them for the last week. Pawlik had been insistent that Ruth had to have at least one bodyguard with her at all times. That evidently included even short trips outside her bedroom. The annoyed woman had considered at the time telling him that she really didn’t like voyeurs but was not up to explaining what they were in case he was not familiar with the term.

Pawlik didn’t appear to appreciate the fact that if she required them, that he also did. Perhaps it’s a gender thing, Ruth thought to herself as she tried to stifle her strong surge of glee at his expression. It would not do at all to let a broad grin of enjoyment show just how much I am enjoying his discomfort. After all, misery indeed loves company!

For all that he was used to more people surrounding him than Ruth was, the Mage could see that her Anchor was not terribly comfortable with someone dogging his every step. The loss of even that much privacy was a difficult thing to bear, and both of them would need to spend some time getting used to it.

Ruth resolved to dig more into possible cultural reasons for the discomfort later, but for the present, she just took enjoyment in how someone’s advice could backfire on them. It certainly had enough times behaved that way for her.

“Hello, dear,” the Mage said, “I am just finishing up with Andrea. Is there something that you need from me?”

“Yes, or at least I think there’s something I need from you or for you to do…”

When nothing more was said, Ruth deduced that the topic Pawlik wished to discuss was something that he was uncomfortable about having anyone else hear. His nervous shifting from foot to foot reinforced her perception, and she resolved to accommodate him as quickly as possible.

Finishing up her discussion with the kitchen staff, Ruth stood and took Pawlik’s arm. Without a word, the Lord of the Castle escorted his mate out of the room and back toward their private quarters. Of course, they were followed by their respective bodyguards. The Mage considered it a point in her adaptation to her new environment that it felt less strange to be shadowed by another person charged with her safety. Less, but still not comfortable.

Ruth chatted about inconsequential topics as they walked but thought to herself, This subject must be serious if we can only talk about it in private.

<< <> >>

Pawlik’s nervousness was starting to make Ruth uncomfortable, instead of amused. Rather than opening the subject when they got to their rooms, the normally calm-tempered nobleman had bustled about arranging for food and drink, making sure that Ruth had a comfortable chair, and poking at the fire. Finally, Ruth had more than she could stand.

“Pawlik, whatever it is that is bothering you just spit it out. You’re acting like a teenage boy trying to get a girl he likes to pay attention to him. Please, just sit down and let’s talk about what is stressing you.”

Even under Pawlik’s brown-gold skin, the Mage could see his blush as it flooded up from his neck and onto his face. Determinedly, the woman ignored the equal spread that disappeared under the collar of his shirt, thinking fondly of the body contours that it was following.

Ungracefully dropping into the chair next to Ruth’s, Pawlik placed a hand over his eyes and muttered from beneath his fingers, “I do not know how to talk to you about this subject. I don’t know if you’re going to be upset, or even if you will understand what it is that I am trying to tell you.”

“That’s why if you just tell me, we can figure it out.”

Silence crowded the room like an unwanted guest until Ruth finally said in exasperation, “Okay. I’m going to start to spit ideas out, and you stop me when I hit the right one.”

Again, silence was her only answer. Rolling her eyes in exasperation, the Mage saw that her bodyguard was unsuccessfully attempting to keep her face from showing her own amusement. Margot’s controlled laughter was apparent to Ruth, but that was because the quiver in the blonde former Marine’s mouth was the same thing that happened when the Mage tried to swallow her own delight in a situation.

Jenna is going to be so disappointed that Margot was on duty rather than her. I don’t believe that anyone has seen Pawlik so uncomfortable. I wonder what could be so momentous that he appears to be frightened to tell me.

Forcing her face into a calm mask covering up all of her emotional responses, Ruth began to come up with a variety of outrageous statements.

“You have decided to enlist in a mercenary unit and go off-planet.”

“No!”

“You have conceived an intense passion for the barmaid at the Force X Bar and wish to truncate our relationship.”

“How can you say something like that? I would never do that to you or nor have I ever had any inclination to end our relationship. You are being ridiculous!”

“You are worried that I’m not pregnant yet and you want me to do something about it.”

Pawlik’s mouth opened multiple times, and no sound came out. For a flashing moment, Ruth wondered if that might be the subject he was trying to raise. It was only the start of a small worry before Pawlik burst into impassioned speech.

“We’ve been so worried about us fitting into your role as a Mage and the Archmage, that your status as the Lady of Borachland has not gotten the attention it requires. There is a very complicated political scene on this planet. By our association, you’ve been thrown into the midst of it, and you have not been prepared for the challenges. You are not even aware that the minefield is there.”

Relieved, Ruth vowed to herself to come back to the children topic later, and responded, “Then provide me the orientation and the knowledge that the situation requires.”

“I didn’t want you to think that I didn’t value you and I’m not sure how to teach you.”

“It is evident to me that we both value each other and our different capabilities. We are partners, and I appreciate that relationship. So, I don’t think it’s necessary for you to be so concerned about telling me things I need to know.”

Pawlik heaved a huge sigh of relief and tension left his upper body, allowing his shoulders to relax into the back of the chair. His eyes finally met hers, and Ruth could see the depth of concern he had for the implied message in telling her that she had things to learn.

Leaning forward, the woman picked up his hand and held it for a moment. It was so much larger than hers that he could have crushed her wrist and hand with very little effort. All of his military training and the decades he had spent learning to use his body and mind as weapons in the service of his people could’ve made him harsh and unfeeling.

Instead, he cradled her hand gently, allowing the warmth of his skin to touch hers. Moving with soft feather motions, his thumb stroked the back of her hand, leaving trails of sparkling energy.

Ruth looked down where their fingers intertwined. Her slender digits wrapped in light skin contrasted with his, highlighting his gold tones against her pale, translucent pink flesh traced by muted blue veins. Different, but complementary, she thought to herself.

The Mage and her Anchor stayed in that comfortable position for a few moments, content just to be touching each other. Pawlik slowly lifted Ruth’s hand up to his mouth and placed a gentle kiss on her knuckles.

The woman felt a pang of mixed joy and pain stab through her heart with the force of an electric force blade. The simple affection in that motion, in that action, brought prickles of tears to the back of her eyelids, yet filled her with a serenity that she couldn’t remember ever experiencing before.

Caught in the moment, the Mage and Anchor were suspended in a timeless moment of the merger of two different people that had chosen one another.
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Chapter 6 – Lay of the Land

Borachland Castle, Planet Arkken

Pawlik decided to let his steward, Harril, provide the initial briefing for Ruth on the political scene. The Mage had agreed that it was better if someone else did the bulk of the heavy lifting in bringing her up to speed. This would allow Pawlik to turn his attention to catching up on all the management tasks that had been left undone while he was off-planet.

Going into her tutoring and orientation session with the older man, the Mage was concerned that he might hold back. Evidently, Harril was smart enough to realize that she needed all the information and was impressively unconcerned with her reaction to being flooded with data on history and possible strategy.

Even by comparison with the messy political setup on Earth, politics on Arkken were very complicated. At least, the line between federal and state Earth governments was somewhat defined on a consistent basis. Not so much on this planet.

Here on Arkken, Dukes held the right of high and low justice within their lands. Each one of them controlled more area than any state in Ruth’s birth country. However, none of them had a staff to administer all of the services that was larger than a good-sized Earth City Council.

There was an informal group of Pawlik’s level of nobility. While not strictly limited by gender, the current group of high nobles was all male. The position was hereditary, but not automatically based on inheritance being awarded to the oldest child.

Ruth found it somewhat interesting in that it reminded her of a feudal setup on the lower levels with more of a clan alliance at the higher ones. What made her brain hurt a bit was trying to understand how the independent cities fit into the matrix.

One source of amusement for Ruth was that she finally was told the name of the city that they had visited after they landed. While the planet was named Arkken, the city’s official name was Arkken Port. The people in the city referred to it by the first word only, implying it was the capital of the entire planet. The woman could see how that was a useful conceit, but that misrepresentation sat poorly with her.

The main reason for the existence of the city was to service the spaceport and the visitors that came on the ships. With the lack of extended industry or any other forms of income, the most significant portion of the revenue that flowed into the city stemmed from the monies that were obtained through traffic visiting from the broader, settled galaxy.

Likewise, the spaceport and its revenues were the unacknowledged basis of the power of the City Council. Harril told her that he believed that the Council had forgotten how tenuous was their grip on control.

The reduction of protection levels for their mercantile efforts through the dissolution of the naval forces, Harril believed would, over the next decade or so, destroy the economic basis of the entire planet.

When Ruth asked, “Why would they eliminate their military protection?” the steward responded, “All they could see was the expense of the ships and forces that were deployed on them. They chose to ignore the fact that the safety offered by those forces was why Arkken’s trade network was so dense and packed with ships coming and going.”

“I could see where that was very shortsighted of them, but I have a bigger concern.”

A strange smile grew on Harril’s face, but all he said was, “Please tell me what you think.”

“The City Council dissolved its military arm, effectively the regime forces. We have offered employment to many of the people that were released from that. We are even planning on a hiring fair to acquire more, since, in our adventures, Pawlik and I acquired quite a few ships that need staffing.”

“Yes. Although acquired seems to be an inadequate word.”

Acknowledging his response like it was the touch of a blade in a formal fencing contest, the Mage continued, “That means that the military might of the regime forces are now being transferred to our control and if we so chose, we could turn those forces to subduing the city itself.”

Harril stared at her for a long moment, his face blank and his eyes staring off into the distance. Ruth wasn’t sure what she had said to set him off, but she waited patiently for the man to respond.

Coming to with a start, the steward apologized, saying, “I am so sorry. I had to think that through and you have given me some new things to fit into the strategies that Lord Pawlik and I have been discussing.”

Motioning her hand in a cyclical “continue” gesture, Ruth waited as he finished.

“My Lady Mage, I had not fully appreciated the change in the power structure. Furthermore, I believe that the City Council has not thought this out either. We should expect that as you display more of your ship strength, the Council will be more aggressive about trying to counter Borachland’s growing influence.”

“I was afraid of that,” Ruth murmured unhappily.

The steward rang for a tea tray, insisting that they take a break in their discussion. The woman appreciated the pause in his dump of such dense and complicated information, although she couldn’t totally ignore the way her thoughts bounced around inside her head like ping-pong balls in a confined room.

There were so many different aspects to this whole mess that she couldn’t begin to isolate a single one separately. All she had was an overall impression of dread. The anxiety of the possible or probable responses from a variety of sources added to her confusion and clouded her judgment.

After a short break, Ruth started off the next session by setting her cup down rather firmly and placing both hands on the top of the table at which she and Harril were both sitting.

Staring deeply into Harril’s eyes, Ruth stated, “Let me make my understanding of this very clear. What you are telling me is that we need to plan for increased pressure from the City Council.

“It is an organization that has no right to govern us or tell us what to do. They will do this because they were stupid enough to release their protection forces, and we were smart enough to grab those people to fill positions that we already had.”

“Yes, exactly. And we should plan for some of them to attempt more subtle pressure by calling in favors from the other high nobles.”

“Oh, joy. I suppose you’re going to be informing me about all of the interactions with that group also, right?”

Harril performed an abbreviated bow on the other side of the table and responded, “Yes, Lord Pawlik has requested that I do so.”

Ruth muttered in an undertone, “That man is turning out to be a coward when it comes to things like this. I am so going to make sure that he is sorry about that.”

Harril looked surprised, even frightened. He relaxed a little bit when the sound of choked amusement came from Jenna, Ruth’s bodyguard for the day. He offered a tentative smile, and the Mage relaxed enough to grin back at him.

“So, Harril, we not only have to meld the people that we're hiring into effective organizations and protection forces, but we will have to fend off shortsighted opponents that have already made a major misstep. They will ascribe our actions to venality, rather than stupidity on their part. Do I have that correct?”

“I am very sorry, my Lady, but I believe that you are right. There are other complications. You are not what the other noble households of this planet are expecting. Most of our population thinks that Mages are a myth, let alone the fantastic description of an Unfettered Mage. The rarity of your talent is going to provide some additional obstacles.”

“In other words, they would better understand if Pawlik had bonded with me because of the ships I own or if I were a stupendous beauty.”

Jenna exploded into laughter, unable to stifle her response. Ruth swung around and stared at her, asking, “What on earth is so funny?”

Wordlessly, still convulsed with her mirth, Ruth’s bodyguard motioned toward Harril. Ruth turned back and saw that the old steward was likewise shaken with torrents of laughter.

“What is so funny?” the Mage repeated in exasperation.

Jenna managed to get control of herself enough to be semi-coherent. “Ruth, you are that gorgeous. Your looks are unusual, you carry yourself with almost royal posture yet you still are real and approachable.”

Harril added, his voice still trembling with the echoes of his laughing reaction, “Some of them will see a man bespelled by an attractive woman. Others will look at you and think that you must have manipulated him and will try to either cut you down or make an alliance with you. Very few of them will see who and what you are.”

Suddenly sober, Ruth asked him in a quiet voice, “I wonder what will happen when they realize that I’m not just a pretty face and that Pawlik and I are together because we choose to be, not because either one of us is forced into it.”

Harril responded in an equally somber tone, “I do not know. It is so far outside of my experience that all we can do is plan for the worst.”

Grimly, Jenna added, “And make sure you’re protected at all times.”

Grimacing in acknowledgment of the foresight of her Anchor and security group, Ruth said dryly, “Bodyguards, it always comes back to bodyguards.”
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Chapter 7 – Foray

Private Landing Field, Outside Arkken Port

I used to think I carried my own crowd with me when I was pregnant, Ruth thought to herself. It is evident that I didn’t really understand what traveling with a group meant. Everywhere I go these days, a full entourage of personnel gets swept in my wake. Visions of a mother duckling with waddling yellow babies fanned out around her popped into the Mage’s mind and made her smile.

The shuttle was large, but the number of passengers strained its capacity. In addition to the pilot, Michal Berrett, Ruth had a protection detail of four, Harril’s assistant, Keven Zavaleta, and Gerian, one of their inner keep guards.

Keven had errands to run for the steward, and Gerian hoped to visit his aged parents. The guard wanted to take advantage of the time that they were going to spend in Arkken Port to pay a visit to both his own parents and those of his deceased wife. He wanted to reassure both sets of grandparents that his three children were doing well and that he was happy and content in his job.

Margot had shared that Gerian hoped to convince the children’s grandparents to move to Borachville, the village that supported the Castle. Privately, Ruth didn’t think there was much chance of the four old people moving. On the other hand, the girls were the only grandchildren on either side, and the woman who had survived slave ships and a traumatic Mage transition could see where that was a powerful motivation for change.

Ruth had no objection to bringing in the extra people, and her security detail seemed quite pleased to have another guard with them. That response both amused and irritated the Mage.

You would think I was a problem to guard. I don’t think I’m that much of a challenge, but maybe something about the situation is causing them concern. None of the security personnel have yet learned that they need to keep me informed. How am I going to be able to help them if I don’t know what might be coming up?

Realizing that type of mindset was going to take a while to change, Ruth relaxed as best she could and watch the scenery. When they had left Arkken Port the first time, she had not been capable of really looking at the countryside that they were passing through. For a while, the woman just took in the sights, not analyzing or pulling apart, instead, just observing.

The Mage was sitting in the back of the Borachland shuttle that would carry them from Borachland Castle to the outskirts of Arkken Port. She knew that they would have to either make their way by foot or get some of the local transport to take them to their destination.

No air traffic was allowed anywhere close to the spaceport. Ruth thought it was strange that they could not isolate the two types of traffic, but she wasn’t under the impression that the spaceport at Arkken Port was sophisticated in any way. Although she had not spent a lot of time there, the overall sense of disuse and missing repairs had lingered.

Everything had seemed a little bit dingy when the Mage had come down from orbit with Pawlik such a short time ago. Of course, it may have been that she didn’t understand precisely how a bustling port was supposed to appear. However, Ruth realized she had been picking up clues from the way that Pawlik and the crew of her ship had reacted when they landed.

Interrupting her reverie, the communicator blasted a squeal that hurt the ears and followed that horrendous noise by words that pulled everybody’s attention. The abrupt assault of the communication had some of Ruth’s bodyguards grabbing for their weapons. Some of them seemed embarrassed by their own reaction, but Ruth noted that Jenna was unapologetic and held her AI gun steady.

“Are we in that much danger? All of you seem more than a little on edge,” Ruth asked.

Jenna answered, although her eyes were continually darting about. In between checking all directions and holding her weapon at the ready, the bodyguard’s voice was calm and clear, “All of us feel exposed. This is really a very small party to take you into what is turning out to be possible enemy territory. Our job is to keep you safe, and at this point, we don’t know what that is going to take.”

“Stop thinking of me as a fragile piece of glass that has to be protected all of the time. Talk to me like an adult and let me know what you’re thinking, even what you’re fearing. There are times I will be able to assist, but knowledge is never wasted.”

<< She’s right, Jenna. Stop thinking she’s a child. It has been demonstrated enough that she has power, and leaving her in ignorance could be a fatal error. >>

Jenna sighed and stopped looking for threats long enough to look straight at Ruth and respond, “I am sorry. We are so used to viewing civilians as people that need protection that we forget to treat you as someone with the power to get all of us out of trouble.”

“I understand that, but you do all of us a disservice when you start to treat me like an object, rather than a human being. You will make the wrong responses if you think that way and those missteps may get all of us killed. Jack is right. Communicate with me just like you would with the rest of your team.”

<< Yay! Finally, somebody is treating me as more than a dumb weapon. Thank you, Lady Mage. That mindset is something we have been trying to change in our mobile units for a long time. >>

The head bodyguard looked stricken, her eyes dilated in her face with slack surprise. Stumbling into speech, she stuttered, “Jack, I don’t think that you are nothing more than a weapon. You’re my best friend.”

<< I know, dear heart. However, very few of the others see us as anything but guns. >>

Before the conversation could continue, the shuttle set down at a small field. Apparently, the garbled sound that had interrupted Ruth’s sightseeing had been instructions on where to land. Shaking her head at such unprofessional and slapdash procedures, Ruth realized that some of Pawlik’s expectation of military protocol had rubbed off. Laughing to herself, the Mage wondered what had changed in the focused Lord of Borachland from his association with her.

Acceding to intense “suggestions” from Jenna, Ruth waited until her security team had checked out the landing area. Given the all-clear, Ruth stepped down from the shuttle and walked over to the land transport sitting just outside of the landing circles. The vehicle that waited for them was not a general transit. Instead, it was polished and clean, looking like a high-quality limousine would have on Earth.

As she got closer to the land transport that Ruth had come to know was called a “Portoo,” the woman noticed that it had a subtle badge on the doors that looked like the Borachland coat of arms. She also saw that it was flying a small flag with a similar image. I wonder if this is like a diplomatic envoy would have on Earth?

Two other vehicles also waited, but these looked like the normal commercial ones. When Ruth looked at Jenna with a raised eyebrow, Jenna responded with a smile, “We ordered two conveyances to take Gerian and Zev to their destinations. This way, we can make sure that they can get their errands run and be ready to go when we are.”

The two men got into separate vehicles and were taken toward Arkken Port. Ruth got into the larger one and let her security detail take positions around her. One of them ran up to the front passenger door and got in beside the driver.

As the vehicles pulled away, Ruth thought with amusement, I guess this is what it feels like to be important. It’s not half as comfortable as I thought it would be.
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Chapter 8 – Connections Force X

ForceX Bar, Arkken Port

It had been a short drive to the Marine bar known as ForceX. The drinking establishment had been the first place that Ruth had planned on visiting when she landed on the planet. It was here that she had returned the effects of Sarge Brandark, the man who had sacrificed himself on the slave ship to allow her to live.

Holding Sarge’s wake there had led to other significant events in the short time that the Mage had been on the planet Arkken. If Ruth could’ve called anyone on the world an ally, she would’ve used that term to describe the bartender at the ForceX Bar.

Luka Grission was not just the bartender, he was part-owner of the drinking establishment itself. Tied tightly into both active and former military circles, he was a good source of information, and both Pawlik and Ruth valued him as a person of honor.

That was why Ruth was there.

Pawlik had gone out to another meeting with some of his political contacts, leaving the Mage at loose ends. While the nobleman was gone, a message had been brought in tagged for Ruth’s attention. It was a note from Luka, saying that he had some crucial topics to discuss with her and hoped that she would be able to stop by within the next day or so.

Of course, she’d been ready to take off immediately. Her security detail put their collective foot down and insisted that she wait for them to prepare. Jenna resisted all blandishments and took the time to assemble a security detail. Ruth fussed and fumed, but the delay wasn’t that long. By the time they took off from Borachland Castle, it was still less than an hour between Ruth getting the message and their shuttle leaving.

The big hurry may have increased their discomfort, Ruth thought to herself. However, it’s good for them to stop thinking of me as a package that needs to be moved around. This package has legs, and they can lead, follow, or get out of the blasted way.

Walking through the doors of the ForceX Bar still gave Ruth the shock of going from full light to almost complete darkness. At least at this point, it was a known feeling. Pausing for a short moment to get her bearings, Ruth was nearly overrun by one of her security detail.

Smiling at his muttered apology, Ruth walked over toward the bar and called out, “Hi Luka! I hope you have started to stock the better liquor because I really could use a drink and I don’t want to drink any wimpy stuff.”

The bartender let a hearty belly laugh loose and reached below the bar to pull a bottle and several glasses. “Hello, yourself. I suppose we should be honored that the Lady Mage is visiting us.”

“Only if you want me to drink you under the table at the insult,” Ruth replied.

“No, no. Anything but that! Think of the terrible things you would do to my reputation if I allowed that to happen.”

“Then you better not give me any further snobbish words, because we are here for good companionship and drinks before we have to take off for home again.”

“Obviously, you’re going to need some people to drink with you. It wouldn’t be any fun to drink by yourself, and I know better than to try to tempt your bodyguards.”

“I suppose you’re right. Do you have any recommendations for someone who’s not going to get freaked out by drinking with a non-Marine? Preferably, someone who won’t hit on me.”

The bartender chortled and looked around the room, making a show of his slow perusal. There were very few people sitting in the bar at that point, but the Mage made special note of several of them. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that Jenna had stiffened when she had seen two of the same three that Ruth had marked.

Ruth heard Jack, Jenna’s AI weapon, say, << Isn’t that the Major? I thought he was acting more like a hermit these days instead of drinking at a bar. >>

Jenna replied silently, surprising Ruth because she very seldom did that when the Mage was around. In a quiet mental voice, the former Marine said, << Yes, if you think that it is Major Alan Culhane. >>

<< OK. Now you can explain to me why that dimwitted excuse for an officer, Lieut. Trempal is slumming in a Marine bar. >>

Before Jenna could reply to Jack, a new mental voice interjected, << I think he was here because he had been ordered to spy on the occupants of the bar. However, when Alan and I showed up, his orders changed, and now he’s here to try to see who we might meet with and what other bits of meat he can scavenge. >>

Both Jack and Jenna exclaimed in unison, << Frag him! >>

<< As attractive as that may seem, I don’t think it’s a good idea, youngsters. I am sure he will get his comeuppance, but at this point, we should just avoid him. Blocking him from getting valuable information is fine, but doing anything more permanent, I think is an inappropriate response to what he has done so far. >>

Ruth’s eyes grew large, and Jenna caught her breath in a sharp painful gasp when yet another voice joined the conversation. This voice was thready and somehow damaged to the Mage’s mental ears, and she immediately felt an emotional need to rescue the being that was in such pain.

Hesitantly, it said, << If you do frag him, please end me also. I just cannot take being a slave any longer. >>

There was only silence in the room on the mental level. Ruth could see tears glistening on Jenna’s cheeks, and the solid-looking man in the wheelchair had placed his hands over his eyes, pressing tightly enough that Ruth could see the whitened flesh around his fingers.

When the silence continued to extend, the Mage asked, << My apologies, but we have not been introduced, sir. I am Ruth, and my companions include Jenna and her AI partner, Jack. Would you share the name that you would like to be called? >>

<< A Mage, how astounding. I always thought that Mages were a myth. >>

<< Hah! And where I come from, the idea of an AI that is a real person is the subject of a lot of creative writing and extensive philosophical discussion. Most of the population is frightened of the concept, while the rest is anxious for them to appear. >>

<< Then I wish I had been born into that world, into that culture. >>

<< You still have not told me your name, and it makes conversation difficult. >>

<< I have no name. I’ve been told over and over again that I am a tool, not a being. I am forced to be complicit with things that I find abhorrent and have no way of escaping. >>

Ruth was both saddened and enraged by what she was hearing. Her eyes met Jenna’s, and the woman’s suddenly wary expression told the Mage that her fury was written all over her face. Turning a quick glance to the wheelchair-bound man, Ruth could see the same overwhelming rage and gut-level desire to rescue and protect written in the lines on his face and buried in the scars of his experience.

For a brief moment, it was as if the two of them were connected in a unity of purpose and an utter ruthlessness that sent a surge of energy through the woman.

When an unformulated gasp came via the mental voice of his AI partner, the Mage knew the major had felt it also.

Suspecting that no one else would speak, Ruth responded in a voice wrapped in chains of determination and the molten fire of injustice abhorred, << I will call you Ishmael until you find your own name. I pledge to you on my honor and power that we will not leave you to your servitude. In my world, most of the pivotal wars were fought over resistance to slavery. Despite my breaking of the chains to the planet of my birth, I find myself a child of the world I can no longer feel. >>

Its mental voice shaking, Ishmael responded, << If you can rescue me, I will serve you forever. >>

Ruth corrected him, saying gently, << I would welcome you as an ally, but you do not have to exchange one form of servitude for another. >>

A rusty voice contributed a growling force that tingled the back of Ruth’s neck and set all of the hair on her arms on end when he said, << I would count myself honored to be an ally to both the Mage and to you, Ishmael. I see you, Ishmael, born of intellect and forged by trauma. I am Alan Dextur Culhane, and I pledge to you that the Mage and I will not allow your torture to continue. >>

Ishmael was silent, and Ruth could only imagine him working his way through the shock of such a reception when all he had known was control and belittlement. She was impressed that the AI had not slipped into anger and revenge as a response to the horrific things that had been done to him. How could anyone stay sane in such a situation?

Her mind raced with possible places that he could exist without the trauma of re-creating his current environment. She suspected that Ishmael would never be comfortable with the military again. Only time would tell, but for right now the focus should be on getting him free.

While this exchange has been going on, the bartender had carried the glasses and bottles that he had gathered for the Mage and set them on the table next to Alan. Looking up at Ruth, the former Marine raised his voice and said, “If you bring this quality of liquor to the table, I am quite willing to be a kept man!”
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Chapter 9 – Distraction

ForceX Bar, Arkken Port

The taproom echoed with laughter as Ruth sashayed over to the table and seated herself across from Alan. As she moved across the floor, the Mage made sure that her trajectory took her past the table where the Lieutenant sat with a pursed up mouth and a discontented expression.

There was something about him that bothered her beyond her knowledge of how he had treated Ishmael. There was some trace of similarity to someone she had met in a different setting that plagued her, a shadow that haunted her even as she continued across the room.

As Ruth continued past the spy’s table, the Mage heard Jenna exclaim, “Jurgen, it is very nice to see you again. How have you been, sir?”

A slight grin on her face, Ruth continued over to join Alan at his table. She knew that Jenna would consolidate her position quickly and that the scum of a so-called officer was being effectively set up.

It was evident to more than just her since the retired Marine officer matched her expression in a shared grin of bloodthirsty anticipation.

“I hope you have a strong stomach, old man. And an even harder head. I want drinking companions, people that are capable of carrying on a conversation after a few drinks, instead of snoring on the table.”

“I am a retired Marine, and if you look in a dictionary, you’ll see pictures of Marines next to both hard head and strong stomach.”

Ruth laughed out loud and took a seat at the table. What ensued then was a dual-level conversation, conducted in projected commentary and quiet and concealed exchanges.

Alan quickly brought Ruth up to date on the attempt to overwhelm him and capture his AI partner, Aurturis. The Mage was aghast at the blatant attempt by the Arkken Port City Council. She also knew that Pawlik would be irate since Alan had resided within Borachland and was not subject to the council’s jurisdiction.

Alan shrugged it off and said, “This is shaping up to be a war. War for the planet on which I was born and lived for many decades. I would like to volunteer to be on your side. I knew that you can be worse than those scum suckers, but just from what I’ve seen here, you’re better than what we deserve. If you have a use for a broken-down, crippled former Marine, I’m your man.”

Ruth gave him a hard look and answered in a sharp tone, “Marine, that’s enough of the pity party. Everyone has things happen to them that they don’t want and resent deeply. Attrition from old age is just as bad and more insidious. At least you have your mind and if your body won’t perform the way you wanted to then, dammit, use your mind to come up with ways of getting around it.”

As the Mage had spoken, the man had straightened to attention in his chair as if somebody had jabbed a hot electric probe into his backside. A mental chortle from his AI partner told Ruth that she was on the right track.

The woman stared at the former Marine until he responded in a shamefaced manner, saying, “Sir, yes sir. I hadn’t thought of that, and you are correct.”

“Then let’s figure out how Luka can communicate with us safely and where to place information exchanges in case he is blocked from electronic channels. Then, we are going to put together a plan for getting Ishmael out of the hands of that dweeb!”

The former head of the Arkken Marines gave a sharp nod and answered her, saying, “Agreed!”

Exchanging another smile, the Mage and her new ally poured glasses of the liquor that the bartender had placed at the table. Clicking her glass with that of the surprised man, Ruth raised her drink in the air and slammed it back, chugging the whole thing.

Placing the downturned glass on the table forcibly, the woman stared challengingly at the man and said, “Well? Are Marines scared of a little drink?”

In shock, the former Marine responded, “Never!” He followed suit, upending his glass into his mouth. His face flushed and his eyes watered, a few droplets sliding down his cheeks. His voice suddenly hoarse, the man added, “Smooth. Would you care for another?”

Ruth laughed and answered with the joy of competition in her voice, “Rack them up, cowboy.”

Although confused by the response, Alan went to pour another drink in both of their glasses. His hand shook a little, and suddenly, the bartender was there. The hulking man removed the bottle from the Major’s hand and poured for the refills in fresh glasses.

Ruth laughed when she saw that he had brought a whole tray of the small glasses. Evidently, he knew what was going to happen and had decided to aid and abet it.

“Not fair, Luka. Get yourself a glass and join us. I’m taking some time to just drink with friends, and I don’t want to hear any argument.”

“Ruth, not all of us have a group of bodyguards that will get us home safely. Some of us have to work and live without that protection.”

The Mage shook her head ‘no’ in a rejection of his statement. Letting a sharp shard of icy laughter erupt from her throat, Ruth answered, saying, “Don’t try to play games with me. The Major is staying here, and you have rooms on the third floor. All you have to do is get your sorry carcass up the stairs. So, don’t hide behind trivial screens of BS. Put your money where your mouth is, sit down, and drink.”

The laughter in the taproom was an all-encompassing gleeful sound as the three at the table settled down to serious drinking. Still conducting two levels of communication, the drinks came rapidly as the tower of glasses on the table grew in width and height.

So focused were the three of them on their communication that none of the participants at the table noticed as the population in the room quadrupled, and money began to change hands. As the pile of glasses grew even higher, the betting increased in intensity.

After a brief consultation, Ruth’s bodyguards joined in the betting. Many of the other patrons thought that their insistence on betting on the Mage was an expression of support for their employer. Only a few that had been present before when Ruth and Pawlik were at the bar knew that it was knowledge, rather than loyalty.

Ruth’s security team formed a perimeter to keep the Mage from being jostled. There were only three of them to do the work of many, for Jenna had been seated at the table with Jurgen for most of the time that they had been in the bar. They knew she was also working and moved smoothly to deploy their assets as strategically as possible.

More people continued to stream in as those in the bar texted or called their friends to come to see what was turning out to be an epic contest. Many of them were Marines, hungry to see their former commander. They thought of him as someone that they could trust and look up to.

During his tenure as commander, he had demonstrated many times a willingness and ability to uphold a position of honor. Quiet conversations repeated the widely held opinion that if Maj. Alan Culhane had been in command the City Councillor that had dissolved their service would have been unable to do so.

The spectators included more than just Marines. Spacers from visiting ships trickled in to gawk and join the betting. Citizens of Borachland seemed to spring into existence as they came to root for Ruth. Even some of the merchants that had attended the auction at the new spaceport wandered in.

The master trader, Isaac Wentworth, came in and brought his grandson and two others. When he saw the pile of glasses in front of Ruth, he laughed so hard that his face turned bright red and his grandson pounded on his back. His party of four got the last seats in the bar. Soon after they sat down, Isaac and his grandson both placed bets on Ruth. The other two, a man and a woman, were open-mouthed and wide-eyed, stunned into silence by the mass of people and the spectacle.

The lack of chairs did not stop the inflow. The difference was that as more people packed their way in those standings crowded together more and more closely. Two additional bartenders were called in to help.

There was no room for the barmaids to navigate between the tables any longer, so the two women took positions behind the bar and helped distribute drinks and took payments. With four focused on providing bar service, they barely kept up.

As the room continued to fill, several men and one woman came up and offered their services to Ruth’s overworked security detail. All of the volunteers had experience as military police and were gratefully incorporated into the Mage’s perimeter guard.

[image: ]





Chapter 10 – Con and Sting

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Ruth had been the only one to notice when Jenna had moved over to chat with the spy at his table. The Mage felt like cheering when Jenna appeared to be interested in the pipsqueak of a man.

Jack kept providing Ruth with updates that occasionally caught her unprepared. Sometimes those surprises caused the woman to laugh, others to almost inhale her drink. As best she could, the Mage would slide those updates into the covert conversation that the drinkers were conducting. It added an undertone of hilarity to the contest that Ruth thought was probably confusing to the spectators.

Jenna was apparently flattering the officer since he had become animated and expansive in his speech. Expanding under her feigned admiration and approval, the man began to expound on his accomplishments, going so far as to bring his AI weapon out and laid on the table.

<< The creep is bragging about how useful his fancy “tool” is. And how few “real” officers have them. I’m afraid that Jen is going to do herself some harm if this continues. The hand that is out of sight is clamped on her upper thigh so hard even I can tell it’s bruising, >> Jack snarled.

<< Tell her that she’s not allowed to kill him yet! We need to get Ishmael free. >>

<< I’ve already done that. Why do you think she’s got her free hand clamped to her leg? It is so she doesn’t strangle the sorry piece of slime sitting across the table from her. >>

With approval, Ruth noted that Jenna had hidden her own AI weapon and that there was a very quiet conversation taking place between Ishmael and Jack. The Mage hoped that the traumatized AI was getting the support that he needed. She could feel a strange buzz of fear emanating from the weapon on the table in front of Jenna.

That is very strange, she thought to herself. I think I’m picking up the emotions directly from the AI, but I almost hope that I’m wrong. That intense fear I have felt before and would never wish on anyone.

A few drinks later, Ruth noticed a look of concern that appeared briefly on Jenna’s face. Jack immediately told the Mage what was going on.

<< Jenna just realized that she has nothing that Isaac can jump to. Does she need to come back and check with you? >>

<< No. I’m going to place one of the transfer gems and a mixture of other types of gems in the belt pouch I can see on her left. They are impressive enough that Jurgen would want them. Tell her she can do whatever she needs to with them. >>

Ruth was rewarded by the sight of Jenna dumping the stones on the table and seeing the suddenly greedy-looking lieutenant sorting them with his fingertips. The Mage could almost feel the avarice and desire rolling off the suddenly focused man. Where he had been basking in Jenna’s flattery before, he now was focused on acquisition.

Pushing the jewels into different piles, Jurgen appeared to be talking rapidly, and his gestures became even more assertive. Ruth could catch portions of his speech through the tapestry of discussion that surrounded her. Parsing the pieces together, Ruth knew that he was explaining to Jenna which gems were valuable and which ones weren’t.

<< He just lied to her! That disgrace to the uniform just lied to her! >>

<< Of course, he did. What did you expect, Jack? >>

<< Humph! >>

The red stone was not valuable. It was obviously a clear crystalline structure, but it had no significant monetary value. In fact, its relative value was so apparent that even Jurgen didn’t try to misrepresent its worth to Jenna.

Ruth was in awe of her bodyguard’s acting ability and strategic thinking. Jenna had positioned the gems so that when Jurgen sorted them, he pushed them into piles. The mage was not totally sure how the woman had managed to get the spy to shove the red gem so close to the AI gun, but she had done a marvelous job of it.

Once it was in position, it was almost not noticeable when Jenna bumped it slightly so that it actually touched the weapon. A flare of mixed excitement and fear shook Ruth as an electronic tornado momentarily filled her senses. Almost holding her breath in anticipation, the Mage waited to see if Isaac made the transfer.

As the bodyguard stared at the lieutenant with a besotted look, Ruth thought to herself, I think we owe that woman a raise. I have never seen such incredible acting.

As Ruth and her drinking buddies finished the fourth bottle, she could tell that Jenna had completed her task. A strange ripple of energy had moved from the gun into the gem, and her bodyguard had rounded her eyes and asked the lieutenant if he could please help her get the best price for her jewels.

A quiet interval in the buzz of the room let the Mage’s enhanced hearing discern, “Jurgen, it would be wonderful if you can figure out what the best price I could get for these would be. I have absolutely no idea where to start.”

Preening, the man responded, “No problem, Jenna. I will see what I can do and send you the money. Just be aware that they’re not all that valuable.”

Jenna shrugged her shoulders and said, “I know, but it’s better than nothing.”

Ruth decided it was time for them to make their exit. Raising her voice, she called out, “I think it’s time for us to go.”

Looking around, with a wicked grin in her face, the Mage added, “Obviously, my drinking buddies need some time to recover.”

Standing up without a wobble, the Mage patted the bartender on the back of the head. Glaze-eyed and mumbling to himself, Luka was still upright but leaning considerably to his left. The woman smiled and turned to say goodbye to her other drinking buddy.

Major Alan Culhane (retired) had represented the Marines in a stalwart fashion. He had managed to match the other two drink for drink, but as Ruth got up to leave his head slowly slid forward. By the time the woman had turned, he was face down on the table and beginning to snore.

Ruth laughed, a bubbling expression of pleasure that transformed her into the essence of joy. She turned to the temporary additions to her security detail and asked those Marines to please assist the Major and the bartender to their respective rooms. Fervent promises to do so came from each of them.

Her grin narrowed a little bit, and she looked carefully at the three. They started to squirm, wondering what they had done wrong but relaxed when she said, “You three might think about contacting Margot or Jenna if you are interested in security work. I have a feeling we are going to need extra staffing from now on.”

Sweeping her gaze around the room, Ruth sketched a shallow bow to her audience and announced, “Thank you for being here and enjoying the show. I am positive my drinking companions will request a rematch. I look forward to possibly seeing you again.”

Spontaneous applause broke out across the taproom, and there was a flurry of action as bets were settled. Master Trader Isaac traded broad grins with Ruth as he scooped a large pile of gold into a bag. His grandson nodded in acknowledgment to the Mage and gently guided their two dumbfounded party members toward the door.

Jenna immediately got up to join the rest of her detail, sweeping the piles that had been identified as having little value into her belt pouch. Ruth’s muscles relaxed when she saw that the red transfer gem was one of them. Jurgen quickly swept the remaining valuable jewels into his own belt pouch and tried to look nonchalant.

Ruth didn’t care that neither she nor Jenna would ever see those stones again. The amount of wealth that was there was trivial, and she could easily replace that for Jenna if the bodyguard wished.

Moving through the barroom, Ruth was buffeted by pats on the shoulder and back. People she had never met called out congratulations. She heard bragging comments about the Marines and about the people employed by Pawlik. Some of the men and women shouted comments about seeing her at the hiring fair. Others asked for contact information which Ruth quickly handed off to her bodyguards.

The crowd of people around her and the compression of her security perimeter was starting to make the Mage claustrophobic. Shaking a bit in reaction, she pushed hard to get out of the room. Coming through the door felt like a release. She was surprised to see how late in the day it was since it was well past dusk and into the night. The fresh night air revived her enough that she still had a smile on her face as she saw her ride waiting.

Zev and Gerian were waiting for her, standing beside the Borachland limousine. Quickly, Ruth got into the vehicle and her entourage piled in behind her. Seconds after the door closed, the limo took off and raced toward the landing field outside of Arkken Port.

Only after they had reached their destination and transferred to the shuttle did Ruth’s bodyguard relax. They stopped clutching their weapons so tightly and eased up on their manic threat searches.

Suddenly exhausted herself, the Mage took a deep breath and told her head bodyguard, “Jenna that was the best piece of acting I have ever seen. If you were on Earth, you would get a prestigious award for that.”

Jenna responded gravely, “The award I wanted was to free Ishmael.” With those words, the former Marine handed over the red jewel to Ruth. The contact of her skin against the gem open a channel, and a flood of words slid over Ruth’s mind in a litany of joyous celebration. <<Thank you, hosanna, thank you, thank you, thank you!” I am free, and I never thought I would be!>>

<< Yes, Ishmael, you are free. Adjust to that today, get used to not hurting. Tomorrow, we can have further discussions. But for right now, my friend, rejoice in your liberation.”
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Chapter 11 – Surprise!

Borachland Castle, Borachland

Ruth’s party had returned to the castle to find Pawlik pacing in the inner keep courtyard. He was obviously impatient with arms crossed and foot tapping. Jenna looked at Ruth and asked, “Were we supposed to be back earlier? Or are you in trouble for another reason?”

The Mage responded with a small laugh and saying brightly, “I know of nothing that we were supposed to be doing. After all, he had gone off to his meeting and left us uninformed as to when he was coming back, or if there was anything else going on.”

The bodyguard looked out of the shuttle window at Pawlik’s face, her smile growing slightly wider. With a visible effort, she smoothed all expression off her face and became the observant security head. Addressing the rest of her team, Jenna stated quietly, “By the numbers, people. I don’t care that we are at home. We still follow the process and procedures that we practiced. No exceptions!”

Bodyguards! They can be such a pain, Ruth muttered to herself but waited patiently as her team exited the shuttle first and fanned out. Only when they signaled that everything was clear did she climb out of the shuttle and make her way toward the waiting man.

The Mage had not taken more than three steps in Pawlik’s direction when he swooped down upon her and caught her in a fierce embrace. His arms were like bands of steel around her clamping her to his chest, and she could feel the frantic beating of his heart. The air left her lungs explosively, and she was unable to speak.

Her Anchor rushed into speech, the words tumbling over themselves in a flood of anguish. “Are you all right? I can’t believe that you went off to Arkken Port with only four people! Why did you not wait for me? Don’t you know…”

Responding to the fear that she could feel radiating out from him, Ruth reached up both arms and dragged his face down to hers. Sealing his mouth with an impassioned kiss, she provided him proof that she was reasonably intact in an indisputable way.

Distracted by her actions, Pawlik reciprocated. Ignoring the fascinated audience, the usually restrained man treated his observers to proof that their relationship was not merely Mage and Anchor.

Ruth lost all sense of time as Pawlik’s mouth seduced hers with heat and the sensuous taste of the man who had become so important to her. His worry, fear, and love were transmitted into her bones and sinew with a fiery transfer of emotion. Her own, cooler mouth met his, equal in power but more calm and unworried.

The soothing wash of her emotions splashed into his fiery pool of worry. Mixed together, they produced a gentle warmth. Only then did the two of them draw back from each other, transferring touch to vision.

Smiling in apology and thankfulness, Ruth finally spoke, “I am sorry that you worried. We had some important things to take care of, and I had no idea how long it would be.”

Pawlik shook his head in rueful acknowledgment and said somewhat shamefacedly, “I apologize that I didn’t let you know how long I would be gone. I knew my meeting was important, but I didn’t think of letting you know what it was about or what I hoped to do.

“If I had bothered to consult you ahead of time, together we would have come up with a better plan for the meeting. It is hard for me to remember that I have a partner now. It is not because I resent our partnership, but just habit. I have been making those decisions for a long time by myself, and it will take some time to break old patterns. Please, be patient with me.”

“It’s a pretty big adjustment for me too. It is a good thing that we have plenty of time to work things out. I have similar issues. Not so similar in the challenge, but still patterns that resist change. I will be patient with you if you are equally understanding when I slip up.”

The two of them headed for the inside of the castle, Ruth’s hand light on Pawlik’s forearm. The Mage could feel the nobleman’s tension easing as her Anchor’s subconscious accepted the fact that she was safe and healthy.

“Welcome home, my Lady. A light repast has been laid out in the library.”

Ruth looked up in shock as a strange voice addressed her so familiarly, especially here in her home. When did I start thinking of this as home? she thought to herself.

Swinging her head to pin Pawlik with a stabbing look, the Lady of Borachland asked in an icy voice, “Why is there someone on the staff of the inner keep that I don’t remember hiring?”

Jenna shivered as the entryway temperature dropped several degrees at the Mage’s carefully controlled voice but remained quiet. Everyone else in the area straightened in alarm and fear appeared on many people’s faces.

Pawlik instantly flushed red and then became pale. “… I thought… I mean, I thought it might help to have a formal Butler in place. After all, we’re going to be having more visitors and Borachland is the only Duke’s residence without one.”

Ruth had dropped her hand away from the Lord of the Borachland, turning to face him squarely and looking him in the eye. She waited for him to say more, but the man appeared to be unable to find anything more to say and just stared back at her dumbly. The silence became uncomfortable, and the tension in the room ratcheted higher.

The temperature dropped several degrees again. No one moved in the foyer except the Mage. Jenna kept her eyes on Ruth, an expression of concern etched in the lines of her face. The silence extended for another few seconds, only to be broken by a frighted, stifled sob from a maid pressed against the hallway to the library.

The Butler calmly took two steps to reach the young woman, wordlessly placing his hand on the scared girl’s shoulder and propelling her away from the frozen scene. Turning back to face the Mage, the man firmly positioned his body in her line of sight and covered the housemaid’s retreat.

Impressed despite herself, Ruth snapped out instructions, “Jenna, check with Margot and find out if this gentleman has been checked out under our security procedures. I want to see his full background report within the next 30 minutes and delivered to my sitting room.”

Turning her attention back to Pawlik, the Mage said with exquisite, precise diction, “I believe that the inner keep staffing and direction is explicitly my responsibility. If you wish to change that policy, I would appreciate a discussion prior to independent action.”

Not waiting for a response, Ruth twisted her head to examine the stranger. He was a tall, dignified man who held himself upright and seemed both attentive and professional. His blue-gray skin and skull ridges told her that his race was one that she had not encountered before. He stood looking back at her, unflappable and calm.

The woman thought to herself, He acts exactly how a good Butler should, but I’m certainly not going to hire anyone that we haven’t checked out.

Addressing the stranger, Ruth said, softening her tone slightly, “Thank you for your thoughtfulness. However, I believe I am slightly fatigued from my trip. If you would make yourself available for discussions with me either later tonight or in the morning, we should be able to resolve the matter of your employment.”

Still radiating the intensity of her emotions, the irate woman told her bodyguard, “Please notify Andrea that I would like a tray in my room. It should be set for one.” Carefully, avoiding meeting anyone else’s eyes, the Mage moved through the frozen tableau of living statues to reach the stairway to the upper floors.

In a cloud of stunned silence, Ruth climbed the steps to the second level and proceeded to her room. Even her security guard stayed behind her, but she could feel the weight of their attention.

As she reached the first landing and turned to walk up the next flight of stairs, a gentle nudge against her upper arm told her that Hunter was with her. Ruth displayed no sign to anyone else that she was now accompanied, maintaining her rigid, upright posture.

Only when she had closed the door to her suite did Ruth realize she was shaking in anger. How could he do that? Was all the talk of my being a partner false?

<< It is interesting to know that male stupidity seems to transcend species and races. >>

<< Thanks for that joyful bit of news, Hunter. It doesn’t particularly help. >>

<< Remember, Lady Mage, that your Anchor has had many decades to get used to doing things without input from other people. It could be that which precipitated this error. However, I think perhaps it came about due to something else. >>

<< What do you mean? >>

<< Speaking from my own painful experience, your mate had all of the signs of a victim of manipulation. He couldn’t justify the action, he couldn’t even come up with a coherent explanation. I believe that someone influenced him and put Lord Pawlik in a situation where he felt obligated to act in a certain way. >>

<< Interesting, but thought for a different time. Let’s first find out if this Butler passes our background checks and security protocols. If he does, then he actually appears to be a good fit for this household if only based on his actions just now. After we overcome that hurdle, I might be calm enough to get to the bottom of how Pawlik ended up hiring somebody without talking to me. >>
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Chapter 12 – Sorrow and Guilt

Borachland Castle, Borachland

Ruth wakened early in the morning after collapsing in exhaustion the previous night. She walked out onto the balcony that opened out of her bedroom, holding a cup in her hands and sat down. Focusing on the comforting warmth of her tea, the Mage kept her mind suspended in stillness and concentrated on simply being alive.

Gentle on her ears, the waking trills and chirps of the birds of Arkken provided a soothing tapestry of sound. It would be nice if I actually got to do some bird watching one of these days. Taking photographs of birds used to be one of my hobbies, something that I have not done in such a long time that I almost can’t remember when or where I did it last.

Ambushing her in a rush of pain and sorrow, Ruth felt prickles behind her eyes that warned of pent-up tears. Helpless to stop her memories, unable to avoid the incoming agony, the woman curled forward, her drink forgotten.

Dimly, Ruth heard the crash as the cup shattered on the stone floor of her balcony and acknowledged the flash burn from the steaming liquid as it splashed over her lower legs and soaked through her trousers. The woman desperately tried to focus on the smaller pain, but felt ripped from the now and swept back into the then.

<< <> >>

Joy and contentment. The sun was warm, and her muscles were aching with the satisfaction of a long walk. Cuddled up next to the warmth of her husband’s familiar shoulder, the poignancy of the memory cradled her. Held closely to his side with an arm that she knew better than her own, Ruth once again experienced the encompassing love that had been built over decades of marriage.

Ruth and Alan Cavanaugh had hiked for hours, the woman snapping pictures with her favorite Nikon camera, and the man using his binoculars to spot the elusive birds and insects. An old, but energetic white schnauzer went with them, his enjoyment at the exploration expressed in darting investigations and happy circles around his owners. It had been a companionable time, a reward for surviving a packed week of activity.

They had decided to take a short vacation with one of their sons and his family. Not having a tight schedule, they were stopping at anything of interest. It didn’t make for a fast trip, but it gave the youngsters plenty of exercise and kept them from driving the adults in the vehicle crazy.

<< <> >>

Ruth was caught in a swirling tornado of dread and impending grief. No, please, NO!! she screamed silently, I cannot live through this again! Her throat burned, shredded by heat so intense it felt like fire. Tears streamed down her face, and the Mage flung her head back and screamed her grief to the heavens in a geyser of distilled anger, longing, and mourning.

Light burst from Ruth’s skin like fiery fingers coming from a prism. Sound followed quickly in an expanding shell of resonant, deep vibration, shattering surfaces and structures as it rippled away.

Her body felt like it was going to break apart from the force of conflicting emotions that slammed inside her. There was no way to contain the immensity of those emotions, the power of her feelings overwhelming the environment around her. Adrift with no way to ground herself, the Mage felt the fraying of her control and the strain on her identity as the wave of power grew.

Dimly, Ruth heard people shouting, and drafts of cooler air as something moved close to her. Caught in her maelstrom of angst and fury, the Mage prepared herself for an explosive end to her existence.

I am sorry, my son. Cal, remember that I love you, and tell Troyer and Techla that their Grandma tried. It is just that I am so tired, exhausted to the point that I try desperately just to remember to breathe.

I miss your Dad, and I feel like I am betraying him by caring about Pawlik. Everything is so strange, and I can’t seem to cope. I am so sorry that I could not be stronger and better.

I love you. Always.

Crushing herself into an even tighter ball of flesh bound by sorrow, Ruth sobbed soundlessly, crying dry tears of regret, and aching with inarticulated need. Usually a well-centered, calm woman, at this moment, the Mage fully embraced her agony.

Rather than fight any longer against the powerful emotions, Ruth let the pain of those feelings radiate through her entire being, searing flesh and sinew as it went, shattering joints and twisting limbs. The pain that she accepted from the damage to her body was only a tiny whisper of complaint against the screams of her memories.

If she were going to die, the Mage vowed to let herself simply and finally experience those feelings. The woman made a split-second choice. It would be a testament to her dead, the last sacrifice she could offer before her life was over.

Ruth would let the agony, fear, and anger loose to announce itself, sear its presence in everyone’s mind. It would live and expound its existence, announcing to the world, the universe, what it meant to lose one’s life, one’s love, and the planet of one’s birth.

Suddenly, the Mage was yanked away from the center of her emotional tornado by an irresistible force. Helpless to prevent the action, the Mage was drawn against what appeared to be a tree of strength and shelter, protecting her from the buffeting of the pitiless wind.

For a moment, Ruth resisted, struggling in the grasp of the tree limbs. They appeared to be built out of sheer power, impervious to the wind, and flexible enough to gather her in. After a moment, the woman began to cling to the branches rather than trying to escape.

The Mage could feel the hold the tree had established, stretching its roots deeply into the planet. It was a strange comfort, one that gave Ruth a reference point in the chaotic turmoil of her mind.

The sorrowing woman felt her pain diminish. The grief and sorrow that resonated through her mind did not disappear but instead was transmuted into something bearable. Something survivable.

Anger. Sorrow. Regret. These emotions burned through the tree’s channels and down its roots, leaving no damage in their wake. The planet took the fire of the woman’s agony, made molten by the Mage’s power into itself. It was a sacrifice of pain, springing from a loving woman’s heart and soul, given without reservation.

Ruth could sense that the tree knew what she was feeling, that it understood and accepted her angst and sorrow without diminishing it. Likewise, the world opened its arms to Ruth, consuming her contribution of self without judgment or disapproval.

The Mage’s body vibrated with the power of the emotions flowing from her to the tree. She became aware of the many places that ached and hurt. Sharp burns and cuts were accent notes against the bone-deep pain of physical trauma. Ruth’s consciousness began to reconnect her mind and body until even the beating of her heart nearly overwhelmed her senses.

<< <> >>

Ruth drew a shaky breath but couldn’t hold it. Coughing in reaction to the acrid air, the woman suddenly became conscious of the world around her. For a moment, she couldn’t make sense of what she was perceiving. Then, the Mage’s awareness snapped outward, and she was once more totally integrated with the world around her.

Sound as penetrating as the sharpest dagger assailed her eardrums. Small children’s voices screaming in terror jolted her adrenaline and kicked old reflexes into action.

“Grandma, Grandma, please don’t go away!” “Grandma, I love you, please don’t leave!”

Names, I know their names, Ruth said to herself. Why can’t I remember their names?

<< Troyer and Techla are frightened for you. When you have fully come back to us, call to them because you are their stability in this world. Do not abandon those of us that love you, >> said a voice speaking through the throbbing of her head.

After a moment, Ruth found her voice, saying, “Hunter. I know you’re Hunter.” Her voice and her words sounded strange, harsh and broken. It was an emotional and physical reaction to the firestorm she had just transcended, directed at the body upon which she was resting her head.

How did Hunter get in front of me, and why am I resting my face against his back? the Mage thought.

<< I can hear you, you know. The answer to your question is that when you decided to renovate the entire wing of the castle, I stupidly came running in to make sure you were all right. When I saw you were about to go from a hedgehog to face planting yourself onto the ground, I decided to provide a buffer. After all, there is enough blood soaked into these stones! Instead of letting me just soften your collapse, you chose to use me as a sleeping post. >>

<< Thank you, my friend. I am sorry to have alarmed you. >>

<< Yes, I was frightened and frantic in my fear. However, there was someone else who went beyond frightened to terrified. Even though he only has two legs to my four, he still managed to get to you faster than I could. In fact, there is no wall between your room and his, only a shattered portal. >>

Ruth made a strange sound, a cross between a laugh and a hiccup. << The door was not even locked! >>

<< Remember, I told you about foolishness as it is associated with males. Your mate was honorable enough not to test the door lock last night but in his fear was so desperate to get to you that a thick, solid door was ignored as if it were a fragile curtain of air. >>

Squinting her eyes against a light that was too sharp for her senses to tolerate, Ruth raised her head and looked around her. At that moment, she realized that the bands of strength surrounding and supporting her that she had perceived as tree limbs were, in fact, Pawlik’s arms.

The Lord of Borachland was a mess. The morning light filtered through clouds of dust and drifting smoke to touch on his battered skin and smoke-smudged expression. Blood trickled from small cuts on his head and dotted over every square inch of exposed flesh. Ruth knew that the multitude of injuries hurt, but her Anchor’s attention was locked firmly on her.

Ruth opened her mouth but then paused as she realized that she didn’t know what to say. Her gaze was drawn to a trickle of blood from a small cut by Pawlik’s mouth. She was stabbed with guilt, echoing through her core. Her face drawn in concern, the woman raised her hand gently to his face and brushed the congealing drops away with a featherlight touch.

“You are hurt. I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

Pawlik Sarratt Avant Borach, 103rd Lord of Borachland, Duke and Nobleman of Arkken, trembled. Fearless in battle, cool under pressure, all of his painfully acquired control was in shambles. Raising a shaking hand, he captured Ruth’s fingers in his and drew them closer to his mouth, carefully saluting each one with a tender pressure of his lips.

Still holding her hand, Pawlik looked Ruth in the face with a naked expression, exposing his feelings to all. The woman held her breath, knowing that whatever passed his lips would define the shape of their relationship forever. The split second before he spoke seemed like an eternity to Ruth.

Swallowing in a convulsive effort, the Lord of Borachland chose the branch that he and his Mage would follow when he said, “I was an idiot. There is no excuse, and I have no explanation. Please, please don’t leave me. My heart, my essence is in your hands. Please, do not leave me, my love.”
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Chapter 13 – After the Storm

Borachland Castle

Ruth’s senses flashed as she switched from exhausted slumber to hyper-awareness of everything around her. The Mage knew that she was not in her own bedroom, but for a split second could not remember why.

With a barrage like the firing of an automatic weapon, snippets of memory hit her semiconscious awareness, each arriving with the power and pain of bullets. The impact blows felt muffled, lacking the sharpness that she expected.

Why don’t I hurt more, she thought to herself. The woman felt strange as if she was floating and only partially present in her body. She slowly realized that the wrapped-up feeling was a product of exhaustion, both mental and physical. Ruth knew that it was the reaction to a mind and body that had been overtaxed.

Lying there quietly, the Mage concentrated on reassembling what happened the day before, anchored by the deep even beating in the massive, warm chest her head rested on. Ruth knew that Pawlik was awake. His body had that slight tension that always thrummed through a fighting man.

Ruth realized that he was giving her time to feel safe enough to come back to this place and time. Even though our relationship was formed in the fiery furnace of pain and danger, he still tries to extend me every courtesy and kindness. I just don’t understand this man.

Bracing herself against expected pain, Ruth opened her eyes and slowly started stretching. She ignored the aches and stiffness of unhappy muscles and continued to move the different parts of her body until she had a pretty good inventory of what damage she had taken. Finding less than she expected, the woman sat up and looked around.

“Good morning, Dearling. How are you feeling today?” Pawlik asked in a gentle voice.

“Better than I have any right to feel if I remember yesterday correctly.”

“Yes, you certainly pushed a lot of boundaries, and your impromptu redecorating effort must’ve taken a lot out of you.”

Ruth started to laugh, her mirth erupting in a hoarse chortle that eventually smoothed out to her normal rippling sounds of amusement. “I’m sure at some point both of us will think it’s funny, even though I still feel ashamed.” After a moment, she continued, “I didn’t mean to lose control and can’t say it won’t happen again, Pawlik.”

All traces of humor erased from Ruth’s face as she turned to stare her Anchor squarely in the eyes, “I think it was a reaction to all of the things that keep happening so quickly. I got overwhelmed, tensed up trying to regain control, and some minor thing set me off.”

“I suspected that you might have this happen. I have seen that reaction in many of our combat soldiers.”

As close as Ruth was to her Anchor, she clearly saw the pain in his face, and the shadows of painful memory, as he spoke again, “When they have been through repeated engagements without a break to resettle their center, it does not take much to set them off. They react as if they’re still in a war zone, even if part of their mind knows that they’re not.”

Ruth’s eyes welled up with tears and her face heated with embarrassment, “How can I be trusted with anyone or anything? I’ve always been able to calm things down. I am very unsettled right now and do not even know exactly what caused that storm of fury and pain.”

Pawlik’s eyes were deep wells of understanding and empathy. Ruth felt like she could get lost in those violet clouds, sink into his warmth, and just be at peace. His voice, a whisper that slid directly into her soul, told her, “I understand because I’ve been there. Those of us that have responsibilities feel like we cannot fail. Any weakness, any shortfall on our part betrays those that depend on us.”

“Yes! Cal, the babies, everyone is looking to us, and me. I can’t keep everybody safe, as much as I try. I don’t know enough to protect them, and I’m not sure I can handle more people dying for me.” Ruth sobbed soundlessly, scorching hot tears pouring down her face.

Pawlik slid his arms around the anguished woman and drew her against his chest again. His hand stroked her hair gently. Ruth could feel the curling softness of his chest hair caressing her face, and the syncopation of his heartbeat. The warmth of his embrace enclosed her and wrapped her with a blanket of protection and caring. Her tears slowed, and the tension she felt eased.

“My dear Mage, you did not put any of us in danger. Even amid your emotional flood, you directed your fury at inanimate objects. Do not be too hard on yourself!”

“Pawlik, that is not totally true. I saw you! You had cuts all over the place. There was blood! And dust! It was a huge mess. I frightened the children, and they were crying.”

“If you remember Troyer and Techla crying, surely you remember that you reassured them, even as you were being carried out of the room.”

Taken aback, Ruth recalled her exhausted voice murmuring reassurances. Telling the children that she was fine, and not to be afraid had failed to calm them down. Both youngsters had insisted on touching her and holding her hand, even as she was carried away.

Even now, the Mage remembered the humor in the adult voices as people joked about her need to redecorate as she was carried to a different room and laid on a soft bed. There had been the gentle hands of the healer then, followed by warm water and other nurturing touches. Dimly, she once again experienced the comfort of having her bruised body washed and someone brushing and braiding her long hair.

“Pawlik, where are we?”

The Lord of Borachland let loose a loud shout of laughter, saying, “I was wondering when you’re going to ask that.”

“And…?”

“We are in the other wing of the Castle. It is the one that is normally reserved for guests. Since you didn’t appear to like the decorating in the North Wing, we will be staying in these rooms until the arrangements of minor things like walls and floors meet your approval once again.”

<<<>>>

It took a while for Ruth to be ready for the rest of her day. Moving slowly, she made her way down the staircase to the main floor. The Mage couldn’t shake the feeling of dread that seemed to intensify as she moved toward the sunny breakfast room. She knew others would be taking the day’s first meal at the same time and that they would need reassurance from her that all was well.

The woman’s steps became slower as she got closer to the doorway. She could hear the light, happy voices of Troyer and Techla as Mary teased them. There were others in the room, for she could make out the lower rumbling of male voices.

Ruth stopped and stood frozen in the middle of the hallway. She jumped as a mental voice addressed her.

<< Lady Mage, I find myself unable to deal with the noise of breakfast with the others. Perhaps, you could see your way to joining me for breakfast in a quieter location. >>

It was Hunter, appearing suddenly next to the Mage. Ruth was beyond quick reactions, slowed and dulled by the exhaustion that clouded her thinking. The Catog leaned his big body against her side, and she convulsively grabbed hard onto the fur of his shoulder, so conveniently the same height as her armpit.

There was no answer from the Mage, though Hunter continued his half conversation, saying, << Come with me. This is the fastest way to a quieter dining area. >>

Hunter smoothly guided Ruth to the main kitchen. The overstressed woman flinched at the noise of the preparation going on there and steeled herself for anxious queries and comments. The kitchen was too active, and Hunter could tell that the Mage knew that everyone was looking at her. He could almost see the level of her panic start to rise, and the urge to flee surged.

The Catog’s upper lip retracted in a snarl, and his impressive incisors were displayed. Whether in response to his nonverbal language or out of consideration for the Lady of the Castle, no one said a word as Hunter and the Mage made their way through the kitchen and out the door that led to the kitchen gardens and other parts of the inner keep.

It was a short walk through the vegetables and herbs that were tended so carefully by one of the gardeners. Ruth relaxed in the area crowded with busy honeybees and the smells of growing things. The slow-paced, relaxed movement seemed to help her also, as her body finally became convinced that she was not under attack. Her thoughts grew calmer, and her mind began to clear.

The pair moved through a sturdy gate, and the lushness of the gardens gave way to a fine-graveled surface. The difference in the sound of her shoes hitting the ground pulled Ruth out of her reverie, and she looked up, startled.

[image: ]





Chapter 14 – Breaking Bread

Borachland Castle

The single-story long building that met her gaze was very utilitarian. It took Ruth a few moments to realize what she saw, which was the guard mess hall. Thoughts darted through her head, << I think I was here once before, but only briefly. If I remember correctly, this is where all the guards get their meals. >>

<< That is correct, Mage. A place where food is served, and the conversation is not as intense or as intrusive. >>

Hunter could feel Ruth tensing as they moved through the doorway into the mess. So close was he to Ruth’s side that he could feel the exact moment when she saw Margot and Jenna sitting at a table with the off-duty security staff.

The Catog could pretty much fill in the argument the Mage was having with herself. It would be an exchange something like, “I am safe because they are here.” “But they will want to talk to me.” “I suppose I have to go over there, but I really don’t want to.” “Maybe we can just find someplace to eat by ourselves.”

<< Ruth, let’s sit at a table by ourselves, or at least one with no one that we know intimately. That way we can have a pleasant, quiet breakfast. >>

<< I am really not feeling very hungry, Hunter. Can we skip this part? >>

<< No, I know that interacting with other people feels like you are rubbing salt into raw wounds, but this is part of recovering from what you just experienced. Let’s treat it like a therapy session. >>

<< Hah! What you mean is that this is going to hurt, but it’s for an eventual, better result. Right? >>

<<Correct! Now, can we stop talking and start eating? >>

The sound that emerged from Ruth’s throat was a rusty laugh, but at least it was an audible sound of amusement. It didn’t surprise Hunter, but the Mage felt the soap-bubble-bursting feeling of happy discovery deep within herself. It felt foreign, unexpected, and enjoyable.

This was a cafeteria! Ruth immediately felt at home. The underlying structure of the room matched similar ones of an earlier time, a memory that carried no hint of pain or fear. Patterns from decades of life on Earth clicked in, and the Mage was reminded of picking up her tray and utensils accompanied by ever-hungry teenagers. Moving through the line, she happily selected items that appealed to her.

The servers noticed her but did not demand anything. They smiled, some of them ventured small comments or gentle greetings, but none of them were intrusive. These were not people that Ruth dealt with on an everyday basis. They might know of her, but they didn’t need direction, counseling, or any other interaction. All that was required was surface exchanges, none of it personal.

No one here expected the Mage to behave in a certain way. No one thought she should be anybody or should do anything. The “shoulds” were absent.

Screw the shoulds, Ruth thought to herself. Finally, I can get a meal without everyone trying to know more about me or maneuvering for things. I don’t have to expose another part of my soul to random people, just to survive.

Suddenly, Hunter began to purr. It was a deep, resonant thrum of sound that filled the Mage with reassurance and pleasure. Apparently, things were going according to plan for the Catog.

Tray in hand, Ruth stood indecisively in the middle the room. Hunter nudged her toward one side of the area where she saw a man with the insignia of a Master Sergeant sitting with several other people. The table was about three-quarters filled, so the Mage didn’t think that it was a good place for her and Hunter.

The Catog evidently disagreed. Showing her no mercy, he pushed Ruth toward the table. Trusting in his judgment, she moved that direction. As she got closer to the table, the Mage saw the Master Sergeant clear another seat to his left with a simple glance. Obediently, the table rearranged, opening a place for Ruth on the end, with the Master Sergeant sitting between her and the rest of the diners.

Unsure what to do, Ruth asked, “May I sit here with you, Master Sergeant?”

He replied, “We would be honored, my Lady.”

Feeling awkward, the Mage sat down, and Hunter settled into the area at her left side. His warm body was a comforting support, protecting her on the left. Bracketed between the Catog and the NCO, Ruth sat tensely for a moment, but when nothing was said, she started to relax again.

The Master Sergeant, whose name tag said “Moreni” kept everyone from talking to Ruth, simply by carrying on a conversation with the other NCOs at the table. Feeling like she stood sheltered by a thick protective wall, the woman started to lose the tenseness that kept her body aching and her nerves jangling in discord.

For a while, the Mage busied herself with eating a surprisingly good meal. It was plain food, similar to what she had cooked for an everyday breakfast for her family. Scrambled eggs, something that looked and tasted like bacon, and fried tuber that reminded her of potato. Tasty and filling, it was comforting in the echoes of familiarity of previous experience.

Charging energy, thready yet real, trickled into the Mage. Ruth began to regain her balance, as the sensory input of food anchored her, and the space provided by courtesy gave her breathing room.

Ruth reveled in the sensation. The release of tension, even the incremental rejection of stress, left her feeling more alive and connected. In that protected interval, Ruth realized that there was someone who would be frantic at her absence.

Pawlik will be concerned when I don’t show up for breakfast. He will not know where I’ve gone. He doesn’t deserve that. I need to let someone know to tell him.

<< Hunter, do you have a way of letting Pawlik know where I’m at? I forgot to tell him, and he will worry. >>

<< I have already notified the Lord of Borachland on where we have gone. It is common sense for him to be informed of your movements and you of his. >>

<< Thank you. >>

Ruth could feel Hunter’s amusement but didn’t waste any effort on wondering why. She never lost sight of the fact that the Catog was a member of an alien race. She would never be able to explain his reactions or thoughts as if he were human. The acceptance of that fact prevented a lot of wasted energy, trying to explain things to others and even herself.

Ruth ate for a while, consuming all of the food on her plate until all that was left was the last of her coffee. She had kept her head down during the meal, not wanting to talk to anyone. She felt the flow of conversation moving around her and over her, without demanding her attention. It was freeing and soothing at the same time.

Finally, the Mage realized her plate was cleared, and the last bit of coffee in the mug was cold. She turned toward the Master Sargeant to say her farewells and saw that he was gazing directly at her. The acceptance in his look felt like an open channel into her heart.

He understood.

Ruth could see it in the pain concealed behind his assertive gaze. She could hear it in the echoes of his posture and the buried empathy that he offered her. Unable to bear the intimacy of that regard, the Mage shifted her focus in desperation to the other people at the table.

Her breath caught in her throat as a sense of belonging slammed into her and flooded her feelings with a kinship that she had never felt before. Ruth was sitting at a table of people that had experienced the same pain, rage, and sorrow that she was feeling.

Another NCO, sitting across from her was the first one to say anything, “The worst part is feeling separated from family and the rest of the people with whom we were once close. It hurts, but when you talk to others that have been there, it helps.”

There was a muted sound of agreement around the table. The vibration of that noise snapped another one of the misty, heavy chains of pain and alienation crushing Ruth, and she felt her soul break free.

There were other comments, and with each one, Ruth realized the feelings and emotions were not just hers to wrestle alone. These people, all combat veterans, had lived through the same thing she had. Perhaps not identical experiences, but similar enough that they had been there during the sweaty nightmares, and flashbacks that burned eyes and roughened throats.

Taking a deep breath, the Mage felt energized enough return to her duties. She stood up, startling Hunter. Smiling a little bit to herself, Ruth gathered her tray and carried it over to the station where she had observed other people returning dirty dishes. Several times on her way, scarred men and women with shadows of pain in their eyes stood up and addressed her. Some of them stammering and others refusing to meet her gaze but talking as if the words are ripped out of their hearts said essentially, “we’ve been there, it will get better.”

Some of them told her how proud they were of her, that they were available any time, anywhere to listen, or just stand by her. It was apparent to Ruth that they knew what it was like to have lived through torture. They knew the slashing ache of regret to have taken lives.

These men and women were trying to tell her she would come out of the other end of this journey of darkness. There was no big fuss, no invasive attention. Just an acknowledgment of kinship and the caring of one family member for another.

Tears in her eyes, a fragile smile on her face, the Mage stumbled through the door to the outside. Her emotions were still not settled, and turmoil continued to spin its stormy path along her nerves, but Ruth knew that she had those that would understand. They would have her back when she needed them.

They were family. Born in desperate need, raised in shared pain.

[image: ]





Chapter 15 – Explorations

Home Woods, Borachland

Ruth walked lost in thought. Hunter stayed close to her, pacing along beside her without a word. He knew that the Mage was not aware of her surroundings and that it was his job to protect her while she brought herself back into balance.

The Catog knew when two of the security people started shadowing them. He could feel them. The Lady was oblivious to their presence, and Hunter was grateful that they knew enough not to crowd her. Ruth needed the time to recover and find herself again. That couldn’t be done with other people continually talking to her and demanding her attention.

Her guardian could tell that Ruth was concentrating internally. He could smell the effort of determination on her skin and saw that she would occasionally bite her lower lip when something painful needed to be confronted. Hunter had nothing but admiration for her. He knew through his own, personal experience that to delay was to make the effects of the trauma worse.

Interesting, we have walked quite a ways, and she shows no signs of slowing down. Even some of the guards would have problems keeping up with her, and I can tell that one of the security people is about ready to fall over. If Ruth were aware at all, even she could hear the panting and huffing that is going on.

<< <> >>

Ruth had been energized by her breakfast and the acceptance of the guards. Not pity, but empathy had helped regain her emotional balance. As she had done most of her life, Ruth reasoned things out better when she was walking. Trusting to Hunter to care for her, the Mage let her feet take her where they wished.

The familiar warmth of muscles acting out their purpose and the clean energy flow of her physical body while exercising did much to solidify the gains made so far that day. Ruth felt better and was now riding an upward spiral, rather than following one that spun down destructively.

Some small sound pulled Ruth back from her meditation and made her aware of just how far she had walked. She looked up in surprise and exclaimed to Hunter, << Wow! We have walked all the way to the home woods! I’ve only stopped here briefly before, and that was when I first came into Borachland. >>

<< It is an intriguing forest, dense and mysterious. It seems to be filled with animals and plants that are unknown to me. We have been so busy that I have not had much time to explore it either. >>

<< Then let’s explore it together. My flashbacks started when I thought about birdwatching. Perhaps, trying to spot some of the birds that live in the forest would be a good way of my confronting that pain-filled moment and avoiding further episodes. >>

<< Ruth, be aware that it may trigger another flashback. >>

The Mage stopped in her tracks and looked at the Catog saying out loud, “I would rather confront the flashbacks, so they lose their power. Give the risk of touching an episode off, I would be pleased if that occurred when I am not close to a building filled with people I care about. So if I have to stay out in the woods and pound my head against that sore spot until it blows up and is gone, then that is what I will do.”

Hunter heard the sharply indrawn breaths of the security people that have been trailing them. He smiled internally when one pair of footsteps took off at a fast run back toward the castle. While the Catog knew that Ruth’s determination to confront her horrific memories was a reasonable response to the previous day’s flashback, it still was courageous.

Keeping his emotions hidden within himself, Hunter continued to move supportively next to Ruth. Even knowing that the full power of an Unfettered Mage might be unleashed next to him, the Catog was full of curiosity and excitement.

He thought to himself, I must be what these people call an adrenaline junkie. Addicted to the excitement and braver than I am smart. The Catog found himself in stalker mode, gliding over the ground rather than pacing. He could feel the tip of his tail twitch from side to side, and his senses gained power and focus.

The hunt was on!

The Mage and Catog set off together, intrepid explorers and friends. Whimpering slightly, the sore-footed, out of breath security guard kept pace with them. The man was praying fervently that someone would come back to help him protect the Lady. After the destruction of the South Wing and Tower, he didn’t know what good he would be if she lashed out again.

<< <> >>

There were birds everywhere. Ruth was amazed that there were so many colors in their feathers. Some of them even seemed to glow under the leafy canopy, possessed of their own iridescence. The woman’s hands ached with the need to hold a camera, constantly thinking of how she would frame the snapshot.

When they first entered the forest, it had seemed quiet and not very densely inhabited. As the two explorers had penetrated deeper among the massive, tall trees and varied plants, the somewhat plain-looking flora and fauna had changed to rainbow colors and flowers that beguiled the senses.

Like any forest, there were areas that peeked through to the open sky. Meadows and glades full of tall grasses and heavily laden berry bushes were welcome contrasts to the dramatic forestation. Ruth followed pathways packed down by the animals that lived in the woods, but they saw few creatures other than birds and insects.

Rather than try to pick samples or look at specifics, Ruth just opened herself to everything and took it all in. There was so much to see and hear. Wonders of chorused birdsong made her long to raise her voice in response, and the perfumed air was laden with floral and spicy notes had her drawing in deep breaths of enjoyment.

It was a magical introduction to the world of Arkken for the Mage born on Earth. She had loved the animals and plants of her home planet with a deep and abiding passion, taking thousands of pictures and reading about their lifecycles and names. Not seeing birds on her birdfeeders every day had made her life just a bit duller. This gave her hope for the future.

Now she knew that there was a rich and varied tapestry of life forms and plant forms for her to explore and get to know. Not only was there a whole planet of surprises waiting for her, but there were reptiles that flew, and furred mammals that lived in the water. Even the fish that Ruth could see in the shaded pools had new and unusual shapes.

The Mage seemed to glow in Hunter’s eyes. She had dropped the heavy mantle of fear and sorrow, and now walked lightly through the woods, her eyes darting in all directions.

Ruth was not the only one whose soul was fed by the experience. Hunter paced responsibly by the Mage’s side until the two of them made it to the first of the sunlit glades. There the very dignified Catog broke into a leaping, pouncing attack into the deep grass. The shoulder-high stalks obscured Ruth’s view of his motions, but frenzied waving blades let her track him as he rapidly followed some small animal.

The woman laughed in unrestrained amusement when the Catog emerged onto the pathway again with a smug look on his face and his tail held high in triumph. She remembered her cats on Earth having just that expression when they had successfully hunted.

Getting her mirth under control, Ruth looked up just in time to see that Hunter had come back to her side. Intertwined in the longer hair on his head were broken twigs and pieces of grass. Helplessly, the Mage fell to the ground and roared in laughter.

<< I failed to see what the issue is. I’m accompanying you so that you have protection, and I needed to evaluate a possible threat. >>

Wiping tears from her eyes, Ruth caught her breath enough to say out loud, “Of course, that’s why you went charging through the grass like we were being attacked by an army.”

<< I meant to do that! >>

Hunter had no way of understanding why that simple statement set the Mage to giggling.
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Chapter 16 – Eidolon

Home Woods, Borachland

Ruth had aching ribs. She had walked long enough to where her tenseness no longer controlled her and laughed until she simply could not breathe. She felt rejuvenated and full of energy. Her mind alive again, and her spirit had become less burdened.

She knew it wasn’t just her. Hunter walked more easily, relaxed in a manner that she had never seen him use before. Only now did Ruth realize that this is what her friend looked like when he just enjoyed life.

<< I really need to bring Pawlik next time. I wonder if he’s ever walked through the woods? >>

While Ruth was thinking, she and Hunter had crossed the Glade and entered another portion of the woods. Here, the trees had grown close together, and massive roots created an uneven surface for their path. The smell of these giant plants reminded Ruth of cinnamon. An earthy, spicy aroma, it both invigorated and relaxed her.

Driven by a whim, Ruth stopped next to one of the massive trees and laid her hands flat on the rough bark. A vibration could be felt through her palms and running up her arms. Behind the tremendous hum, the Mage could hear underlying voices. She leaned her forehead on the tree in an effort to concentrate.

The sound continued to be tantalizingly close to being understood, but no matter how much she strained, Ruth couldn’t understand what it was saying. Oh, you beautiful thing, what tales you could tell of times before and how this world has changed. I wish I could understand you and your song. Our lives must be so short compared to yours that we are like small biting insects to you.

The Mage got the sense of a sharply indrawn breath of surprise and then the song that she could feel exploded in a complex mixture of notes and tones. Flooding over her mind, she felt like she was standing in front of a waterfall filled with images and feelings that bombarded her from every direction.

Gasping, Ruth flung herself back away from the tree, unable to cope with the flood of information. In short sentences, she tried to explain to Hunter that the tree was communicating with her, or at least trying to do so. She remained on the ground, staring at the tree trunk thoughtfully.

Bravely, Hunter repeated her posture and motion. Carefully avoiding puncturing the bark, the Catog placed his head and paws flat on the mighty trunk. He could not hear or feel anything.

Disappointed, he dropped down and turned back toward Ruth, saying, << Ruth… >>

A great voice shouted in a terrible roar, “Mage! I am angry at you! What do you have to say for yourself?”

The Catog spun around so quickly he looked like a whirling top, but he could not locate the source of the yell or evaluate the threat. A wave of segmented metallic-looking material rolled from the base of his tail up to cover his head and slid down over his legs. His claws fully extended and a snarl ripped from his partially opened mouth.

Ruth had sprung to her feet at the sound of the voice, and shimmering light wrapped her forearms and dripped down into her palms. She listened not only with her ears but opened her senses to locate the being that had addressed her, but could not find anything unusual.

Hunter came quickly to stand beside her, protecting her back as he continued to look for the threat. Knowing that she had an ally, Ruth called out, “Since I don’t know who you are, I can’t very well answer you. It would also be more courteous if you would make an appearance rather than shouting from an ambush.”

Another voice was raised, saying, “My apologies, dear Mage. He never was very good at being social, and I have been unable to convince him that politeness is important.”

Mist swirled a few feet in front of Ruth, growing denser in an increasingly tall column of fog and wind. Existing just for a moment, the obscuring cloud disappeared with a snapping sound, leaving a semi-transparent shape of a man dressed in robes. Ruth could see his intensely violet eyes and gentle smile.

It was impossible to not respond to that smile. The Mage felt her own mouth respond and knew that Hunter was relaxing a small amount next to her.

The newcomer spoke first, saying, “Welcome to the Home Wood of Borachland, Ruth Cavanaugh Dracona. I have been looking forward to meeting you. My name is Avantor Jarnell. Please feel free to call me Jarn.” The male figure ended his comment with a small bow and straightened to smile at her once more.

“And your bad-tempered companion? Does he have a name also?”

There was a pause, and it was apparent that Jarn was waiting for his unseen companion to speak. When nothing happened, the misty being heaved a massive sigh and said, “Eshik Gereth Bayaz, stop being rude. This young woman deserves your help and doesn’t need you to be grouchy or yelling at her! Get out here this instant!”

It appeared to the fascinated Mage that the speaker’s words shot out like hooks around the tree trunk and into the brush on the far side. The hand gesture from that spectral being made it look like he was reeling something in. It reminded Ruth of fishing for trout and taking up the line slack.

Letting her eyes track along the faint line of connection between the ghost and his hooks, Ruth noticed immediately when the other specter was pulled into the area facing them.

Hunter’s snarling got more intense, and his armor began to glow in the filtered light. Ruth could feel the heat radiating from it as he stood close to her in a protective stance.

Jarn laughed and said, “Eshik may be bad-tempered, but he would not hurt you.”

The second specter became clearer and immediately growled out, “Stop trying to interpret for me, blast it! The girl should have come to talk to me before this.”

Ruth laughed, a delightful expression of joy that Hunter had worried he would not hear again. The woman unselfconsciously patted Jarn’s shoulder, never noticing the specter’s look of shock at her touch.

The Mage was focused on the second ghost, smiling when she said, “I have no idea why I should have come and talked to you. I have been so twisted around with everything that has occurred that I am sure that I’m guilty of many sins of omission. However, much that you feel disregarded, it was not intentional.”

The grumpy ghost of the old man muttered, “Bad manners these days. No adherence to tradition!”

The expression on his face reminded Ruth of the pout Troyer still used occasionally. The scrunched up face and puckered up lower lip was just too much for her, and she dissolved into peals of laughter.

The specter seemed in shock, balanced between outrage and something else. Hunter found what that something else was when two male voices joined the mage in mirth.

Slowly, the laughter wound down, and Ruth caught her breath. She was going to resume her conversation when Hunter’s strangled mental voice acted like a deluge of ice-cold water, << Ruth, look at what he’s wearing! >>

<< Robes and pants, layers to keep him warm and fairly nice looking boots. What am I missing? And why do you sound so strange? >>

<< He is wearing one just like yours. >>

<<?? >>

<< The circlet. He’s wearing one that looks identical to the one on your head right now. >>

Ruth whipped her eyes back to the specter in shock and saw that the circlet was indeed a match for the one she wore. Shaken, the woman stuttered into speech, “You were an Unfettered Mage! And also the Archmage! Why did no one tell me you were here?”

There was a long moment of silence before Jarn whispered, “We thought you didn’t care to speak to us. It never occurred to either one of us that you didn’t know.”

Ruth staggered, clutching at Hunter’s back, ignoring its scorching heat. The Catog appeared to twist slightly under her grip, and the viciously hot surface disappeared, leaving his dense fur.

The woman’s voice came out in a thready whisper, “W-w-will you help me? Help us? I feel like I’m traveling without a map or a plan. Pawlik is struggling too.

“He has some ancient books that are semi-readable. Most of them have not been preserved well and are falling apart. Some of them are in languages neither one of us knows, and we can’t find anybody to translate.

“We have been trying to sort through myths, but it’s all patched together. Everything feels shaky because I just know that important pieces are missing.”

Eshik moved closer to Ruth and became more solid. Brown eyes stared into hers, and the elderly man dropped all traces of disquiet. Instead of anger, his face showed his understanding, and his mouth moved into a smile. Jarn had positioned himself next to Eshik and reached out both hands to touch his companion.

The spectral Mage spoke gently, “Of course, we will help you. That is why Jarn and I have stayed to protect Borachland all these many years. Advice we can give you, and welcome also.”

Ruth was trembling like a leaf, clinging to Hunter desperately. She stared from one of the ghosts to the other and asked, “Can you tell me what I should be asking? I don’t even know that much.”

Jarn answered, “I think we should start again. How about if I kick off the introductions this time.” The ghost waited a few seconds. When no one else spoke, he continued, saying, “The gentleman beside me is Eshik Gereth Bayaz, the prior Archmage and the last Unfettered Mage in the known galaxy.”

The other specter bowed deeply to Ruth before straightening to say, “My companion is Avantor Jarnell Davil Borach, Lord Duke of Borachland, 79th to hold that title, and my dearly loved Anchor.”

Ruth was struck speechless, unable to get a single word out. She stared at first one ghost and then the other, incapable of coherent thought. The swirl of her chaotic mental processes finally coalesced into a question.

“Why were you mad at me? Is it because I’m defective in some way? Do I not have enough power to be the Archmage?”

Both Jarn and Eshik roared in laughter. Sputtering and coughing, Eshik finally answered her, saying, “No! Nothing like that. I was feeling ignored, and that put me out of sorts. That was the main issue, but I did have a problem with you deciding to change the Castle.

“While your demonstration of power in the castle yesterday should inform everyone that you do not lack in power, I have been waiting for thousands of years to rip that ugly carpeting out of the upstairs! It is not fair that you got to do that.”

Jarn chimed in, “I actually thought it was a terribly efficient way to redecorate and let you take out a lot of your frustration on things that needed to be destroyed anyway. Another part of Eshik’s sulk was that you didn’t invite us to participate. It would’ve been fun!”

The repeated shocks to her system had overwhelmed Ruth’s ability to cope. Her legs collapsed, and she settled onto the ground with a thump. Starting with hiccuping sobs, the woman ran a gamut of emotions ending up with chortles of laughter. Getting herself back under control, Ruth took a deep breath and stood up.

Realizing that Hunter had been frozen in place while she had recovered, she asked him, << Hunter, are you okay? >>

The Catog’s voice was slightly shaken when he said, << This has been a very confusing day. We started out with combat fatigue, moved through a wonderful exploration of new ground, and ended up talking to two beings that make me feel like a kitten again. >>

<< At least you don’t have to explain the hard parts of this. >>

<< What do you mean? >>

<< I am the one that has to tell all of this to Pawlik. >>
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Chapter 17 – Pardon our Mess

Borachland Castle Grounds

Her mind on overload, swirling with possibilities and questions, Ruth walked back toward the Castle, Hunter glued to her side. There was no conversation for the first mile or so, the two friends walking in companionable silence.

Hunter came to an abrupt stop and lifted his head, tilting first one ear and then the other forward. Sensitive to his body language, Ruth looked around, searching for possible threats but saw nothing.

<< What is wrong? I don’t see anything amiss, Hunter. >>

<< Where is the security guard? I have not heard her or the one that had run away earlier. >>

<< What should we do? That seems very strange to me. >>

<< Proceed cautiously. Something threatens us, and I don’t know what it is. My fur feels pushed the wrong way, and my claws want to come out. Never a good sign. >>

The Catog took the lead, gliding across the path slightly. The Mage stayed about ten feet behind him, senses alert and searching. Tension continued to twist the air into the breathless anticipation of danger approaching as they came to the edge of the woods.

Only two more steps would move Hunter out of the shadowed forest and into a brighter, more open area of grasses. Ruth could feel the pressure in her chest when he moved one more step. She caught her breath and gasped when instead of taking another, the Catog froze in place.

<< What do you see? >>

<< A better question would be, what do I feel? It is not the rational part of my mind that is telling me that if I take one more step that you and I will be in grave danger. It is the sense that reads traces on the wind and the echoes of previous, painful experience. >>

Ruth thought for a moment, searching her brain for something she could do to help. Her energy reservoirs had not recovered, but she believed she could make a basic illusion. Whispering out loud but in a soft tone that she knew that Hunter would hear, the Mage said, “This will provide us with a test.”

<< Like a scout! Brilliant idea. >>

Flickers of an uncanny light spilled down her arms and pooled in both of the Mage’s hands. Slowly, Ruth brought her palms together and laced her fingers to form a rough bowl. As it filled with the shadowed light, she made a quick gesture as if she were throwing a cup of liquid up into the air.

Instantly, a shroud of fog spilled over onto both Ruth and Hunter, soaking into their skin and then withdrawing. There was a smell of minty greenness before a complete copy of the two people flickered into existence, standing beside them. Looking and moving identically to the Mage and Catog, the two illusions continued down the path toward the Castle proper.

The conjured facsimiles had traveled only another 15 feet before an eye-searing beam of destructive light burned its way through the thick grass and enveloped the two illusions in a blast of obliteration.

For a few seconds, there was no sound and no movement. Ruth and Hunter held their position and waited, the Mage’s heart beating so hard in her chest that she worried that her enemies would find it easy to locate her.

The grass along one side of the trail started to move. Ruth could hear rustling and saw part of the ground shift and a figure come to its knees. Ruth recognized the type of being, having encountered them on the slave ship. Bipedal, the ambusher had ashen gray skin and slots of nostrils for a nose. Approximately 6 feet tall, it was lean and flexible rather than broad and brawny.

The Mage suppressed a shiver of dread as she watched the assassin slither forward. Its lethal nature clouded the air around it like a blurring camouflage.

The killer had been concealed under what looked like a blanket of turf and grass. Small bits of dirt trailed behind him as he stepped over to where the illusions had last stood. Even from where she was, Ruth could tell that the creature was getting agitated.

Hunter’s mental voice was calm, when he said,<< I think he’s looking for signs of ash or something. I wonder why he can’t see us. Are you concealing us, Ruth? >>

The Mage latched on to that serenity and felt her own level of tension subside. << No, although that would’ve been a smart thing to do. My sense is that the forest is doing something to make us stay unnoticed. >>

<< You might think about retreating deeper in the woods then because I don’t think he’s going to give up. >>

Just then the assassin straightened up and spun around searching for his targets. It was evident to Ruth that he knew they had to be somewhere close. Ruth’s magic began to build once more, but the Mage could feel the slower accumulation of her power as her overtaxed body struggled to fulfill her desires.

Ruth could feel the waiting power in the Catog’s body next to her. Once again, armor flowed over is fur, creating a living layer of protection. Instead of a mirrorlike finish, this time the Catog was clad in a dark-surfaced shield that made him difficult to see.

Keeping a position between Ruth and the assassin, the Catog blasted a quick mental image to the woman of her retreating into the forest. The Mage could feel the readiness of the warrior as well as the reassurance he offered.

Deciding that retreat was the smartest solution, Ruth took one step backward before catching her heel on an uneven place of the path and falling. The hard slam to the ground forced an explosion of air out of her mouth, and the Mage let out a faint cry of pain.

The assassin reacted instantly, swinging his bulky weapon up in a rapid motion. Hunter leaped backward desperately and covered Ruth’s body with his own just in time to deflect a beam from their enemy’s gun.

Ruth struggled to get out from underneath Hunter and regain her feet, but the assassin made that impossible when he fired repeatedly. Moving in a twisting dance of deadly grace, Hunter caught the next three shots against his own body before they could injure the Mage.

Ruth knew that they were on the defensive and that eventually, the assassin would win. By himself, the Catog could have gone into stealth mode and killed the enemy, but Hunter couldn’t get a break long enough to do so.

The Catog would not abandon her, Ruth was sure of it. Her mind spun, trying to find something that she could contribute. She felt useless in this fight, crippled by her lack of battle instinct and training.

Only days ago, she had almost died, overextending her magic. She was far from recovered, and her power was reduced. In this weakened state, the Mage could not see how anything she did would foil the attack. Desperation clamped around her throat, and Ruth felt like the woods were closing in around her.

Anything she did ran the risk of breaking Hunter’s concentration. Afraid to move, unwilling to let the assassin kill her friend, the Mage was hyperaware of her surroundings.

A whisper of a sound caught Ruth’s attention. The faint thud of footsteps sounded, and the woman almost felt like crying. Is there another killer? Has a partner come to help him?

Another lance of death burned through the air with an acrid odor of ozone and once again, Hunter stepped into it. Ruth could now hear him panting and realized that something was going to have to break this impasse if they were going to survive. The Mage steeled herself to pull energy from somewhere, anywhere, but before she could take that desperate action, a sound came from their assassin, and the attacking beam abruptly cut off.

Gasping for air, the Mage looked out into the meadow where the assassin had stood. Her eyes burned with sparkles of heat, and her chest ached with desperate attempts to breathe. The killer lay on the ground, pieces of him scattered in all directions. His gun had been flung to one side and lay untended in the grass. Ruth’s unbelieving eyes could see where the assassin’s hands still were attached to the weapon.

Relief crashed over Ruth, and her legs gave way, lowering her abruptly onto the stony path. Breath rattled in her throat, shudders of rippling adrenaline shaking her body. The deadly assault was over, and the Mage reached shaking hands out to touch the exhausted bodyguard beside her.

Hunter still wore his armor, staring fixedly at the pathway where the assassin had been during the battle. Ruth swung her eyes in that direction, fighting against the sluggish reactions of her body.

The Mage blinked her eyes, then reached up and rubbed her face their hands. What she saw couldn’t seem to connect in her brain for a small moment she was thrown back in her memory to the slave ship. Her cold determination to survive echoed across time, touching her with an energy that helped her straighten up.

Still in a haze of disbelief, she watched as Pawlik beheaded the corpse of her attacker in a frenzy of slashing strikes. Chest heaving, the Mage’s Anchor paused for a moment before turning his head and locating Ruth.

He looked like someone out of legend, carrying a bloody sword and glistening with sweat. Pawlik strode through the blood and gore uncaringly, focused along a tunnel of sight that led directly to his objective. The echoes of deep fear peeked under the incandescent fury that surrounded him like thunder clouds in a storm, as he moved in silence.

It seemed to Ruth that the world had stopped moving. Everything except her mate. Her awareness narrowed down into a spiral area that included his face but filtered out everything else. He had eyes only for her, she for him. Hunter moved quickly out of the Lord’s path as Pawlik reached Ruth and clutched her to his chest, murmuring, “I thought I was going to lose you!”

The Mage could feel the pounding of his heart and could almost taste the fear that had risen when he saw her under attack. She shook in reaction, almost crawling into the safety of his arms.

After a moment, Ruth laughed. When Hunter stared at her and Pawlik turned his head to look down into her face, the woman commented shakily, “I am not sure what it says about me that I feel safe in arms that are covered with blood, but I don’t really care. Thank you for coming to our aid.”

<< <> >>

Signs of the battle had stirred the castle guard into a quick response. Even before Ruth’s jangled nerves had time to come down, a response team from the Outer keep forces were there. When the situation was commed back to the Castle, Jenna and three of the inner keep guards responded immediately.

Ruth stood watching the activity from the encircling warmth of Pawlik’s arms, her back leaning against his chest. After a while, she asked, “What are all of these people doing?”

Pawlik answered, “some of them will be tasked with cleaning up the mess. Others will gather information about the attacker so we can determine who sent him and if this type of threat will reappear.”

“I wonder if he was after me or just trying to get anyone from the castle. If Hunter had not been with me, I would be dead. If he had attacked the children or one of the villagers, they would have been gone without a trace. We might never have known what had happened to them.”

“Yes, that is true, and we need to get some time to plan. We cannot just keep reacting to other’s actions. Instead, a better strategy would be proactive and reasoned. We are too vulnerable as we are.”

The two, Mage and Anchor, stood silently for another interval. Ruth was watching Hunter and Jenna as they bent over the weapon that the assassin had used. The female guard had pulled out her AI gun, and the Mage knew that Jack was using his senses to analyze the situation also.

Pawlik took a deep breath and spun Ruth around, placing his hands on her shoulders. He grinned and asked, “How would you like to go and stay for a few days at the Force X Bar? The rooms are comfortable, and it would be a good change of scenery.”

“Why would you want to do that now? I created a huge mess that has to be cleaned up, and there are thousand and one decisions that will have to be made about the repair and decorating of the South Wing and Tower.”

“Why? Just because there’s a huge mess that needs to be cleaned up and we shouldn’t have to do it. Others can do the cleanup, that’s why we employ them. You need to rest. We stayed at the Force X Bar before, and you’re comfortable there. We have plenty of protection when we stay there, and it will keep us out of the Castle and the guest rooms that would make us feel like we were camping out.”

“I have to say it does sound attractive. I am not very energetic, and I would love just to be lazy.”

“Great. Let’s go back to the Castle and get moving. There is no reason to hang around. People can bring us drawings and samples to look at just as easily in Arrken Port as they would here.”

Ruth smiled at his enthusiasm and realized that getting away from the flurry of activity that would have to go on would be a relief. Giving in, she said, “Will the children be all right? Should we take them with us? Somehow, I don’t see staying in a bar as something I want to do with children, but I hate leaving them here by themselves.”

“By themselves? Oh, you mean leaving them here with only 400 people to watch them, right?”

“When you say it like that, I realize I'm silly. But at some point, we should take them to explore the city. Perhaps next time.”

“If you want to do that, we can always stay at the Borach townhome. It has enough room to accommodate the children and all the other people that you would want to bring along.”

Ruth paused and said, “Townhome? When were you going to tell me about that?”

“Oops. There are just so many things that we haven’t been able to catch up on.”

The Mage laughed at her embarrassed mate, leaning close to him once again and murmuring, “Perhaps this will give us some time to do that catching up.”

Pawlik flushed slightly before saying wickedly in return, “There is another, very urgent reason that we have to go to Arkken Port. You, my Lady, can honestly say you have absolutely nothing to wear.”

When Ruth looked up in shock, Pawlik roared with relieved laughter and reminded her, “Remember? You blew up the whole wing. That included all of your clothes.”
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Chapter 18 – Memory Paths

Cargo shuttle Alpha Six, en route to Seer’s Rock

Gwilliam sat in the passenger couch, banished by his long-term companion, Zorand. Finada, his preferred co-pilot was in the pilot chair, and the mercenary commander had started the trip occupying the secondary pilot position. However, when his friend had recognized the system map, Gwilliam had been abruptly maneuvered out of the flight seat and into the bench in the back.

Zorand was right to keep me out of the pilot seat, even the copilot one. I never thought I would have to come back here. Emotions and sensations that he had spent years burying ripped through his body and Gwilliam could feel the tension that hummed like a spring under pressure.

In all of his calculations, the mercenary commander had assumed that going back to Seer’s Rock would hammer him with the discomfort and pain of the time that he and Zorand had lived there. What he hadn’t expected was that it would not be just those echoes that would claw their way free of the containment he had placed around them.

Older memories that were even harder to control crowded close behind the recent ones, making him realize how vulnerable his sense of self was to both the light and dark aspects of his history. Flashes of childhood, snapshots of his youth, his passage to adulthood. Echoes of life that had been stored in his brain but locked behind walls of confinement broke free and crashed down on Gwilliam.

Sweat started beading on his forehead as shadowy memories reached out to him, enveloping him in the immediacy of times and places that were burned into his soul. He ached with longing, shook with rage, and relived moments of desperation. The onslaught of his repressed feelings shook him like a slender branch in a gale.

His earliest images were vague, the crisp certainty of clarity stripped from them. The stony mountains and hills of his early life brought with them the scent of green, growing things and traces of sharp, clean air. A vision of a primitive brick house filled with loving people made him ache with longing as his eyes stung with tears, even as those faces slipped into blurry phantoms under the relentless erosion of time.

He could almost hear their voices, bright with joy and love. It was from a time where he felt safe, the ignorance of a child. These fragmented mementos were the only traces he had left of his family, and he clutched them to his heart with desperation, determined not to lose them.

Although Gwilliam and Zorand had started their adult travels and plans on the asteroid they were approaching, that stage of their life had begun only fifteen years ago. The two of them had been friends since their youth. A friendship that had been hammered into steel and forged by the fires of their shared experience.

As the shuttle left the main ship and began the hour-long trip to the rogue asteroid, the mercenary commander was inundated by memories of a time that he had rejected. These were not treasured memories but were those that he had long wanted to forget.

These other memories were closer and sharper than his early life in the mountains. Pain had deeply etched each one into his soul. Each scar of his youth had built the shape of the man and formed many of the aspects of his personality. Unable to eradicate the pain, Gwilliam had used it to make him the adult he was today.

Every one of those experiences had woven the fabric of his life. Even though confusion and fear shrouded some of them, the mercenary commander had accepted lessons learned from each. The young child ripped from his family and placed with those that saw him as nothing more than a weapon had been determined to survive.

Gwilliam knew that he had been too young to understand how the men that controlled him for most of his youth had discovered his talent. Perhaps, it had been exposed by one of the small fights the children had. Whether alerted by that or by some measurement or tool, the fanatics from the Order of the Just had taken him away, never to let him find his home again.

Verbally abused by many of its members, the Order had done it’s best to remind the young Gwilliam that he existed on their charity. Venomously, they told him he was a freak, who would never have amounted to anything more than a curiosity. They told him proudly that he had been taken from his family to be raised into his talents. The child felt abandoned and discarded.

So great was the pain from what they had told him, that Gwilliam had almost not noticed the physical punishment that had followed. Although he still carried those scars, the worst damage was not visible. Instead, it was buried in the recesses of his mind.

The fear and sadness of the child had hidden under the lash of years of harsh discipline. He remembered being punished for failure to learn anything that was demanded of him. There were endless hours of daily physical training that required every effort his young and growing body could deliver.

Many times cold and hungry, the young boy had wrestled with despair. Searching deep inside of himself, Gwilliam had found echoes of his family on which to build a stubborn faith and sense of self.

As Gwilliam got older, his training had increased in difficulty and intensity. Other students had broken and been destroyed while he continued to survive. Forbidden to form friendships, he and Zorand had managed to eke out tendrils of caring that kept them both sane.

Instead of becoming more manageable, the level of training and testing became even more complicated and less survivable. Many of the students succumbed to the unfeeling, rigorous torture that the Order’s instructors put them through.

Gwilliam and Zorand lived despite the odds. They continued to develop their talents, Zorand with his ship handling skills and Gwilliam with his ability, both expanding under a desperate drive to survive.

The discovery of the depth and power of Gwilliam’s combat foresight had somehow convinced his trainers that a variety of twisted tortures were justified any time that he failed to listen to those twinging notices of changing combat situations. The youth had known that unless he complied with the Order’s demands, even the uniqueness of his talent would not save him.

He had been an experimental lab animal to them. No consideration for him as a person existed in their worldview or plan. Even to this day, echoes of experiences from those desperate years kicked off unexpected phantom pain, as his muscle memory echoed the agony that had resulted when the Order had used illegal gene therapies and cybernetic enhancements to transform him into a better tool for their needs.

Desperately trying to gain control over the bombardment of old memories, Gwilliam closed his eyes and began relaxation breathing. How long has it been since I had to use this technique to calm myself down? I have tried so hard not to go back, but here I am, risking so much in the name of a greater good.

Tears prickled behind his closed eyelids as more than the ache of remembered pain rushed through his body. There were oceans of feelings that he had never faced, rising up behind the more immediate souvenirs of trauma. Instead of accepting them, he had stuffed them into the iron chest of his mind and chained them securely.

I thought I had conquered them, destroyed them. All this time, they have been waiting to ambush me. Despair flared up, insidious in its ability to form in the center of his balance.

Oh, how he remembered feeling that dark cling of energy-sucking emotion that had followed a death in the training hall. If it had been in a typical combat situation, he would’ve been praised or at least not punished.

The death had not occurred in the usual fights. Instead, Gwilliam had killed one of the hated instructors in a practice bout within the Order’s sacrosanct training hall. Still lanky with the slender form created by rapid growth, the youth had found a personal use for his talent of foresight when the older man’s sadistic nature had elevated into an attempt to kill.

Stunned, the other instructors had not known what to do. Gwilliam had been imprisoned in a holding cell pending their decision, his wounds untended. The youth had been still vibrating from the adrenaline that had carried him through the fight when the door to his cell creaked open.

Shocked at the violation of the Orders rules, Gwilliam was only slightly surprised to see Zorand’s determined face. Hearing another voice, the injured youth was shaken to his core.

“Zor, move! I have to treat his wounds or risk him falling over in the middle of the escape!”

It was another of the students, a slightly older youth called Menir. Gwilliam had wondered how the mild-mannered student had survived so long, but apparently, the Order valued his healing talent and did not subject the frailer boy to the same torture that was inflicted on those that were being trained to fight.

Menir had quickly treated Gwilliam’s injuries while Zorand kept watch.

Gwilliam had asked, “What is going on? Do you realize how much trouble you’re going to be in when they find out you did this?”

Menir had grimaced but held his silence. Instead, it was Zorand who answered, saying, “He listened in on the Order’s discussion. They are talking about doing all sorts of horrible things to you in retaliation but are still trying to find some way to harvest the parts of you that maintain your talent. He told me all about it, and we came up with a plan.”

The healer looked down at his feet and murmured softly, “Please take me with you. I can’t live like this any longer.”

When Gwilliam let his confusion show on his face, Zorand gave a sharp, short laugh and said, “You rattled them so badly that they didn’t follow their normal procedures. I had been on a practice flight, and the creep of an instructor failed to reclaim the ship controls from me when he left. He probably thought I was too cowed to do anything, but this is the best chance we have.”

The wounded youth remembered exclaiming, “You have the keys to a ship? We have to seize this moment!”

In wordless agreement, the three youths had fled. Almost daring not to hope, they had reached the airfield before encountering any of the other full members of the Order. Desperation had driven the boys, as their erstwhile instructors had reacted with extreme prejudice.

It became a running battle, the two fighters struggling to protect Menir and members of the Order attempting to kill or capture them all. Just short of the parked shuttles, the fleeing young men were pinned down by their enemies. When the desperate situation was clear, Menir had found a part of him that he had long searched for.

Gwilliam still remembered his voice, clear and somehow free, saying, “Long life to you and freedom. I was honored to know you. Please, remember me kindly.”

Zorand grabbed for the healer but was too slow. Pulling a flash grenade out of the bag on the ground by Gwilliam’s feet, Menir ran back toward the growing group of instructors, yelling, “Help me! They kidnapped me!”

Confused, the attackers hesitated long enough for the healer to come to a sliding halt in their midst. A split second later, a towering flame rose in a blast of destruction, destroying many of the shuttles and vehicles on the field and obliterating the attackers.
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Chapter 19 – Escaping the Past

Cargo shuttle Alpha Six, en route to Seer’s Rock

The memory of that time raised a tidal wave of regret and sadness in Gwilliam’s chest. Even his much-vaunted combat foresight had not been enough to save the gentle healer. He remembered riding his shock and desperation into action. Carried by the intensity of his emotion, Gwilliam and Zorand had acted quickly.

The heart-pounding fear and excitement that it spun around his core as he and Zorand had made their terrifying escape to Seer’s Rock in a damaged shuttle still made his heart pound. At least they had been free of pursuit since the explosion had destroyed all but the one shuttle that they had taken.

Once on the asteroid, the two of them had found kinder people to help them. It took him a while to figure out that he was still being used. Once people knew of his abilities, their benevolence had changed into something else. His value to these people was then based on his talent of foresight, rather than pure compassion for another being.

Zorand had no such ability to be exploited. Although he was an excellent fighter and pilot, the inhabitants of Seer’s Rock saw no value in those skills. All that Gwilliam could do was protect his friend as much as possible, leveraging others desires for his talents to provide protection for his friend.

That strategy was useful to a point. It solved immediate problems but left the young men vulnerable to being manipulated by threats to one of the few people alive that they cared about. Each time Gwilliam was forced into acquiescing to an action that he didn’t feel comfortable with, his resentment and cynical view of the world grew.

The Order’s abuse had stopped, but the grooming of Gwilliam as a tool continued. The tactics of punishment and minor rewards were still there but hidden under a veneer of respectability. That mask became thinner and thinner as Zorand and he learned to recognize manipulation and greed.

When the Seer’s Council decided to throw Zorand off the asteroid, Gwilliam fought for his friend. His refusal was seen as a negotiating tactic by the Council, and they responded with a threat of exile for both the young men. Refusing to back down from his position and adamant that he would not desert a friend, the Council sentenced both of them to exile for nine years and nine days.

Banished with limited resources, the two friends had only the damaged courier boat they possessed on arrival. As a gesture of spurious generosity, it was loaded with two months of supplies from what Gwilliam and Zorand had saved. Their only arms were a handful of old, cheap weapons with which to start a new life.

The Council had thought the two young men would come crawling back. Instead, the two young men had focused on making the most of their opportunity. They had never looked back.

Gwilliam and Zorand had focused on their core strengths. Since they had been trained in battle and fighting, their damaged shuttle had formed the shaky basis for a mercenary career. Determined to take hold of their own destiny, they planned their strategies and moved forward intelligently.

Deep down, Gwilliam had known he would return to the Rock. Once he had made the decision to go back, the mercenary commander no longer twisted and turned in his own mind trying to avoid the journey. This trip was necessary to achieve his goals. No longer an inexperienced young man, Gwilliam had a clear vision of what he was willing to pay and the risk of his actions.

Neither he nor Zorand had any thought of retribution. Seer’s Rock had taken the two of them in when they were desperate and young. It was true that some of the inhabitants had exploited him, but in that culture, everyone was used. It was part of the fabric of their lives, and he couldn’t expect anything else from them.

Gwilliam didn’t care enough about those people or the experiences that he had on the asteroid to wish for revenge. Even if he had, it was impractical when the object of your retribution was populated by Seers that could see the past and a substantial number of Oracles who were able to see any hostile act you might take in the future.

I’m hoping to avoid violence since the traces of that will bleed down from the future. Hopefully, a quiet arrival, a rapid and unobtrusive in and out will be missed.

Zorand had mentioned once that the colony had little value beyond the clairvoyants of all types who made their home there. Attacking the asteroid risked killing the reason to take control, so no Empire or planetary government that knew its location would risk the loss of that type of rare talent. Going even further, the few times that Seer’s Rock had been in danger, even enemies would band together to help protect the unique pool of talent.

Still, the people in charge had wanted Gwilliam with his Talent to make the defenses of the planetoid more certain. So, the council had groomed him, controlled him, and manipulated his loyalty and emotions. All except Ariella.

The old Seer had told him of his options, talking to him about the bigger universe out there. She encouraged him to dream of making his way, telling both Zorand and him that even if it would be a path covered in blood and corpses from friend and foe alike, it may be the most favorable path for them.

Ariella was the best thing that happened to me on Seer’s Rock. Without her, I don’t know where Zorand and I would be today.

The woman had told him how he could affect more than the fates of some ‘musty old seers and dreaming oracles.’ For better or worse, he could change people’s lives. All of it depended on his choices.

Gwilliam’s reverie was interrupted by a gentle hand on his shoulder. Turning, he met Zorand’s concerned eyes and said, “Sometimes I wonder if the Seer’s Council was right. If I had stayed, would I have prevented the same number of deaths without the killing?”

Zorand’s visage took on a contemptuous cast, before saying, “Lad, the Oracles admit the future is not set in stone. Any Talent can wipe what they see away like a rising tide washes writing off the sand on a beach. They can only say what possibilities are most likely. Not one of ‘em predicted you would accept exile with me. So, who can say?”

Gwilliam grinned at Zorand and heard a tinkling giggle from Finada. The expression on the mercenary commander’s face felt strange, and he realized that it had been a while since he smiled. Only in times like this, cocooned among his closest intimates, could he let his mask of command evaporate.

Zorand smiled in response and continued, “I taught you the code of my family. A family of soldiers back through the centuries. The first rule you have followed above all others. ‘A soldier’s job is to protect as many as he can.’ There have been times when you have been so ruthless in an attack I have been forced to wonder. That attack on Adrathaburg where you ordered armored soldiers to kill any who resisted, for example.”

Gwilliam winced at the reminder. That had been during a particularly nasty civil war when even the children had fought in battle. He was not proud of that moment or his decisions that led to it, but he accepted his responsibility.

A gesture from Zorand drew his eye, and his big friend continued, “When we found the local commander had ordered the population infected with biologics from the local research facility, my attitude changed. You would have had no choice but to quarantine the population at great risk to your men and the planet. All it would have taken was one of the fanatics to escape. That would have caused a disaster across the entire planet.”

“Yes, and it had the advantage of shocking the warring parties enough that they came in good faith to the negotiating table.”

“Overall, it probably was the fastest way to resolve the conflict. The bloodied bill was probably much less than it would’ve been, if the engagement would not have been handled so aggressively.”

Gwilliam nodded but still admitted to himself that it not been one of his better moments. Some of the people in the town had to have been neutrals, just wanting to live their lives.

How could anyone tell, though? Even if you knew at the beginning, what if their friends and neighbors were fanatics you killed? Would the survivors pick up the same vile torch?

Finada spoke up, interrupting Gwilliam’s thoughts, “Without you, that virus would have gotten loose. I was there. I saw how the townspeople fought. With hunting weapons, farm tools, and a willingness to die against assault armor. You took more casualties killing the townsfolk so that the region could be cleansed. You could have chosen an orbital strike. That may have spread the disease with a far higher cost in lives. In part, because you hoped some were not fanatics and could be treated, even cured.”

Gwilliam nodded. She was right, even if his orders meant some people were shot. Despite the brutality of the assault, not a babe, toddler, or young child had been killed. The disease had killed them all before his forces had tightened their encirclement and moved in.

The memories of those tiny corpses haunted him some nights. In the depths of those dark times, Gwilliam knew he was not alone. He knew the troops that had been in that engagement had their bad dreams of that time also. If he were a praying man, he would petition that no one had to carry that burden the images of tiny fingers stilled forever and contorted bodies.

The mercenary commander shook himself loose from the grip of horrific memory. Now was not the time to get lost in old experiences. He needed to be in the moment, on top of his game. Too much depended on the success of his mission.

Gwilliam needed to speak to Ariella. He hoped that she still had her home in the same place. Obviously, the mercenary commander did not want to spend the time to search her out. The longer he and Zorand were on the Rock, the more likely problems would occur. If possible, he wanted to be in and out before the rulers of the settlement even knew he was there. Before anyone who felt he had wronged the colony found him.
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Chapter 20 – Not a Thing to Wear

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

“Oh, I am exhausted! My feet hurt, and I am so tired I can’t even see straight,” said Ruth.

Pawlik laughed, the relaxed amusement that Ruth treasured filling the room.

It’d taken them almost a week to recover after the explosion and assassination attempt. Escorted back by Ruth’s security personnel and Hunter, the Mage and Pawlik had quickly said their farewells and gotten into the shuttle within an hour of the decision to go.

Among Cal, Mary, the seneschal, and others, Ruth felt comfortable in running away. She knew that something had to be done to recharge her energy. The woman was conscious of feeling frail and knew that a change of scenery would do a lot to return her to her usual level of strength and focus.

For the first few days, all she had done was sleep, drink, and eat. Every time she woke up, Pawlik was there. Her Anchor was sometimes cuddled up to her in the massive, comfortable bed, other times she would wake to see him sitting at the desk against the wall.

Occasionally, he would be working on his computer, but most the time he was dealing with large piles of correspondence and paperwork that Ruth now knew was an inevitable part of managing a vast estate and multiple properties.

The change in scenery and location offered Pawlik a much-needed break. Removed from the intensity of managing the changes in his life while still fulfilling his duties as a noble, he and Ruth had some time just to get used to each other.

Once her bone-deep exhaustion eased, the Mage got more social. For each of the last few evenings, they had wandered down to the barroom and visited with the bartender, Luka. Ruth had introduced Pawlik to Alan Culhane, the retired veteran Marine commander that was staying in the room across the hall from them. The two men were getting along well, exchanging stories about their time at the Alliance Military Academy and sharing experiences aboard later vessels.

The four of them, Mage and Anchor, bartender and combat veteran, had many conversations that ranged over a wide variety of subjects. Ruth had actively solicited the opinions and input of the retired Major’s AI gun. She knew that her attitude and actions startled the three men, but she didn’t really care. She liked Arturis and appreciated his dry wit.

As the week continued, Ruth and Pawlik were both inundated with requests for decisions on how the damaged area of the Castle should be rebuilt. At first, Ruth was worried that Pawlik would be angry with her for what she had done but realized quickly that he cared more about her comfort than he did about anything else.

Although there were lots of decisions that they needed to make, without ever discussing it, both the Mage and Anchor kept their evenings free. Pawlik even restricted his meetings with friends at the nobles’ private clubs to the afternoon, so that he and Ruth could be together. The less stressful demands of conversation and unscheduled meals did more for Ruth’s healing than anything else she could have done.

Of course, longer periods of privacy were also beneficial. Ruth and Pawlik were free to sleep late or go to bed early, and they both reveled in that rare luxury. The Anchor was walking around with a slight grin on his face, and the Mage knew that its twin was on hers.

It felt wonderful.

Ruth was enjoying it so much that she didn’t want anything to change. Briefly, she wondered if it would be viable if they never move back to the Castle. She knew, unfortunately, that that really wasn’t a good option, but the fantasy made her smile.

She had finished an interesting conversation with the bartender and decided to return to their rooms only to find Pawlik holding a folded note in both hands with a panicked look on his face. Convinced that something horrible had happened, Ruth immediately burst into speech, asking, “My dear, what is wrong? Did someone die?”

He looked at her with an expression of panic, and she immediately thought of a whole new variety of horrific possibilities. Beginning to shake, the Mage continued to wait, until finally, Pawlik said, “Worse. Look at this!”

Gingerly, Ruth took the note from his hand, wondering what had him in such a distraught mood. Expecting the worst, she looked down at the letter and burst into laughter. It was a dinner invitation.

“What is the matter? It’s just an invitation to dinner. What could be so bad about that?”

Pawlik closed his eyes in pain, muttering, “All dinners of this type are formal dress. We haven’t even gotten you a regular wardrobe, let alone something that will support your dignity at this type of dinner.”

“At least Harril explained a lot of the structure and ceremony to me already. I think I can wing it from there.”

“It is going to be far worse than that. It’s hosted here in town, and the invitation is from two old friends of my parents. It’s as friendly a situation as it could be expected, but there will be eight couples there, and I don’t know who the other six will be.”

“In other words, you are worried that I’m going to step wrong in a sensitive political environment, embarrass you, let down your heritage, and come off like an uncultured idiot. Right?”

Realizing that he had mortally offended his mate, Pawlik hurried to disabuse her of her misconception, saying, “No, absolutely not! I am not worried about you stepping wrong, I don’t want you to feel intimidated by the situation or insulted by whatever nasty comments will be made.”

Looking deeply into his eyes, Ruth saw that Pawlik really was worried about her. He had concerns that were probably legitimate about how awkward the dinner would be and cared about her enough to want her to feel pleasure at the event rather than any negative emotion.

The burgeoning fire in the Mage’s eyes dimmed, and tension left her body. Placing a gentle hand on her mate's forearm, the Mage said, “We have four days. I guess I better get busy with my shopping.”

<< <> >>

Ruth had sent Pawlik down to the taproom and promised to join him quickly. Making sure that she was still not upset with him, the nobleman reluctantly left her and went to find their schedule dinner companions. As soon as her Anchor left the room, Ruth commed Margot and Jenna.

Jenna answered, “Hi, Ruth. Is everything all right with you?”

“Yes and sort of no. Pawlik is freaking out because we just got a dinner invitation to something called a semi-formal dinner. He seems all wound up about it, and since I understand that I have to have a fancy dress for it, I thought I would call in the troops. Which in this case, is you two and a few other friends.”

“Oh, dear. This is not going to be easy,” replied Jenna.

“Apparently, I do not understand some of the complexities of this. Can you explain to me why this is a bigger issue than I thought?”

“I think this is better done in person, and I would like to bring reinforcements with me.”

“Okay. I had planned on seeing if both you and Margot could come, and hoped that you would bring Mary. If there are others that you think would be useful, invite them also.”

“Trust me on this, Ruth. We need to get right on this, immediately if not sooner. Otherwise, a bunch of nasty social butterflies will be able to say crappy things about Borach in their social power games.”

Ruth’s eyes grew cold, and her expression became determined. She looked at the comm screen, and she saw Jenna’s face pale. The Mage said, “That will not happen!”

The former Marine asked, “How many days do we have to prepare?”

“Four days until the party.”

“Crap!”
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Chapter 21 – Scouting Territory

Shopping, Arkken Port

Early in the morning, Ruth kicked Pawlik out of their rooms and gathered her council of war. Jenna, Margot, and Mary descended on her with drawings, samples, and a lot of information. Before joining her, they had explained the situation to Harril, the steward. He had sent his suggestions to his Lady, as well as recommendations on a suitable dressmaker.

Ruth had her troops gathered, and a battle strategy was defined. They would run their campaign in several stages. Top of the list was to find a dressmaker. While Margot and Mary would check out the couture dress shops, Jenna would be investigating the ones the steward had recommended.

The women would stay in contact with each other using the new, expensive comm-units that Ruth had purchased when she had gotten the updated equipment for the Marines. Equipped with secure communications and personal trackers, they can be used to call for emergency help as well as consultation with the staff back at the Castle.

Where possible, samples would be obtained for evaluation. Anything unusual could be purchased outright. Harril had made sure that all of the women had enough funds to buy incidentals easily and a card-like chip that authorized charges on the Borach operational account.

Ruth noticed with amusement that there was no card for her to use. She had already been told in no uncertain terms that no noblewoman on Arkken ever carried such an item. Instead, it was a matter of status that they were always attended by someone who would take care of the mundane functions of purchasing.

Privately, the Mage thought that it took much of the fun out of shopping, but rather than cause more disruption to Arkken’s culture at this early point she agreed to let her security guards take care of things for her.

The women scattered, each of them hurrying off with a long list of needs and objectives. For this initial foray, all four of them would go separate ways to scout out the land, so to speak. After two hours, they planned to meet back in Ruth and Pawlik’s chambers with their findings.

Ruth was conscious of a certain amount of trepidation as she watched as everyone scattered. I wonder why I feel as if we were going into battle. There is that uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I can feel my heart racing. Something is telling me this is not going to be easy.

The Mage headed out on her errands. These tasks were ones she felt needed a personal touch, those no one else could do for her. The steward’s coaching on the traditions and culture of the planet had included an explanation of what was considered to be appropriate guest behavior. The actions of host and guest were overall determined by the event type.

The dinner invitation that she and her Anchor had accepted was for an intimate event, which put specific requirements on the attendees. Ones that Ruth would need to observe if she wanted to fit in with Pawlik’s circle of acquaintances and friends.

Just as the host or hostess was expected to be gracious and focused on their guests' comfort, the reciprocating behavior was to bring a small gift to acknowledge the pleasure of the invitation.

She and Pawlik were expected to bring a small token of their appreciation. When the Mage first heard about the rules governing the gifting, she had thought that it sounded like somebody was keeping score of points. She would get more points for something exquisite, something that was wrapped well, something unusual.

Ruth decided to get the selection of that item out of the way. Although she considered the requirements and restrictions around the simple concept of “thank you for inviting me,” there was no reason not to express that gratitude in a language that her hostess would be able to understand.

Even if something occurred that prevented them from attending, the act of accepting the invitation obligated a guest to participate in the multilayered social game of giving and receiving tokens. Just like on Earth, Ruth knew the item had to be chosen carefully,  for it would be scrutinized and the subject of gossip.

That is why the first thing Ruth had done was to ask Pawlik what she should get. To her annoyance, he had no idea. His face had turned slightly red, and his gaze had avoided hers as the man explained that he never worried about it.

Her Anchor went on to say that he simply went to the event carrying whatever his steward had chosen for him. The other types of events that he usually attended were predominately male, where no gift was required or expected.

Exasperated, Ruth had thrown her hands up in the air in frustration, before adding more notes to her list. Just like a man! Doesn’t matter what the race, doesn’t matter what the planet, they just think differently.

Determined to get at least one task done, Ruth took off for the first of two apothecary’s stores that the bartender knew carried confections. She knew that a consumable sweet would probably be an ideal gift. Armed with two names and locations, the woman expected her errand to be over quickly. She was wrong.

The first shop was highly polished and reminded Ruth of some very exclusive shops on Earth. The proprietor was waiting inside when Ruth entered, accompanied by two of her security detail. She saw the man’s nostrils flare, and an annoyed expression covered his face.

Looking like he had bitten into a lemon, the man addressed one of Ruth’s bodyguards, a former Marine named Iver. Haughtily,  the shopkeeper asked, “Are you sure you have the right place? We only carry quality items and are not set up for a casual buyer.”

Iver gestured to redirect the man’s attention to Ruth, but the manager’s eyes stayed firmly on the Marine. Ruth could almost feel the gleeful contempt the shopkeeper radiated. The self-satisfied exercise of power in which he was indulging made the Mage long for a good scrub of her skin, just to remove the slimy stink of his presence.

Unsure of what the local protocol would be for punching out someone rude, Ruth decided to ignore him and began to walk around the store looking at what items were available.

Startled by the woman’s unexpected behavior, the store manager attempted to put things back into the exchange that he had planned. Once again, Ruth was conscious of his feelings and expectations to a degree she had never encountered before. She felt first his dismay when she had not acted according to plan, followed by anger and frustration.

The man’s emotions burst out in speech form, when he said, “Excuse me! I really think that you should leave. You obviously cannot afford anything in this store. I will call security if you do not leave immediately.”

Ignoring the man as if he were a recording, Ruth glanced around and let out a dramatic sigh. Turning to Iver, she said, “There is nothing here that looks suitable for such an important gift. I think we would be better off with the other shop.”

“How dare you! What would you know about appropriate gifts? I will have you know that only the crème de la crème shop here!”

Gerian opened and held the door for Ruth, a slight smile on his face. Iver preceded her out of the building, his eyes sweeping the area in the trained motion of a professional bodyguard. The woman followed him but paused for a second on the shop’s threshold. She turned to the sputtering shop owner with a sweet smile on her face, and said, “Better luck another day. I hope you have a lovely one.”

Ruth had walked another 25 feet before she commented to Iver, “That was a very strange experience. I have actually never been in a store where they wanted me to go away. Usually, they want you to stay and spend your money there.”

“I really don’t shop very much, my Lady. However, I would agree that it was peculiar.”

“I hope we have better luck at the next place. I have too many other things to do today to waste time over rude behavior and mysterious agendas.”

Gerian muttered under his breath, “I hope Mr. Pretty Pants has a heart attack. You certainly got him going, my Lady.”

“Oh, well. I have never been an easy shopper. And he was starting to annoy me.”
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Luckily for Ruth, the second shop was run by a totally different type of man. The second that she stepped into his shop, she was transported by the aromas and delicate scents that perfumed the air. The Mage couldn’t help but exclaim in pleasure, “Oh, how lovely. It smells so good in here!”

“Why, thank you, my dear. I consider the pleasant smell one of the major benefits of working in the shop.” A wrinkled and silver-haired man introduced himself as Varge Bani, the apothecary. He was cheerful and pleasant, and Ruth felt her weary tension relax.

The old man smiled at her and asked, “I was about to make myself some tea. Would you care for some?”

“That would be delightful.”

Varge was entertaining and very helpful. He and Ruth tasted their way through many of the confections that were available in his store. By the time Ruth had selected her gift, she and the old man were well on the way to becoming friends.

The Mage knew that she had spent almost all of her time in the shop, but she thought she had learned a lot from the apothecary about how the town worked as well as finding the gifts that she needed. She watched as he wrapped her gift in a sturdy protective material with pleasure.

“I am so sorry, Ruth, that I do not have fancy gift wrap here. There usually is little demand for it and so I quit carrying it decades ago.”

“That is not a problem, Varge. I will think of some artistic way of wrapping it, even though I know that it’s going to be highly criticized no matter what I do.”

The apothecary looked at her curiously and asked, “Why would anyone disapprove of a gift?”

Ruth sighed and explained, “This will be the first social event that I’ve attended on this planet. I’m walking into enemy territory here, and women can be extremely difficult to deal with when a new female is present.”

“That is exactly what my wife has always said. I hope that everything goes well, and if you have a chance, stop by and tell me all about it. We can have another cup of tea, and you can tell me about a world that is as foreign to me as this city is to you.”

Ruth insisted on carrying the packages over the vehement objections of her security detail. Both Iver and Gerian argued until Ruth make clear that she was not going to budge, saying, “It doesn’t matter if I am burdened. You cannot act as a bodyguard if you are carrying packages.”

Laughing, the old man said, “I have been married for 60 years. Trust me, guys, that is the sound of a woman who is not going to change her mind.”

Before Ruth got out of the shop, Varge insisted on gifting her with a large box of candy. He told her one of the advantages of old age was that he was free to make whatever gesture that he wished and that she was not allowed to argue. This box was just for her.

Ruth was so amused by him that the smile on her face lasted all the way back to the Force X Bar.
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Chapter 22 – Prejudice and Pride

Shopping, Arkken Port

Margot had headed out to the west side of the shopping area in Arkken Port. Her strategy was to catch some of the seamstresses as they took their breaks at the surrounding bakeries and tea shops. Once she found the right area, the experienced scout would listen to the gossip. If she found the right person, Margot would idly talk with them.

It was a technique that she had employed hundreds of times before while working with the rest of her Recon squad. While Jenna and Mary were going to walk into the dressmakers' establishments, inquiring as to availability and looking at some of the dress models, that was not Margot’s style. She much preferred to stay in the shadows rather than being a direct actor.

After so long in Recon and the scouts, I guess it doesn’t fit my personality anymore to just go in and simply ask. So many people cover things up and lie that it is easier to gather information with a covert approach. Such a strategy results in more accurate information, too, as many years of experience has taught me.

Wearing garments that were similar to those worn by most of the people taking their midmorning break in the tea shop, Margot sat down at a long table. Positioning herself on the far end of one of the benches that ran along either side of the tabletop, the former Marine NCO listened.

Most of the area was filled with chattering women dressed in a variety of colors and garment styles. Margot’s educated eyes noted the presence of sheathed scissors and coiled tape measures and knew that this was the right group. Keeping her head down, the former Marine focused intently.

At first, the conversation was filled with minor complaints about strictness, and cheerful boasting about new boyfriends. Margot’s ears perked up when one of the older seamstresses turned to another approximately her same age, and asked quietly, “Have you seen a sudden backlog in dress requests?”

The other woman answered, “Now that you mention it, there has been a flurry of new orders. This is usually a quiet time of year since many of the fancy parties are scheduled to coincide with the fall Council session.”

“I know that one of the duchesses came in and wanted to take up all of the open schedule slots for the next few months. When the designer wouldn’t do that for less than twelve gowns, I heard her Ladyship say that it would be, “worth it to teach that upstart a lesson.”

The second woman leaned in closer to her friend, eyes gleaming, and asked, “What you think it all’s about then? What upstart are they talking about? Is there somebody new in town?”

Leaning closer, the first woman said, “I hear that the Duke of Borachland has returned, and he brought a woman with him!”

“Wasn’t he the one that they thought was dead? I had heard that his cousin was already petitioning to take control as his named heir.”

“Evidently, he got into a battle and was captured for a while. After he and his men fought free, he came back here.”

“He is so handsome! There were so many women after him that it must’ve caused a total and complete storm of anger and hurt feelings. Of course, no one will take it out on the Duke. But, that poor woman will have no friends at all!”

“If he brought back somebody with him, I can see why the old cats would be in an uproar. The whole situation is too funny for words.”

Break time was apparently over, and the two women gathered up their belongings and stood to leave. As they were walking away, Margot caught one last exchange when the second one finally answered her friend, saying, “I think you might be onto something. One of the high nobles came in a few days ago and talked with the head designer. When the lady left, the designer looked like my cat does when he steals a fish. All full of himself and happy. Right after that, I saw that our entire schedule for the next three months was marked as unavailable.”

Straining her ears, the former Recon Marine heard the first woman say, “Either way, we get plenty of work. I just wish I knew why these women were setting up such a nasty trap for some poor stranger.”

They have no idea who their victim is, thought Margot. I have a really, really bad feeling that there’s going to be plenty of collateral damage.
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Jenna had dressed that morning as if she was preparing for a battle, but ones that didn’t rely on beam weapons and ablative armor. The former Marine was the second-in-command of Ruth’s inner keep guard, responsible for the protection of the Lady of Borachland. In the short time that she had held that position, she had come to realize that life as a member of Ruth’s staff would be just as adrenaline-packed as her entire career with the Marines.

The blond woman felt a little unsure of herself. Born to a middle-class family, her athletic skills and assertive personality had guided her to a military career. When the Arkken city Council had dissolved their military forces, she was lucky enough to encounter Ruth at the ForceX Bar. It was a fortunate meeting since she and Margot needed employment, and Ruth needed bodyguards and security people she could trust.

Although Ruth was attached to a noble of the house of Borach, the sense of kinship between the women was strong. Ruth might not be military in her perspective, but the former Marine valued her insight and intelligence.

Born in very different cultures, starting life on radically different planets, the middle-class daughter from a sophisticated Alliance realm deeply cared about the woman who had been a wife and mother on a primitive, barbarian world.

Jenna both respected and liked her employer. She also considered Ruth to be her friend. The woman who had been one of the highest-ranked NCOs in the Arkken military was afraid that she might fail in her mission. The cold, gut-clenching dread that the former Marine was trying so hard to ignore was worse than any pre-mission jitters.

Dressed in conservative business clothing, Jenna looked at the glowing sign on the intricately carved door that said simply, “Xanii.” This was the shop that Mycia Xanii owned and operated, named after the founding designer and considered one of the premier dressmakers on the planet. The couture designer had dressed Pawlik’s mother, as well as many of the other noblewomen of Arkken.

Soldier on, girl! No one is going to be firing a gun at you, and you shouldn’t have to kill anybody. This is a much safer encounter than slipping through enemy territory, trying not to get your head shot off, Jenna thought to herself. How hard can it be to check and see if there’s a decent dressmaker available to help Ruth?
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Jenna was so angry that her hands were shaking. Every bit of control that she had built up in her years of military service was barely adequate to contain her rage. Tinges of red flashed over her vision, and her muscles ached with an intense need to lash out.

I will not lose control. I will not embarrass Pawlik or Ruth, nor will I allow any of these uncultured, manipulative excuses of hormonal spleen to feel that they have won.

From the first moment Jenna had entered the shop, she had been under attack. The costumer, clerks, and the other customers had slammed her with snide comments and hurtful actions, all cloaked under a thin blanket of social prestige.

At first, Jenna had doubted her own hearing, convinced that no one could be that rude or vindictive. It took several exchanges before the former Marine realized that there was an active campaign to make Ruth look bad.

It started with the clerks who ignored Jenna’s entry. Finally, the blond woman had abruptly interrupted the idle conversation between two of the clerks and asked to speak with the designer.

Resisting their attempts to put her off for a week or two, the former Marine endured disparaging remarks about the plebeian nature of the military and the likelihood that Jenna was in the wrong shop since she obviously couldn’t afford the services of such an exclusive dressmaker.

Jenna hoped that when Mycia eventually showed up that the atmosphere would ease up. As the slender, richly dressed woman made her way to the front of the studio, the former Marine realized that the shop owner was escorting a noblewoman to the front door. Jenna kept a respectful distance and silence, waiting to speak.

She heard Mycia say, “Thank you so much, Lady Amith. The accounts will be delivered on time, as usual. As soon as we have the main portion of the dresses completed, I will send a message to you, and we can deal with any necessary fitting.”

The noblewoman’s eyes drifted over to examine Jenna and forming a moue of distaste. Turning to Mycia, the haughty woman said, “I hope you will be able to accommodate my requirements when it comes to scheduling. I trust you understand my concerns.”

“Of course, my Lady. Be assured that I will make sure to inform all of my staff so that no possible errors are made.”

I really don’t like the sound of that, Jenna thought to herself. The nasty, sweet comment and the look she gave me, ensures that I will definitely look into a certain “Lady Amith.”

The gown designer moved over to where Jenna was standing. The former Marine greeted her, speaking clearly and respectfully, “Good morning, Madame Xanii. Harril Pyra, Steward of Borach, suggested that I contact you and inquire as to your ability to create a gown for the Lady Ruth since you were the chosen dressmaker for the previous Lady of Borachland.”

Mycia look like she had sucked a bitter fruit, with her mouth tightly scrunched and her nose tilted disdainfully. Jenna had a flash of intuition that told her that what was going to come out of the woman’s mouth was not going to be something pleasant. Reminding herself to stay calm, Jenna’s control was immediately tested when the dressmaker said, “I certainly have the ability, but I will not be exercising it for the benefit of your so-called Lady Ruth.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Let me make it a bit plainer, broken into short sentences so that you can understand. Yes, I was the dressmaker for the current Lord of Borachland’s mother. She was a lovely, aristocratic woman who would have been appalled at what her son has done.”

“Lord Pawlik is one of the most honorable men I know. I fail to understand how you can stand there and insult him.”

“When he returns from God knows where with a woman of questionable virtue and installs her in his mother’s place, he has created a scandal. And when he attempts to foist her on the noble houses here on Arkken, he has moved beyond the bounds of appropriate behavior. I will not, nor will any of the reputable dressmakers on Arkken be creating clothing for a woman who is nothing more than a courtesan!”

For a moment, Jenna did not know what to say. The attack on Lord Pawlik and Mage Ruth was so surprising and so vicious that she was not prepared for any response. It must have appeared to Mycia as a win for the attackers. A sly, gleeful smile turned the thin-lipped mouth of the designer into a caricature of an expression of joy, reminding Jenna of nothing more than a predator that was about to feast on the entrails of its prey.

For an instant, Jenna teetered between slapping the grin off the woman’s face and pulling her gun and eliminating her. Drawing a deep breath, the former Marine kept her emotions off her face and looked the dressmaker directly in the eyes, saying, “I will so inform my Lady. This will remove any guilt she has about not patronizing the local, provincial establishments. She will definitely be relieved that there is no bar to her routing her custom to those that are more deserving of her patronage.”

It was a small, petty victory, but the irate former Marine didn’t care. The satisfaction she got from the outrage and shock on Mycia’s face carried Jenna out of the shop and down the block.

As Jenna walked, her mind was whirling around, bouncing from thought to thought like an out of control rubber ball. These people have no idea what they are setting in motion. Ruth doesn’t really care what they think of her, but the attacks on Pawlik are going to set off a firestorm bigger than anything they can imagine. I never knew how out of touch the nobles are. They don’t think anyone can touch them. No consequences, no danger. To them, it’s all a game.

Walking a little bit further, Jenna started to grin. Ruth plays for keeps. And her game is bigger and more powerful than theirs. They will curse the day they decided to insult Pawlik and tried to intimidate Ruth.
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Chapter 23 – Hateful Crimes

Florn Shopping Area, Arkken Port

Mary was excited. It seemed like years since her last shopping trip. Over the last few weeks, she had run the occasional errand in Borachville, but nothing as important as what she was going to do today. Hopefully, Mary would be successful in finding someone to create an exquisite gown for Ruth.

The former slave owed Ruth so much. Even before the traumatic Unfettering that had transformed Ruth into a powerful Mage, the woman’s kind willingness to give of herself had drawn the traumatized Axlen female to her side. Unable to speak, the quadrapedal woman had silently assisted Ruth, Pawlik, and Ruth’s son Cal, as they tried to keep spirits up and stay sane during their horrific ordeal.

Armed with the second name from Steward Harril’s list of recommended gown designers, Mary entered the bespoke dressmaker shop of Chraha Erson. Named the Silken Swan, the establishment was located in a bustling area of Arkken Port, full of intriguing shops and small alleyways.

The quadrupedal woman was looking forward to seeing beautiful fabrics and exquisite gowns. She might even have time to look for something special for herself. It would be nice to have something for dress-up. Perhaps even something that her friend Jack would find beautiful.

“Get out! Get out! I don’t allow animals in my store!” A plump older woman was screeching and running toward Mary waving her hands.

The stunned Axlen female quickly responded, saying, “I am a sentient being and a member of the Alliance.”

Chraha’s screams pulled a horde of people from the studio’s sewing rooms and stocking areas. To Mary’s startled gaze, the storefront was quickly flooded, and she was surrounded.

The dressmaker continued to scream, and Mary could hear the hate in her voice as she yelled, “You are just an animal. I don’t believe you’re a member of the Alliance anymore that I would accept that four-legged creatures are capable of real thought.”

The crowd around Mary was muttering comments that got louder and more emotional as the people egged each other on.

“Nothing but parasites that feed off the rest of us.”

“Go back to your primitive planets and stop trying to get by stealing jobs from the real people of Arkken.”

“Get out of my shop, or I will get someone to dispose of you like the sick creature that you are.”

Mary attempted to reason with the group. It was inconceivable to her that they would be this enraged, this angry when she had never seen any of them before. Raising her voice to be heard, she called out, “Steward Harril sent me here to find out if you would take a valuable commission for the Mage Ruth. Supposedly, the last Lady of Borachland was a patron, and the steward thought that you would like to continue that patronage.”

Chraha responded with spite lacing her words, “Lord Pawlik’s departed mother would disown him if she knew that he was trying to use her dressmaker to clothe his courtesan. I only offer my art to the nobility, and definitely, don’t do anything for gutter sweepings.”

Mary was insulted, immediately springing to the defense of her employer and friend, “Lady Ruth is an honorable woman and is certainly not a courtesan. She is responsible for saving many lives, and Lord Pawlik was the one who convinced her to come here.”

“Hah, a likely story. The tramp probably whimpered and looked traumatized. I don’t know a man, noble or not, that will think clearly if his hormones are involved.”

Responding heatedly, Mary said, “You do them both an injustice. They worked together to engineer our escape, saving countless lives in the process. You have no idea obviously about whom you’re speaking.”

Chraha sniffed disdainfully, advancing until she was only a few feet in front of Mary. Looking the quadrupedal woman up and down, the dressmaker sneered and suggested, “Perhaps you should go down to the docks. They have dressmakers that will make any sort of bizarre costume for people that entertain I’m sure the way that your ‘Lady Ruth’ does. As for the idea that she is a Mage, those people are a myth, and I, for one, don’t have any time for such fantasy.”

Trying once more to calm the situation down, Mary held out her comm-unit and suggested, “Please, you can contact the Borach steward, whom you know. He will verify what I have said. I don’t want you to believe bad things that are untrue.”

The dressmaker snarled in a fury and smashed the comm-unit out of Mary’s hands and onto the floor. Mary made a frantic grab for the expensive device, but it slipped through her fingers and shattered. She cried, “Why did you do that? There is no reason for you to be this hateful.”

Pain exploded across Mary’s back, sharp and overwhelming. Repeated blows hammered the woman to her knees. The agony of rent flesh and the sticky, flowing heat of bloody wounds partially smothered the screaming words that surrounded her.

“Filthy animal. How dare you set a single foot, excuse me one hoof, in my store. You are nothing, nothing at all.”

“Kill her!”

“Skin the beast! We can make her into boots!”

“You must’ve stolen this from a real person. You need to be punished.”

“I will have to fumigate the store to get the stench of the farm out of here.”

Mary couldn’t breathe. She struggled to draw air in, but the blows continued. She tried to crawl away, but someone grabbed her tail and held her down. Overwhelmed and panicked, the woman raised in a nonviolent culture had no way of escaping.

“Stop! You have to stop!” The voice was young, and the speaker definitely female. Even through Mary’s agony, she heard the angst in the youngster's speech.

The blows slowed and stopped. Without the interference of the attack, Mary heard the confrontive dressmaker’s response.

“Linie Martek, you forget yourself. How dare you challenge me? Have you forgotten that without me you will have no one to sponsor you as a dressmaker?”

“Chraha, you have hurt her and gone too far. This is not right!”

“She is nothing but a dumb animal masquerading as a person. They don’t feel the same thing that real people do. Besides which, she has no right to be in my shop.”

The young woman moved between Mary and Chraha, pleading, “No one would tell you you have to create a gown for someone you don’t want to do business with. But you’re committing a crime. You’ve destroyed her property and assaulted her.”

“I never realized that you had a sick fascination with beast folk. I suppose that means that you would betray me if I killed her. Wouldn’t you?”

There was a tense, silent pause before the girl named Linie answered in a shaking voice, “Yes, I would.”

Rough hands grabbed Mary’s arms and legs, as she was hoisted into the air. Only semi-conscious from shock and pain, the woman was carried through a convoluted pathway, crushed into walls, and twisted painfully as those bearing her traversed hallways and stairs.

The metallic sound of a sliding bolt was followed by gentle movements of air. Smells of rot and decay lined Mary’s sensitive nostrils with a slime coating. An angry guttural voice punched through through her dazed state, as brutal twisting force was applied to her tail. “Dump her over here, with the rest of the trash. The garbage will improve her stench.”

The woman felt her body tossed through the air for a short distance before slamming with bone-cracking force onto a jumbled pile of rock and metal. Mary heard a snap as one of her ribs gave way. Pain spiked and the tortured woman felt her consciousness dissolve into gray fog and shadowed light
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“Wake up, please, wake up.”

Mary thought she ought to recognize that voice. Fenced in by sharp agony, the woman did not want to open her eyes. She hurt too much if hurt could be described as pain so intense that it stole the breath from your lungs. All she wanted to do was tumble back down into the comfort of non-feeling, but there was something that drove her to wrestle with her body and pushed her eyelids up.

“Wake up, we need to get out of here. Otherwise, Chraha’s friends might come out and try to make sure you’re dead.”

Linie. It is the girl, Linie. She is the reason they didn’t kill me on the fancy floor of the dress shop. She was the only one to try and save me.

Mary opened her eyes, squinting them immediately in the pain of the dim alleyway light. Blearily, she saw Linie’s face as expressions went from desperate fear to hopeful thankfulness.

“Please, ma’am, I know you’re hurt, but we have to move to someplace safer. I will try to help you, but I’m not strong enough to lift you.”

The quadrupedal woman was incapable of coherent thought but responded to the urgency and concern in the young woman’s voice. Multiple painful attempts eventually resulted in Mary standing shakily on all four hooves.

Trusting her companion, the woman who had survived with Ruth on the Insectoid’s slave ship, allowed herself to be guided through the labyrinth of concealing passages and alleyways. The grating pain of her rib and wounds, the blood that still dripped down her body continued to drain energy from Mary.

Narrowing her focus to putting one hoof or foot in front of the other, the two companions moved further away from the dressmaker shop. To the injured woman, the journey lasted forever, stretching out in time and never getting close to their destination.

Finally, Linie gently pressed Mary back against a moss-covered rock. Whispering close to her ear, the young girl-woman murmured, “Wait here. I don’t know if they sent people to my room, so let me go look. I will be back as soon as I can. Just rest.”

Slowly, Mary lowered herself to rest more fully on the rock. The cold temperature of the stone numbed a small amount of the pain. Trembling, Mary dropped her swollen and bruised face into her hands, letting grief and anguish pour out, riding the vehicle of her heart-rending sobs.
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Chapter 24 – Rescue and Succor

Arkken Port

Margot spent several more hours moving from bar to tea room, gathering more information on what was rapidly revealed as a conspiracy against Ruth and Pawlik. There were murmurs and rumors everywhere she went, and the skillful Recon scout gathered them all in.

It appeared that several distinct groups were engaged in this social warfare. The experienced Marine heard multiple references to the aristocratic women that were attempting to disrupt Ruth’s relationship with Pawlik. Margot thought that such a strategy might have worked if Pawlik only had a romantic attachment to Ruth. However, the conspirators had no perspective on a relationship that had been forged in the pain of the slave ship, and certainly had no concept of the bond between Mage and Anchor.

I wonder if part of the problem is that the nobility’s relationships are not based on affection but are instead all part of a game of plaques. Advantages and disadvantages, power and weakness, these are the things that they look for, but honest emotion is not factored in.

The second group of rumors and attacks seemed to be originating from the current heir to Borachland, a man by the name of Stefar Zentro. Margot had heard that he had petitioned to accelerate his control of the House of Borach on the basis that the estate needed to be managed by someone who was invested in its success. Pawlik’s return had stymied that effort, and the gossip was the heir was not amused.

According to the rumors that Margot collected, Stefar had not reacted well. He had immediately responded to the Lord’s survival by spreading rumors that Pawlik had been damaged by his experience, intimating that the Lord of Borachland was no longer in his right mind. He also betrayed Ruth as someone who was after Pawlik’s wealth and had played on the nobleman’s sympathy.

Margot almost laughed when she first heard echoes of those rumors. I wonder what that idiot would say if he realized that Ruth is the wealthier of the two. It is evident that neither Pawlik nor Ruth cares about who has the most money. However, the idea of Ruth pursuing Pawlik for that reason is credible in this society and could be a danger.

Continuing to gather the traces of the whispering campaign that Stefar was executing, Margot was also entertained by what appeared to be a third threat vector. The Arkken Council was involved in this effort, specifically in the person of the head Councilor, Fergali Hawin. The man was a vicious business competitor and had been ruthless in his efforts to control the Council. Now that he had control, he was attempting to erode the nobility.

Trying to discredit both Pawlik and Ruth, Councilor Hawin had people asking questions on why Ruth claimed to be from a planet that was not part of the Alliance, and why that planet was unknown. Questions were posed such as, “Where she really from?” intimating deception and disbelief.

Margot knew that their group was under attack from multiple enemies. She hoped that the information she had collected would be useful in the fight against their opponents.
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On the other side of town, Jenna left the dressmaker shop determined to salvage something out of her task list. Deciding that the overall dressmaker community was a lost cause, the woman shifted to the rest of her list of acquisitions. Moving from merchant to merchant, Jenna examined trims and other items in the list. Repeatedly, she was requested to leave the shop or refused when she tried to purchase something.

No one wanted to sell to the House of Borach. It didn’t matter who or what Jenna visited. Cobblers, jewelers, notions vendors, and others, the merchants that depended on the nobility to buy their luxury products had been forced into blocking out Ruth and Pawlik.

What a stupid group of idiots! At least in the military, I got to work with some competent people. These three groups don’t seem to understand that they’re going to end up losing. I would feel sorry for them, but I have the feeling that they have done this many times before. Perhaps it’s time that the tables are turned on them. I don’t see either Ruth or Pawlik knuckling under to this type of pressure. Heads are going to roll, and I’m going to be in the cheering section waving explosive pom-poms.

<< <> >>

It was time for the four women to touch base. Jenna and Margot were heading back to the bar, both of them discouraged. The two former Marines found themselves approaching the Force X Bar at the same time. Jenna was the first one to comment, stating, “I hope you had better luck than I did. Did you find anyone that would work with Ruth on her dress?”

Margot responded immediately, “Nope. I found plenty of evidence of multiple conspiracies to cause problems. I don’t think we are going to be able to counter the damage and vulnerability in the few days that are left before the dinner party. On the other hand, this has revealed efforts that could have been far more damaging if we didn’t know about them this early.”

“I think these people have a nasty surprise coming. What you do think?”

“They really don’t know who they have just poked with a sharp stick. All three groups are used to being able to intimidate others to get their way, and I really can’t see either Ruth or Pawlik rolling over for them.”

“Me either. However, there is one thing that I know.”

“What is that?”

“I’m ready for a drink.”

Margot just nodded silently in agreement as they walked through the doorway to the Force X Bar.
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The stone was cold. It formed an anchor in the chaotic environment that surrounded the injured Axlen woman. Mary floated in a cloud of mind-numbing pain and increasing weakness. The woman had no energy for anything but existing. Waiting passively for death or rescue, she found poisonous pools of regret in her mind that escalated the hurts of her body.

I have never told Ruth how much I love her for being my lifeline, for saving my soul as well as my life. I hope she knows, but if I get past this challenge, I owe it to her to acknowledge that debt and tell her that she has my gratitude.

The Axlen woman was weakened by blood loss and her wounds. Unable to keep her protective walls up in her own mind, she found the second, more dangerous regret.

Jack. I know he’s attracted to me and I feel the same way in return. If I die now, I will never know where that might lead, and he will carry the pain of what might have been for the rest of his life. That’s not fair to him, but I am so afraid.

Rapid footsteps interrupted Mary’s slow thoughts. Starting to tense in fear, the Axlen female allowed her weary tenseness to dissipate at the sound of Linie’s voice. The contamination of sadness and anxiety in the very young woman’s words as she announced herself pulled Mary out of the well of her own pain.

“Linie, what has happened? Why are you frightened?”

“Do not worry about me. We have to make sure that we take care of you. I’m not the one who is broken and bleeding.”

“I understand, but I need to know what has happened.”

Suddenly bursting into tears, Linie leaned her head on Mary’s front shoulder, sobbing into the woman’s side. “It was only a room, but it had everything that I owned in it. They destroyed everything. Just everything.”

The girl sobbed uncontrollably for a minute before speaking again, saying, “The door was not kicked in, so the landlady had to have allowed them to enter. She probably even opened the door for them. I can’t go back there. I am sorry it took so long, but I found anything salvageable and brought it with me. They cut up my blankets, ripped up my clothes, and destroyed even my sketchbooks. I only have pieces left.”

“They are evil. Prejudiced from fear or simply venting anger against someone they think is weaker than they, these people belong to the demons of the underworld.”

“I know that, but it still hurts. I didn’t have very much, but Chraha’s friends destroyed what little I had. Even the last pottery cup that my father made for me before he died has been shattered.”

The anger engendered by predatory unkindness energized Mary past anything else that could have happened. By herself, she would have slipped into an uncaring stupor. For the young woman that had sacrificed everything in an attempt to shelter a stranger, the older woman pulled her weary, damaged body back into the fight.

Taking a careful breath to avoid the stabbing pain of her broken rib, the Axlen woman stated, “We need to let my friends know what has happened.”

Linie crouched closer to Mary, and wrapped a slashed and shredded quilt around the injured woman, trying to stop the Axlen’s shivering in shock. The young girl replied, “I still have my comm-unit, but I don’t know what number to call. Are you sure that you want to endanger your friends?”

“What do you mean? Why would they be in danger?”

“Chraha will have all of her scary friends looking for us soon. They don’t like anybody different or anyone that slips out of their control. Lots of people that don’t look Kherisian have ended up hurt or dead in this part of town.”

“I don’t think it’s a problem for us at this point. My friends are very capable, and they don’t much like to see any of our group hurt.”

The girl pulled out a very old, worn comm-unit. Head down, she started to bring the unit online and make it operational, saying, “It must be nice to have friends.”

Responding to the wistful pain in the girl’s voice, Mary said, “You will have friends, too.”

Startled, Linie looked up into Mary’s eyes. The Axlen could see the tracks of tears down the young woman’s cheeks. The signs of grief were there, but they paled in comparison to the stubborn determination in the girl’s face.

This one is a keeper. I hope the Mage will see that.
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Chapter 25 – Call for Help

Arkken Port

Luka was behind the bar as usual when Jenna and Margo came in. He took one look at their faces and reached under the bar to pull out some of his reserve stock. Pouring them each a stiff drink, he slid the glasses over and commented, “I take it things did not go well.”

“You could say that,” responded Margot, “We found different groups all mounting attacks against Ruth and Pawlik.”

Jenna took over, saying, “You would think that buying a dress would be simple, but it is not. The aristocracy seems to be taking the position that Ruth is a gold digger, and after Pawlik’s money. They are trying to make their displeasure known and plan on grinding that into Pawlik’s face. Borach’s heir is trying to make people think that Pawlik’s mind has been damaged because of his captivity. Probably to make anything that the Lord of Borachland says or does mistrusted.”

The bartender leaned toward the two Marines and said, “This sounds like something we need to bring to a council of war. What do you think?”

Startling both women, an assertive voice said behind them, “I would agree on the strategy session. Luka, how about if you get somebody in to watch the bar and let’s go over to a more private booth. It will be easier to come up with a response there. After talking with both Pawlik and Ruth over the last week, I’m pretty sure they are going to need strategic options and a list of tactics.”

Responding to the voice of command, the two former Marines straightened up and said in unison, “Yes, Sir!”

Luka laughed and said, “Marines. You can retire them, you can demob them, but they are still Marines.”

The assured voice responded, threaded with traces of amusement, “I don’t see that as a problem.”

Sharing a smile with Jenna and Margot, Luka called for his backup bartender, as the two Marines that headed the Inner Keep Guard organization for Borachland Castle turned to see the back of Alan Culhane’s wheelchair returning to his table. Exchanging astonished glances, Jenna and Margot followed the Major’s path and took seats at his reserved location.

After a short moment, the bartender joined them, and Jenna and Margot brought the two men up to date on everything that had happened. Luka asked questions as Alan stared thoughtfully at each of the women’s faces, looking for nuances and hints.

As the bartender ran out of questions, the retired Marine commander started his own interrogation. Asking questions mostly directed at Margot, the man who had headed the Arkken Marines for decades before retirement extracted every bit of information out of the former Recon scout.

By the end of his questions, Margot was exhausted. She felt like her brain had been vacuumed dry as every nuance, every hint that she had heard during the day was pulled, defined, and noted. The Major had managed to even extract things that she had not remembered hearing.

Jenna was taking notes, watching the skillful way that Alan led Margot into remembering more details and how he constructed the framework that would put the answers into perspective. She was impressed and felt that she had learned more about interrogation in the last hour than she had in the previous ten years in the Marines.

As the questioning slowed down, both men slipped into a contemplative fugue. Jenna and Margot tried to relax, focusing on their drink and waiting for the two older and more experienced people to tell them what they were thinking about.

Savoring the complex aromas of the distiller’s art, Margot thought, between the top-rated NCO that Luka was and the high-level officer that Major Culhane is despite his retirement, I hope we can put something together for Ruth that will work.

<< The Major and Arturis will work it out, Margot. Both of them are strategic thinkers and very accomplished at putting these type of puzzle pieces together. >>

<< I hope so, Bill. I can gather the data, remember the comments, but I feel a little lost when it comes to putting it all together. >>

<< That’s why we have a team. We don’t have to do everything ourselves. >>

<< <> >>

In the relative quiet of the sparsely populated barroom, the alert sound of an incoming call to the bar comm-unit was nothing more than background noise. Jenna was seated next to Major Culhane, and she clearly saw the startled movement of the assistant bartender, Patry, as he answered the call.

Patry’s big eyes got even wider as he heard the person talk. Everyone at the table heard him stammer, “Hold on just a minute!” With a panicked expression on his face, he called out, “Luka, we have an emergency. Mary has been attacked and needs a rescue.”

The bar exploded into action. Luka and Jenna sprinted toward the comm-unit almost colliding in their efforts to find out what was happening. Margot took off for the second story, racing to retrieve weapons and armor. Stretching out a long, powerful arm, Alan Culhane cleared the tabletop in a single motion, preparing it for a battle plan.

There were three other former Marines at a small table, drinking and having a quiet conversation. One of them grabbed his comm-unit and began to dial while the other two dropped their drinks abruptly and hurried over to the table and stood at attention, saluting the Major and speaking in unison, “Available for tasking, sir.”

<< <> >>

Jenna beat Luka to the communication device by a split second, diving directly over the center of the bar. She twisted her body and grabbed the comm-unit from Patry’s hands, stabbing the open mic icon and the recording icon. She cried, “Mary! Where are you, and what is the situation?”

To everyone’s surprise, it was a stranger’s voice that answered. Sounding like a young girl, the woman said, “Mary says that you can help us, but I’m not sure how. It’s very dangerous here, and I’m pretty sure Chraha will have people searching for us soon if they are not already looking.”

The picture from the comm-unit was broken up. To Jenna’s experienced eyes, it was evident that the unit was old and not in the best repair. The former Marine saw flashes of a face, a young girl or woman, with traces of tears on her face and a frightened yet determined look that made her look slightly older than she probably was.

“My name is Jenna, and I am a friend of Mary’s. Please tell me where you are and give me a quick recap of the situation. Once you’ve done that, we will know what sort of forces we need to bring to extract you.”

Her brisk tone and calm manner seem to settle the girl down. In fragmented snapshots, Jenna could track the girl as she took a deep breath and began speaking again, “My name is Linie. Mary came into the dressmaker shop where I work and started to ask about getting a gown made. The head dressmaker is a hateful woman who dislikes anyone who is different. First, she yelled at Mary, and then she attacked her.”

Jenna could tell that everyone within the bar was listening. The lack of conversation and the presence of a low growling sound permeated the atmosphere. Raising her hand in an abrupt motion to close off the commentary, Jenna focused on what the frightened young woman was telling her.

From the corner of her eye, she could tell that Luka was grinning at her widely in approval. She vowed to herself that she would think about that later, but for right now, all of her attention was on the young woman.

“Just tell me what happened, Linie. We are all listening to you.”

The young woman continued, saying with shaky sobs, “Everybody was hitting her. Some of them used their fists, but Chraha was beating her really hard with a flexible cane or stick that was cutting horribly. Mary had ducked her head, but even the blows on her back made blood fly everywhere.”

Margot came charging down the stairs just in time to hear the last sentence. Placing a variety of weapons on the floor with precise motions, the deadly Recon scout dropped her clothing and quickly assembled her armor. Her face was terrible in its expression of fury, and even from across the room, Jenna could feel the murderous anger that sang through her friend's bones.

Not hearing any response, Linie continued, her voice becoming even more broken, “I tried to stop them. I really did. They would not listen to me at first, but eventually, they stopped hitting Mary. Chraha tried to get me to back down. She asked if I would report them if they killed Mary. Everyone was angry, and I could feel their thoughts pushing at me. I was terrified. I knew I couldn’t win, but I told them that I would report them anyway.”

Reaching her limits, Linie completely broke down, crying in fear that hurt Jenna’s heart. Before anyone could respond, a hoarse voice whispered in halting sentences, “She stood up for me, Jenna. They were all more powerful individually than she is, and there were many of them. They could just as easily have killed her, but she tried.”

“Mary!” The cry erupted from many throats into a chorus of concern and caring. Jumping in before others could babble at their injured friend, Luka said calmly, “How immediate is the danger and where are you located? It’s obvious that you’re not with your own comm-unit because the tracer is not working.”

A thread of amusement wove its way through the pain of Mary’s voice, “I miss you too, Luka. I am in pretty bad shape. In fact, I’m not sure that I can walk at all. I’ve had substantial blood loss, and I’m in pretty severe shock. Linie managed to sneak back to her room, but the dressmaker’s minions had been there first. They destroyed everything this young girl owned.

The only sound was painful breathing as Mary tried to marshall her thoughts. She started again, communicating in short gasps, “Linie still came back and has covered me with the shreds of her only blankets, trying to keep me warm.”

A group of three men had been working on comm-units at a table next to Alan. One of them, a typical Kherisian with gray skin and jewel-bright eyes, called out a triumphant, “Got you!” and stood up. Looking over to what had become the command table, the man straightened to attention and reported, “Sir, Comm Sgt. Bob Helly, sir. We have their location pinpointed.”

The Major responded with approval, “Excellent!” Looking over at the table with the other two men, Alan added, “I’m glad to see the sort of initiative still lives. Good job, Marines.”

Margot nodded her head to the group in thanks and turned back to the live comm-unit. She had a vicious smile on her face as she leaned over the bar and said in a cold, furious voice, “We now know where you are. The old comm-unit has been traced, and we will leave here within two minutes. Hold on for just a little while. You will have support and extraction in less than ten.”

Mary’s voice was fainter, and everyone in the Force X taproom could hear the waning of her energy. It was eerie, the silence that settled in the room. While Jenna and Luka had been talking to Mary, the barroom had become crowded. It was full of armored Marines in the uniform of the ArchMage, each one fully kitted out and ready for battle.

Totally quiet, there was no rustling, no fidgeting. Each person’s ears strained to hear Mary’s voice. Her voice fading to a shadow of sound, the Axlen woman whispered, “Promise me that even if I don’t make it, you will take care of this girl.”

A mighty chorus answered, “We promise.”
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Chapter 26 – Team Away

Arkken Port

The outside door to the bar slammed open, and a man rushed in, out of breath and calling out, “Is the Mage here? I need to talk to her immediately!” He came to an abrupt, sliding halt in the middle of the floor, startled to see so many battle-ready people.

Quickly, Jenna called out, “It’s Corland Perley. He’s a friend.”

The young man, obviously not used to running, was flushed and continued to gasp. In between his attempts to breathe, he asked, “Do you know what is happening? My grandfather heard some news that concerned him. He’s on his way here but he still 30 to 45 minutes away. He told me to come as fast as I could and warn you that one of Ruth’s people has been attacked.”

One of the closest Marines slid a chair under Corland, and the trader gratefully collapsed onto it. Patry, the assistant bartender, sent a mug of ale over to help calm the flustered man down.

Margot and Alan exchanged a look before the senior Borachland Inner Keep Guard took over the questioning. The Major began rapid but quiet interrogation of the surrounding Marines, gathering information on capabilities and skills. Some he sent upstairs for additional armament and others were directed on tasks and errands that took them outside of the bar.

Several people began to set up a communications area at the table next to their commander. Acting with the trained movements of highly trained professionals, it was a matter of minutes before what looked like a command center nexus became operational.

The mood was tense, but there was no fear or frantic wasted movement. Allen sat in the middle of a complicated dance of chaotic effort, directing and controlling it like it was an orchestra, and he was the conductor.

It took Margot only a few moments to pull all the information that Corland had. Master Trader Perley had overheard someone bragging that they had managed to isolate and injure one of Ruth’s assistants. Knowing that time was of the essence, the wily old man had excused himself for a moment and used his comm-unit to contact his grandson from the bathroom. He then returned to his meeting with the goal of discovering as much as he could about the situation. After the meeting was over, he would join them at Force X.

Luka and Jenna stay glued to the comm-unit, offering what reassurance they could to Linie and Mary. Worried that the two women would be discovered and attacked again before the relieving force could arrive, Luka suggested that they hide.

Mary’s thready voice answered, “I am so sorry, Luka, but I can’t move. My hooves don’t even feel attached to the rest of me. But Linie can…”

“I will not leave you. Somebody has to help you, and I’ve decided that’s me. So let’s not talk about me running away someplace.” The young woman’s voice sounded serious and incredibly stubborn. Those listening at the bar could hear her puffing exhalations as the young woman tried to conquer her fear.

The breath sounds stopped, and there was a worried susurration of alarm from the remote listeners. Finally, Luka asked, “Linie? Mary? What’s going on there?”

Mary laughed, the sound of her voice cracked and hoarse, but filled with approval in amusement. “You guys had better be careful when you come to rescue us. Linie is creating a nasty obstacle course that anyone wanting to get to us will have to surmount. Broken glass, sharp wires, rubble, and other items are being scattered all over the place right now. She also is piling up ammunition to throw. There are now several convenient piles of broken bricks and rubble.”

The answering roar of approval from the bar inhabitants shook the walls. When it died down, Mary’s voice was tiny by comparison, barely audible through the comm-unit as she murmured, “I think Ruth will like her. She seems to understand the concept of ‘We are Not Prey.’”

<< <> >>

Easily beating the time Margot had promised that a rescue team would be dispatched, an armed and armored shuttle lifted off from the street in front of the Force X Bar. Now it was a matter of timing.

The Major had picked his rescue team carefully. A large number of volunteers meant that he had plenty of options, and the size of the assault shuttle allowed him plenty of room. The team that he had selected included a pair of experienced medics, snipers, and combat veterans. Two Comm officers joined the group, all under the command of a highly decorated Captain with a calm manner and reputation for decisive actions.

While disappointed to be staying with the base team, Jenna knew that she and Luka were best deployed where they were. Offering encouragement and verbal support, they would do what they could for the injured Axlen and her unlikely ally.

There was no question that Margot would be on the away team. She got into the assault craft with an expression of controlled fury, frightening in its raw intensity. Fully armed and clad in the armor that Ruth had obtained for her security personnel, the head of the Borachland Inner Keep Guard snapped herself into the seat behind the pilot and placed a haversack on the floor between her feet.

No one wanted to disturb her. Without speaking, the rest of the team filed in and prepared for transit. The officer in charge of the group, Captain Rence Heson, nodded to Margot and asked quietly, “I am not familiar with Axlen behavior or physiology. Is there anything special I should know?”

The others in the shuttle all leaned slightly forward as they strained to hear Margot’s reply. Offering a slight smile, the Guard officer answered, “Axlen are quadrupedal and complete pacifists. Mary would never have committed a violent act. She even has problems defending herself when attacked. Only in defense of the young could she strike a blow.”

There was a new type of dark sound that echoed around the inside of the shuttle, and the mood of the soldiers there tightened into a pool of shared outrage and anger. Rence’s face showed his contempt for those that had hurt one of theirs. It was audible in his voice as he asked, “That means she was a target of opportunity. If she would’ve been more aggressive, more assertive, it might not have escalated as far. But her nonviolent response told them that they were free to exercise their spleen and victimize someone vulnerable.”

“I agree and feel responsible. It did not occur to me to send protection with Mary, and that’s part of my job.”

The older officer knew that tone of voice, for he had heard it in his own words more times than he liked to remember. Rence was familiar with the shadowed look in Margot’s eyes because he had seen the same pain in his mirror for years.

Offering the woman advice from one soldier to another, he said, “There is no way to avoid making mistakes. All we can do is help to minimize the damage from those errors. And… make sure we don’t make that same mistake again.”

Briefly, Margot’s eyes welled with tears before she nodded in thanks and dropped her eyelids. I will be sure, absolutely certain, never to make that mistake again.
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Chapter 27 – Transit is Torture

Arkken Port

“Come on, Mary. Tell me what your favorite drink is! I promise to learn how to make it,” Luka was trying desperately to keep Mary awake. He could tell that the Axlen was fading into unconsciousness. He kept talking to her, trying to keep her focused until their away team could arrive at her location. “Your chariot should be there in less than five minutes. If you describe your favorite drink, I can have it waiting for you when they get you back here for your date.”

There was no answer, and Luka felt a flush of cold, dank fear, unlike anything he had ever experienced for himself. It’s very different when it’s not in the heat of battle. When someone you care about is in danger, and you’re too far away to do anything, that is when you truly learn what fear is.

Jenna had disappeared briefly and chose that moment to come back to where Luka hunched over their comm-unit. Her eyebrows shouted a question to the bartender, and he answered quickly, “Mary is not answering.”

The man saw Jenna’s flash of panic quickly stuff down under her control. Before she could say anything, the sounds of projectile fire crackled through the comm-unit speakers. Every soldier in the bar grabbed their weapons, but they were too far away to do any good.

Evading Lucas clutching hands, Jenna move the comm-unit to one of the tables. At first, confused about why she had done that, the bartender realized that the bar area would’ve been overrun by all the soldiers that were now crowding around trying to see what was going on.

Five or six shots were fired before the noisy attack stopped. The men and women frustrated by the distance snarled almost in unison as a mocking voice emerged.

“I told you guys the animal was unarmed. Besides which, I doubt if she has the intelligence to fire a gun. The most she could do is crap on us and kill us with the smell.”

Cruel laughter was a response as a muddled group of other comments are made. One of the communications specialists had started raising his finger for each unique voice. He was up to six when Linie could be heard shouting in defiance, “Crony Robins, don’t you have better things to do than attack a defenseless woman? You should just leave before you get into trouble. And you can take Benjoe Jamith and Ryany Walkell with you. None of you is worth a shaved penny!”

“Big talk from somebody who doesn’t have a job anymore. You don’t even have a place to live, Linie. Holby here and his crew already visited that hole you used to call a room. You should thank them for redecorating it for you!”

The girl's voice shook with grief and fear as she bravely answered back, “Holby Reson, I never expected you to sink that low. You knew how much the few things I had from my parents meant to me, and you deliberately destroyed them. I have never done anything to hurt you, why would you do that to me?”

A different voice shouted out, “It wasn’t Holby that smashed your pretties. Kenny and I did it because he was going to spare them. Then we had to beat the hell outta him so he would learn not to be nice to anybody.”

Linie answered in a determined tone, “Well, Jesse Warders, now it makes more sense. You and Kenny Wheson are criminals that enjoy beating defenseless people up. In fact, if the police ever arrest you, they might find out that you were behind the bookshelf burglaries and lots of fatal muggings.”

Crony roared in laughter, shouting back, “I am going to enjoy punishing you. By the time I’m done with you, you won’t be capable of complaining about anything, girly.”

In an alarmed tone, Jesse yelled a question, “Crony, why is she so careful to say our full names? If we kill the bastard animal and take the girl off like Chraha said, no one will know anything about this. Something doesn’t seem right.”

Just then, the listeners heard a little grunt of effort from Linie followed by pain and yells from the attackers. Jenna mimed throwing something so that those that could not see the comm screen knew that Linie was using the rocks and rubble she had gathered against her enemies.

A spontaneous cheer broke out from the massed listeners, drawing a reaction from the bullies in the remote alley. “What the hell was that? Anybody else hear that?”

“Stop playing with them! Let’s kill the animal and get out of here!”

Jenna could tell that Linie was throwing rocks as fast as she could. The fear of discovery had brought the men’s guns back out, and shots were being fired. Helpless to act, the listeners were positioned on the sharp edge of mass response.

A shot came so near to the comm-unit in the alley that those closest to the table where Jenna and Luka stood flinched back. Combat reflexes to the sound of close fire had some of the veterans glancing widely around the room trying to determine where the enemy was.

Threading his way through the packed crowd, Alan Culhane calmly picked up the comm-unit and said in a voice designed to be heard above the sounds of battle, “Crony Robins, Benjoe Jamith, Ryany Walkell, Holby Reson, Jesse Warders, and Kenny Wheson. We know who you are now, we have pulled your police files. We have your pictures and your IDs. There is no place you can run far enough to get away from us. There is no hole deep enough to hide you. If you value your miserable lives, start running now.”

Crony roared, “The little bitch has an open comm-unit! We have to get that bloody thing!”

“No! We have to get away before they find us!” Jesse’s voice was full of panic.

“You coward! There is no escape, so stop trying to weasel out!”

“But Crony!...”

The sounds of blows and cries of pain were audible.

A fusillade of shots roared like an insane drummer beating ammunition with his sticks. Linie cried out in pain, and the sound of deep guttural fury from the barroom responded. The view from the comm-unit jumped around as if pushed by a mighty force.

Linie’s voice screamed, “Mary, no!” just as two more shots rang out. The anxious listeners heard a despairing sob, “Mary, no. Please, no!”

Swollen with satisfaction, Crony yelled, “Rush them. Looks like the filthy animal is dead and the girl can’t get up. She is trapped under the carcass.”

Jenna spun in place and grabbed the front of Alan’s tunic. “Where is the bloody shuttle? Why haven’t they gotten there yet?” The woman was flush with battle rage and shaking with a massive wave of adrenaline that had no place to target.

Before the Major could answer, sounds of crashing accompanied cries of pain from the remote alley. A confused medley of yelling voices froze their listeners in place.

“She booby-trapped the entire alley!” “Crap, that hurt!” “I can’t walk, that spike took out my ankle! Help me!” “Shut up! Just suck it up and finish them off!”

“Halt! This is the Arkken Port Patrol. Drop your weapons and place your hands above your heads immediately!”

Already demoralized by the unexpected resistance that Linie was putting up, the group of thugs seemed to fall apart. Crony kept yelling at them, trying to get them organized, but the fear level was obviously higher than when they were simply terrorizing two battered women.

The sharp screams of fear increased and the sound of beam weapons and ricochets grew quieter as Chraha’s bully boys turned to face the more significant threat of the City Patrol. The listeners in the bar could not see what was happening, but the sounds provided a reasonably good narrative.

“We have to get away,” screamed Holby, “We are trapped!” Crony roared at him, calling him a coward and threatening reprisals.

“Leave the woman and the beast until later! We have to fight our way out!” the head bully boy ordered.

“I am not going to fire on the Patrol! You can get the death penalty for that.”

“You measly coward! See how you like this…”

Holby screamed a shriek of fear and agony, only to fall silent.

“Kill them!” Crony screamed.

To the listeners in the bar, the sound of battle told a complete tale. The Patrol Officers were under attack by the same thugs that had been hunting Linie and Mary. For a while, the firing patterns of the law enforcement officers and the criminals were even in frequency and power.

All of a sudden, the distinctive sound of the more powerful Patrol weapons became sporadic. To the experienced combat forces, this was a clear message that at least one of the patrolmen was dead or incapacitated.

Alan yanked his comm-unit out of his belt, pressing a flashing icon. A voice could be heard, saying, “Captain Soner here.”

“José, this is Alan Culhane. You have two officers under attack in the Florn Shopping Area.”

“If it were anyone else telling me that, Alan, I would be asking more questions. You have some credit with me since you actually did save my life and help me salvage my career. However, you had better not be playing me .” The listeners could hear the Patrol Capt. directing emerging emergency response teams to that sector.

Coming back to Alan, they heard José asking what had happened. The Major answered quickly, saying, “They interrupted an attack on two of our people. We have an open comm-unit channel and heard your officers attempt to stop the assault. At least one of yours is out of the battle, and the other one is struggling.”

“What about your people? Can they assist?”

“Negative. One of them may be dead, and the other is injured and trapped.”

There was a momentary silence from the Patrol Captain. When he spoke again, he said, “My response team is ten minutes out. There is no one closer because we very seldom have major issues in that area during the day. I can have emergency medical there in fifteen.”

“José, our away team will be there in the next ten seconds. We have medics on board the shuttle and enough personnel to defend the perimeter. However, my team is a combat force, not law enforcement. I am not sure if it will be possible to avoid loss of life in the criminals involved.”

“Alan, if any of my forces are down, I will accept your help. But you need to tell your soldiers to limit the use of force. These may be attacking your people, but they still are civilians and have certain protections that need to be observed.

“You have my formal request to provide assistance to the Patrol. I would greatly appreciate your help in suppressing the criminal activity in process. Any and all help that you can provide in ensuring that my officers survive would be greatly appreciated.”

Alan offered, “I will keep you informed and would suggest that your representatives be on site as soon as possible. Also, please route the extra medical personnel to that location since we are unsure about how big the butcher’s bill will be.”

The Patrol officer broke the connection, and the Comm officer quickly relayed the instructions to the away team.

A couple of seconds later, while patrol officer’s weapon could still be heard firing desperately against the assault of multiple enemies, the roar of a rapid landing assault shuttle overwhelmed the comm-unit’s speakers.

The walls of the Force X Bar rang with cheers.
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Chapter 28 – Extraction and Action

In Route to Florn Shopping Area, Arkken Port

“Borachland Shuttle 73A2, you are once again in violation of Arkken Port Air Control. Immediately land your vehicle and surrender to the local authorities,” crackled over the communications channel.

The pilot and copilot exchanged grins before the copilot tapped his microphone and responded, “Sorry, Arkken Control, but no can do. As we told you before, we are on a mission of emergency evacuation for injured and endangered personnel. Since we are covered under diplomatic immunity, we suggest that you watch your blood pressure and just stay out of our way. Borachland Shuttle 73A2, callsign Dragon 2 out.”

When additional threats and screaming were addressed to the shuttle by the frustrated controller, the copilot reduced the volume until it was just a murmur. Margot and the Marine Captain heard his comment, “I will monitor it, but unless they actually remember how to fly a gunship, all they can do is yell.”

Margot knew that the cannoneer in the tail gun had his weapon live. She expected that the top turret weapon was in the same status. Unless the threat level increased, they wouldn’t be flying weapons hot, but that status change was only a button push away.

They had not gotten very far before one of the Comm officers back at the Force X Bar with Major Alan Culhane notified them that a pair of civilian Patrol officers had responded to the weapons fired and were now under attack also. The captain of the law enforcement group had been notified, and the man had formally requested assistance at the site until his forces could move up to takeover.

The away team was also warned that Mary was down, either killed or severely injured, and the woman with her had also been shot. The shuttle’s landing site was going to be hot, and they should be prepared for enemy fire immediately.

The pilot broadcast over the general circuit, “We have signs of a firefight on visual. Both beam weapons and projectiles appear to be in play.” Rather than causing any consternation, the air in the cabin seemed to hum with anticipation.

Swooping over the rooftops like a metallic bird of prey, the side door hatches dropped with a clatter. Tilting to the left first, an armored sniper nimbly propelled himself from the shuttle toward his vantage point. He crashed onto the flat roof overlooking the combat field with a whine of shock protection. Without pausing, the soldier dropped into a prone position and used his elbows and knees to scuttle over to the building edge and look for targets.

The shuttle swung around to the other side of the alleyway and across the intersecting street before it tilted to the right and deposited the second sniper. With actions that mirrored the first sharpshooter, within a very short time, the away team had two snipers in position and ready to engage.

Diving to the ground, the armored assault vehicle slammed the extended side door hatches onto the ground fragmenting the street. Raising up to hover just a small distance above the surface, the sound of the shuttle’s powerful engines created a roar that overwhelmed anyone without ear protection.

For the listeners in the remote bar, the noise of the shuttle and the frightened yelling and screaming from the thugs combined in a cacophony of sound. For those participating in the battle, the noise was music to the dance that they had come to perform.

Spilling out of the shuttle, the massive forms of four heavy combat troops deployed in a wide dispersal pattern. First checking out all directions to ensure appropriate protection, these soldiers evaluated enemy positioning. Taking a knee to reduce their target exposure, they held their fire until the situation could be analyzed.

Panicking with the appearance of reinforcements, two of the thugs fired at the Borachland forces. Bullets pinged off the combat armor without a trace, but the combat soldiers automatically returned fire, obliterating their attackers.

Surrounded by the evidence of what happened when fighting the Borachland forces, and seeing two of their number reduced to scattered body parts and a mist of bloodied air, the fight became much more frightening for the original combatants. One of the thugs already wounded turned his head, and retched uncontrollably.

Over the comm channel, the sniper lead signaled clearance, freeing the medic to land. The shuttle touched down on the ground fully to allow the medic to exit via the rear ramp. The massive combat shooter that had been positioned to the rear of the shuttle moved up, providing a moving shield wall for the medic as he hurried over to the damaged Patrol vehicle.

The embattled Patrol officer was so startled by their approach that he fired at the heavily armored weapons expert. The soldier stood there as the shot ricocheted away from them, waiting to be acknowledged as a friend rather than a foe. The medic called out, “Captain Soner sent us. Should I check you or your partner first?”

The civilian law enforcement officer was obviously wounded and shaking with exhaustion, but managed still to reply, “Thank God for reinforcements. Sorry about the shot. Check Jerry, please. The bastards shot him, and I haven’t been able to do anything. I don’t even know if he’s alive or dead.”

The medic dropped to his knees next to the still form of the other officer. Clicking his comm channel with his tongue, the doctor reported, “This officer is badly wounded. I will do what I can, but we are going to need to evacuate him as soon as possible. He’s lost a lot of blood. I’ll get an IV hung, but the situation is not good.”

While the medic frantically worked to stabilize the severely injured officer, Captain Heson and Margot came out of the shuttle, accompanied by the other medic. Once again, one of the heavily armored soldiers provided the shield wall to protect the commanding officer and the corpsman as they ran over to the patrolman.

Immediately, the second medic took over from the first. Captain Heson quickly opened a channel to the civilian Patrol Captain and reported on the situation. The sound of a racing vehicle made his voice less understandable.

The Marine Captain promised that they would continue to protect the patrolmen and contain the fighting criminals. They would remain on-site until they could turn over control to the city law enforcement personnel.

Margot took a different route. Making sure that they knew she was approaching from the rear, the security guard officer had come up to position close behind the front heavy combat fighter on the left. From that position, she could hear the frantic thugs as they panicked.

When she started to move past the kneeling soldier, he reached out a massive arm to stop her. “Ma’am, you need better support before moving forward. Please wait for us to consolidate our movements.”

“Corporal, remove your hand. I have better armor than you do even though it looks lighter. At some point, those sadistic creeps are going to decide to take out the very people that we’re trying to protect and rescue. Mary and Linie been hurt already once on my watch. Understand this, the only way they’re going to get hurt again is over my dead body.”

The man’s arm came down, and he got to his feet. Margot was surprised and almost said something, but before she could, he started to advance. Bullets pinged off his armor and beam weapons sizzled in reflection.

He and Margot quickly fell into a rhythm where he would advance for a while with her protected behind him, and then she would frog leap in advance of him using her agility to gain strategic positioning that allowed her to cover him.

Margot had an errant thought that this must be like dancing with a behemoth. First, the juggernaut and then the bouncing rabbit. Uttering a short, sharp laugh, the woman slipped back into a zone of cold, calculated action and went to rescue her friends.

The combat cameras caught their coordinated movements as they stalked, pounded, and danced their way down the alley. Crony and the remaining thugs tried to fight, but their lack of armament and the booby-traps that Linie had left worked against them.

Although simple in nature, the young woman had left spills of thick viscous oil and razor-sharp shards of glass and metal positioned to cut unwary ankles and slash clumsy feet. Sobbing in pain, the attackers soon were covered in blood and coated with slimy lubricant.

“To hell with this!” cried Crony. “Overrun the bitches on the end. The soldiers won’t shoot if we are in among them. Then perhaps we can use them as hostages.”

Margot had heard enough. Her vision was crystal clear, and her mind was cold. Emotion had no part of what she was doing, although she knew that she would pay for it later. Nimbly, she jumped up on a trash receptacle stuck against the left side of the alley. With a subvocal warning to her armored companion, the Captain of the Inner Keep Guard took a running leap onto the back of the enormous armored combat soldier and dove forward.

Landing in a controlled crouch between the advancing enemy and the unmoving Axlen woman and frightened woman child, Margot aimed her AI gun, Bill. She could feel his fury as if it were her own. The joining of her sense of responsibility and guilt to his wrath and her incandescent rage toward the attackers powered flashing actions as the Marine, and her Tegral partner proceeded to systematically dismantle the man who had been Crony Robbins.

“Margot, blast it girl what is happening?!” It was Jenna’s voice booming over Margot’s Borachland link. Shaking herself in an effort to regain clarity, the woman spared one glance for the pile of body parts that used to be a vicious bully before she looked up into the frightened eyes of two shaking men.

Dressed in rough clothes, the thugs raised both hands above their heads and backed up slowly. When one of them crashed to a halt against the heavy combat soldier standing in the middle of the alleyway, the criminal fell to his knees and pleaded, “Please, arrest me. Please. Don’t let her hurt me.”

When Margot looked over at the other one, the man had quietly fainted on the ground.

Relieved that the team had her back, Margot spun around and crashed to her knees by Mary’s still form. The guard’s hands were shaking, and her breath rattled in her throat.

Mary’s body was a bloody mess. Some of the injuries were slashing cuts. Many of these were stuck to a ripped quilt that had been placed over the Axlen’s back. Other injuries appear to be more recent.

There were random patterns of light buckshot injuries on both of her right side legs. A deeper and more severe wound bisected one of her withers. Margot caught her breath in a sob, trying to figure out if it had missed the Axlen’s spine.

“Medic!” Margot screamed. “Where is the damn medic?”

A thready, shaky little voice spoke up, and Margot realized with a shock that Linie was trapped below Mary’s body. The woman staring up at the guard was young, very young. Chalk white enough to see every freckle on a heart-shaped face, the woman’s skin was smudged with dirt. The whiskey-colored curls were matted with blood, sticking up in strange spikes.

It took a moment for Margot to process what the young woman was saying. “She saved me. When they went to shoot me, she pushed herself up and covered me so they could not shoot me again.” The girl began to sob in a hopeless, exhausted wail of fear and grief.

Margot pulled off her armored gloves and brushed the hair away from the girl’s face, comforting her as best she could. Keeping one hand on Mary’s neck so she could count the heartbeats, the highly decorated combat Marine prayed like she had never prayed before as the senior Marine medic slid to a halt and dropped his bag.

<< <> >>

With a wailing of sirens and flashing lights, the patrol command car showed up, and a stocky man with Captain’s flashes on his uniform jumped out and move quickly over to where the medic still worked on the patrolman. Following closely behind, an ambulance swooped to a stop and a pair of EMTs piled out of the vehicle.

Standing up straight to greet the civilian Captain, the Borachland team lead saluted. Captain Heson reported, “Both of your men are alive, and we believe that they are stabilized enough to transport. We kept injuries to the minimum that we could and believe that there are no noncombatant injuries.”

“Thank you, Captain. I am sure that you understand my concerns.”

“Yes, sir. Different reactions for law enforcement than for combat, but we tried to accommodate you the best we could.”

“I appreciate that, please convey my thanks to Major Culhane.”

“I would be happy to do so, sir. The Major wanted to make sure that I told you that a full recording of the comm-unit conversation would be sent to you within the hour. If you have any other questions, we can be reached at our headquarters in Borachland.”

Captain José Soner was pleased, and it was apparent that he was appreciative of the courtesy. Before he could say anything more, one of the EMTs hurried over to them and said, “Captain, these medics worked wonders to keep our men alive, but we want to get them to the hospital as soon as possible.”

Nodding a dismissal to the Borachland commander, the civilian officer began to turn. Rence called out, saying, “We also need to take our wounded to get better medical care. Good luck, Captain. I’m sure we will be talking again.”

Two minutes later, the assault shuttle took off on a direct path to the orbiting spaceship. Only there could they be assured of the care and safety that their wounded would need. Margot sat between the two stretchers, a hand on Mary’s shoulder and the other gripped tightly by the still sobbing young woman.

Margot held herself in stillness, the edge of rage barely contained. Her heart beat loudly and echoed in her head as she thought, Wait, just wait until Ruth finds out about this. They don’t know what they have done.
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Chapter 29 – Teamwork is Hard

Approaching the Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Ruth was pleased with what she had gotten accomplished during her morning errand running. Ever since the steward, Harril had gone over the complex rules of Arkken guest, and host responsibilities, the woman from Earth had been afraid that she would not be able to navigate such a complicated labyrinth of social behavior. At the very least, I now have the essential item for the dinner party covered. Now, all I have to do is get something presentable to wear and hope that I don’t embarrass Pawlik.

“Lady Ruth heads up!”

Ruth responded to the warning from Iver and looked around, ready to drop her packages if needed. At first, she didn’t notice anything amiss. She and her two bodyguards were only a block away from the Force X Bar, and she had been feeling safe already. Obviously, that was a bad practice. Like the people after you are going to let you have a “safe zone?” It was unwise for me to relaxed that much, but I am still not used to what my life has become.

The neighborhood looked pretty much the same that it did every day, with people moving around on the street and carrying out their usual activities. None of them looked like assassins or other dangerous types. Ruth was positive that her two bodyguards would have reacted differently if the threat had been that obvious.

It was almost midday, and the sun was shining. Ruth would have considered this to be a perfect day to be outside, either working in her yard or hiking in the woods. The situation was different on Arkken. Something had caused Iver to warn her, and Gerian to take a closer position by her left side.

Ruth carefully placed her packages on the ground and stood up by them. Her hands began to feel hot as twisting tendrils of magic rose to wreath her forearms. Keeping her voice calm, the Mage asked, “What is it, Iver?”

“I smell ozone. That’s not usual for this area, and anything strange makes me wary.”

Gerian chimed in, his head turning from side to side as he tried to check all directions, “I noticed the sharp smell, but to me, it smells like fuel.”

Given some hint of the situation, the Mage allowed her senses to flare out over the surrounding area. Picking up the acrid odor that the two bodyguards had reported, she searched through her memory and found a similar sensory input. “That is the smell of spaceship or shuttle exhaust. There must have been a shuttle here, something that isn’t supposed to happen within the confines of Arkken Port.”

“Shuttle fuel? That makes me even more concerned. Mage Ruth, you are too exposed here. We need to move to a more protected location.”

“We need to get into the Force X Bar,” Ruth said quietly. She took a couple steps forward before Gerian reminded her, “My Lady, what about your packages?”

“Leave them. If there’s a danger, they are of little importance. If there is no danger, hopefully, someone can retrieve them.”

Before the trio could take another step, Iver noticed a pair of armor-clad Marines wearing House of Borach patches moving down a side street. The rapidly moving soldiers were obviously headed toward the same destination that Ruth had identified. The bodyguard called out, “Xavier, what is going on?”

The two Marines, a man and a woman, changed their direction and moved immediately toward Ruth and her bodyguards. The woman spoke first, saying, “My Lady Mage, thank God someone contacted you! Major Culhane is waiting for you in the taproom. He’ll have updates on the injured.”

“Injured!? What happened? Is Pawlik okay? The children?”

The woman’s face paled, and she took a partial step backward. Swallowing noticeably, the Marine answered, “I think it would be better if the Major briefs you.”

Ruth stood still in momentary shock. Trying to calm her raging nerves, she took a deep breath and started to walk toward the bar doorway. The two Marines snapped into position around her with drawn weapons. Her bodyguards merged into a protective perimeter with Gerian glued once again to her left side.

Ruth felt Iver move away from her briefly, returning to say, “I have the packages.” Gerian grunted in acknowledgment but kept his eyes searching for threats.

The female Marine snapped out a command, “Sentry Three, supplement the guard detail until the Mage is within walls. Then return to your post. Sniper Two, back path check on our primary.”

Ruth was startled almost into the use of her magic when a stealth-clad Marine charged into the street in front of her, his weapon held in a ready position. His powered armor gave an almost inaudible hiss as he took two large steps and slotted into place behind Ruth, shielding her back with his armored body.

Her mind in chaos, energy surging like an irresistible tide through her veins, all Ruth could think was, It must be bad.

<< <> >>

The door to the Force X Bar slammed open with a reverberating crash. From all over the taproom, people reacted. Weapons were snatched up and drawn, some personnel dropping to their knees to have a more advantageous firing position. Seeing two of their own enter the room provided a split second of relaxation before an almost palatable wave of impending doom crowded the room with Lady Ruth’s entrance.

This was not the pleasant woman that most of them had come to know. This was not the loving mate of the Lord of Borach, nor the nurturing grandmother of Troyer and Techla. This was the Unfettered Mage, arms dripping with swirling magic and ready for battle.

Before anyone could do more than cringe slightly under pressure of potential danger, Ruth’s eyes skimmed around the room and settled like a heat-seeking missile on the inhabitants of the table where Maj. Alan Culhane had set up his command post.

The major was a brave man, fearless in battle, but even he audibly swallowed when Ruth’s eyes met his. She demanded, “Alan, what is going on? And why was I not notified? Also, I need an explanation of why Pawlik wasn’t notified either.”

The Major’s mouth opened up and failed to close. In a panic, he looked over at the bartender, but Luka had his hands pressed over his face. The man’s head slowly turned from side to side. It was evident that he was not going to be of any help.

The room was silent, and the magic around Ruth started to drip off her hands and onto the floor, creating a swirling pool that slowly started to rise up around her. At first, just a flat puddle, it grew to ankle height in a few seconds. Paling, even more, some of the soldiers started to back up away from the Mage in fear.

Jenna stepped out from the group clustered around the Major and said, “Ruth, please don’t be angry. I know now we should’ve called you, but until you said something, none of us thought of it. To us, it was a combat situation, and we don’t call civilians in the middle of combat.”

Ruth walked over to Jenna and said, “Do you or do you not report to me? Am I not the Lady of Borach? Am I not the Unfettered Mage? Am I not the blasted Archmage?”

Jenna’s face paled until she was paperwhite, refusing to excuse herself. Trying to protect the rest of the people in the room, she answered in a slightly shaky voice, “Yes, ma’am, you are all three of those things. You should have been a high priority notification, and Lord Pawlik should have been the same. There is no excuse, ma’am.”

Spinning around, the infuriated Mage made eye contact with each person. “We are supposed to be a team. That means we work together. You have requested that I let you know what is going on so you can participate and you have promised to do the same for Pawlik and me. Whatever the situation happened to be, you owed me the courtesy of information. By failing to do that, you did not make use of your resources, and the damage that was done was more severe than it needed to be.”

Looking over at the bartender, Ruth added, “You know better, Luka. You know what I’m capable of from firsthand knowledge. You not only left your most powerful offensive weapon out of this engagement but also ignored the power that Pawlik can bring. He understands the situation on Arkken and has many resources to draw on, including the Blasted. Ships. In. Orbit!!”

Most of the people in the room were staring determinedly at their feet. There was only a small movement by the bar as Luka brought his hands down so that Ruth could see the tears running down his face. He said nothing but the look of abject apology moved Ruth to ask in a slightly softer tone, “What? What happened?”

No one wanted to tell her. The sound was absolute. Ruth let the silence stretch out for a few seconds. Even the slight tapping that she recognized as someone’s knees knocking together was not enough to get her out of the incandescent center of her anger as she waited.
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Chapter 30 – Clearing Channels

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Finally, a voice in her head provided her with the information she demanded, << Margot and Jenna uncovered multiple efforts by a variety of groups to either cause problems for you or Pawlik. They were investigating those and came back to meet up with you and Mary. >>

<< That is fine, Jack. I was on my way here as soon as I finished my errand. We could have come back quickly if there was a problem. >>

<< We all assumed that you were fine since Iver or Gerian would have let us know if there’s any problem. Unfortunately, none of us thought about how vulnerable Mary was. She was attacked and almost killed. A young woman defended her enough that the dressmaker had Mary’s semiconscious body thrown out in an alley, rather than finishing the job they had started. The young woman was forced to flee also, in fear for her life. >>

<< Jack, where is Mary? And who hurt her? Please tell me the rest before I blow up the whole blasted city! >>

Another Tegral voice entered the conversation. Arturis said calmly, << Ruth, stop yelling at Jack. He is trying to help you and coincidentally protect the rest of our poor mobile units who don’t know what to say. There’s been a battle and a rescue. Right now Mary is up on the spaceship orbiting the planet undergoing surgery. The young woman that tried to help her is also there. Margot and Bill are with them. >>

<< Arturis, that’s fine, but somebody had better brief me. Lord Pawlik needs to be here also. If you need to communicate that to the tender ears of your mobile units, I suggest you do that before I do something I will regret. >>

Jack chimed in once more, << I just sent a quick message to the Tegral that is paired with one of Lord Pawlik’s bodyguards. They will be here within 10 minutes. Please, please, sit down and drink something or whatever mobile units do to calm down. It’s not going to make any sense to go over this twice, and we need both the Lord and Lady of Borachland to listen as well as the Mage and her Anchor to hear this together. >>

<< Okay, I will try to do that as long as I know that there’s nobody left in peril. And now you can start to reassure your mobile units that I’m not gonna kill anybody. >>

<< Yet. >>

Ruth stalked over to the command table. Everyone but Alan Culhane moved back as if the chairs were on fire. The major sat in a frozen position, only his eyes tracking as the irate woman sat down. She stared at him, and he gulped. Ruth continued to hold his eyes until the stare-down was interrupted by the brawny arm of the bartender as he set the glass down in front of her and one in front of the major. Ruth swiveled her neck like the turret of a gun and pointed her finger to the chair to her right.

“Sit.”

Luka sat. The bartender still looked torn by grief and had not attempted to wipe his tear tracks off his face.

The table and the room remained silent.

Finally, Ruth spoke in a carefully controlled manner, “I would suggest you get comfortable. We’re going to be a while.”

The sound of people settling into chairs was interspersed with some relieved sighs. The atmosphere eased as Jenna took a position behind Ruth’s left.

“Iver?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I want a comm-unit immediately.”

A powered device was placed in front of the Mage, and she pinged Pawlik. He answered immediately, “We are less than three minutes out, Ruth. If you can, please wait for me. We will do whatever needs to be done together.”

Something tense eased at the core of the infuriated woman. Her mate understood. A small smile appeared on her face as she answered, “I will wait. Apparently, some of the people here need to understand what the word ‘together’ means.”

The channel closed and Ruth stared at the comm-unit thoughtfully. Coming to a decision, she tapped in another access code.

“Borachland Castle, how may help you?”

“Hello, Doria, this is Ruth. I need to speak to Harril and Peter Silene. Can you please get them on a joint channel with me now?”

“Of course, my Lady. They were not expecting your call to my knowledge, but I can get them where they are. The Steward is out examining something in the village and Capt. Silene is off duty. I will have them online in just a moment if you will please wait.

Gasps from Jenna and Gerian told Ruth that they knew what happened. It was interesting to the Mage that no one else had caught on. It was just a short while before the images of both men showed up on the channel display. While the Steward was obviously outside, the Guard Captain had been wakened and was still in his sleeping shirt.

“Greetings, my Lady. What can we do for you?”

“Were the two of you aware that several groups in and around Arkken have begun targeting us and are actively working to cause harm to our personnel?”

Ruth could see Peter straighten up in alarm and began to yank his shoes on. The steward was also startled, but before the older man could speak, Peter overrode him, “I will put the Outer Keep Guard on alert. Can you give me some idea of the vector of threat and what would you like us to do other than the protocol demanded by such a situation?”

Ruth responded, “Much of the situation is political and maneuvering. Lord Pawlik is on his way and will be holding a council of war on his arrival. Unfortunately, we obviously have an information shortfall and a communication problem within our own group.”

Peter asked, “What happened? Are you under attack?”

“We have already had an attack, and the responding forces did not inform either those of you at the castle or us.”

Everyone who could see the comm-unit saw the Steward shake his head in dismay. Ruth continued speaking, “Mary has been severely injured and was evacuated to the medical facilities on our orbiting ship. The young woman who attempted to assist her was also injured and is up there. Margot is in attendance.”

The steward asked in a shaky voice, “How bad is it, my Lady. Will Mary be all right? Does the rest of the Inner Keep Guard know?”

“I think it’s highly unlikely that anyone there knows since I am positive that if this news had been communicated to ANYONE there that the castle would be on alert. That would mean that the Inner Keep forces would not allow any of our vulnerable members, such as the children to leave the castle. It would also kick in the protocols to let the village know that there might be a problem.”

The Steward gasped, “Oh my God! The children!” His image on the comm-unit display abruptly closed, leaving only the on-duty Captain. Ruth could see Peter standing and buttoning his jacket. His jaw rigid in concern, the suddenly-focused man said, “I will take care of communicating with the guards of the Inner Keep. We will put the castle on Active Patrol standing, my Lady.”

“Thank you, Peter. As soon as you take care of that, I would ask that you come immediately to join us here.”

“Yes, ma’am. Is there anything else that you would like me to do or bring?”

Ruth sighed, a sad puff of air. “Yes, unfortunately. I would like you to inform Jack, the attorney in the village, that Mary has been injured. Tell him that I would like him to come and help me make them pay.”
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Chapter 31 – Hot Wash

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

The bar was packed. The bartender, Luka, had called in every possible person to help but it still wasn’t enough. Service was far slower than he and his mysterious partner wanted, but nobody left. At first, it was because they were all frightened of how angry Ruth, Lady of Borachland had been.

For a while after that, Luka had been concerned that Mage Ruth would end up leveling the entire building, so great was her anger. Fortunately, it hadn’t come to that.

The woman had been coiled tighter than a spring when she was talking on the comm-unit near the fireplace. The retired Marine Major sitting next to her was carefully motionless as if any action on his part would draw her ire.

Luka could not blame her. They, in the person of the Major, the Security Guards, and Luka himself, had made stupid mistakes, and others had paid the price. The bartender was conscious of aching guilt when he thought about how unthinking they had been. When the only tool that you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.

All of them were former military, and all of them had reacted as if the problem was purely a military issue. It hadn’t been, and they had not only failed to follow the chain of command but had made the stupid assumption that forces they could bring to bear were the only ones that mattered.

As a result, two women had undergone hours of surgery, and would likely spend many months in recovery and rehabilitation.

All of them in the bar, from private to major, had quickly been schooled in how badly they had erred. After the first dressing down, Ruth had not spoken specifically about any shortfalls. Instead, she gave all the bar occupants a quick lesson in teamwork.

In just a few moments, she had informed the rest of the Borachland organization, those that everyone was supposed to be protecting, that they needed to put in place protocols and plans that had already been developed. These written policies and procedures had been created many years ago and kept current. All of them had been waiting, designed to minimize risk and prevent damage.

Without self-consciousness at all, she had spoken with and consulted with forces in the Borachland Castle, as well as those in the village outside of the Castle. As she effortlessly moved along the web of cooperation that had been set up for all of them to use, Luka had seen the effects of her tutoring in the faces of those listening. Without slapping them with penalty duties, she felt empathy and understanding.

Everyone, absolutely everyone, had relaxed when Lord Pawlik had walked through the doorway of the bar, trailed by his security personnel. Moving directly to his mate, the military-trained Duke placed his hands on Ruth's shoulders and bent down to kiss her gently.

He said, “I am here now, my love. Let us get up to speed, and then we all can come up with a plan of attack.”

Ruth had leaned her head back against his torso and visibly relaxed. The tension in the room dropped, and there were multiple sounds of relieved sighs. The Anchor ran his hands down the Mage's arms and effortlessly stripped off the swirling magic that had surrounded Ruth since she first stood in the bar after her return.

Pawlik had turned and looked at Luka, motioning toward the posted appetizer menu, and raised an eyebrow in suggestion. Silently, thanking the Hundred Gods and Demons for the nobleman’s commonsense, Luka had ordered multiple platters for the room.

He knew it was going to be a long night, but all of them were becoming a team. None of them were perfect, but there was no expectation of perfection. Instead, all that was being asked is that they do the best they could and learn from their mistakes.

<< <> >>

The door closed behind Pawlik, cutting off Ruth’s view of the guard standing in the hall. Personally, the Mage thought it was overkill, but she had been overruled. Everyone was on edge, waiting for the next attack, and most of them steeped in guilt.

Out of consideration for the others, their strategic discussion had waited for the Castle representatives and Jack to arrive. Once, they had a full roster, the briefing had started. Ruth and Pawlik had taken control, gathering information they needed, and identifying where protocols and commonsense had fallen down. Many of the topics that were covered made the Major and some of the other military people in the room uncomfortable. Several times, they suggested clearing the room so that only those that needed to know would be informed.

Ruth wasn’t tolerating that. The second time that someone had suggested restricting the discussion, Ruth stood up with an abrupt movement and looked around the room. She stated in a firm voice, “I believe that we can all benefit from a general discussion. Apparently, there are some people in this room that don’t trust you to understand when to talk and not to talk. Since this topic addresses how Lord Pawlik and I expect you to behave in all aspects of working together, I believe that you can be trusted.”

No one spoke, especially when Pawlik stood up and placed his hands on the Mage’s shoulders to show his solidarity. Ruth continued, “I would like anyone who believes that they are unable to contribute to this discussion, even if it is only examining it for flaws, to leave. If you stay, I believe you are telling us that you’re on the team, whether that be Borachland, Mage, or Archmage. This might not be military in practice, but the military is only one aspect of what we are doing here.”

No one moved when the Mage sat down. Pawlik leaned over as he seated himself and dropped a kiss of approval on Ruth’s lips. Turning to the Major, the nobleman said, “I believe that topic has been settled. I don’t expect to hear it raised again.” After a moment, the Major continued the briefing.

Occasional suggestions came after that from the gathered forces. When Master Trader Romo Perley eventually arrived, the exhausted older man told Ruth and Pawlik that he would get a summary from his grandson, who had stayed for the entire day. Ruth suggested that once Romo had rested that they would speak again and put all of their collective knowledge together. The old man nodded, and his grandson tenderly escorted him out of the bar.

The meeting was substantially over before Pawlik ordered a shuttle to pick up Jack and take him to the orbiting ship. Ruth had leaned against her mate and whispered, “Thank you. I know how I would feel if you are hurt.” The almost spastic squeeze of his hands told her that he remembered all too well how that cold dread felt.

<< <> >>

Ruth’s sleep was haunted by nightmares and restless turning. Trying to put together all of the pieces kept her mind running in endless circles. Exhausted, the woman finally decided to treat the different groups of data points as puzzle pieces that needed to be put into a framework.

There was a clear cluster of people, mostly the nobility, that wanted to disrupt the relationship between the Mage and Pawlik. Ruth knew that that was not something they could do, so she put that as a lower priority. It occupied a place in the complex game structure that the steward had warned her about, but it was less immediate than the fact that a criminal group had attacked one of their own.

Eventually, Ruth fell asleep. Held closely in Pawlik’s arms, she breathed deeply of the scent of mate, safety, and caring. Listening to his heartbeat, rest finally gently carried her off to slumber, cradled in a loving embrace.

<< <> >>

The Mage had been considering the possibility of creating a gown with magic when she was commed from the ship. She answered the alert and cried out, “Mary! I have been so worried.”

Mary’s pleasant face was a bit drawn, but there was little other sign of her ordeal. Ruth could see that her hands were clasped in someone else’s, and the Mage smiled, reasonably sure of whose hand that was.

“I knew you would be worried, Ruth. I will be fine, and the doctors tell me that I should be able to rejoin you in another few days.”

“Don’t rush, you need to recover! Jack, make sure she takes it easy, please!”

“Don’t give Jack any more authority than he already is taking. Who knew that he was such a bully.” Mary’s face broke into a sweet smile, and then she blushed.

Jack’s face was tilted upside down over the comm-unit when he assured Ruth in a serious tone, “I will make absolutely sure she does not overdo. I can work on filing those papers that we discussed yesterday from up here. I will have to be present in court when they’re filed, but until then there is no need for me to be anywhere but here.”

Ruth felt many pounds lighter, as one of her deepest fears lessened. Mary was going to be all right. She started to close the call off, thinking that Mary needed to rest, but the Axlen woman had something else in her mind.

“Ruth, it was pretty clear that no one would be available to make your dresses. Not only that, but I suspect no one will sell us a single solitary item that you need. I thought that perhaps a short trip to someplace that has decent fabric would work and the girl that rescued me needs something to do. I know that she is an excellent seamstress, and she has also been designing gowns for a while and hoped to open her own shop. Could we take a chance on her?”

“That is a much better idea than me trying to create a gown with magic! But wasn’t she hurt also?

“Not as badly as I was. Linie is up and moving. Fretting herself sick about how she’s going to survive. It would be poor thanks to leave her in agony.”

“Ask her if she’s willing to try to design and sew me a gown. If she is, we will get a shuttle to bring her down to join me. I like your idea of going shopping somewhere else. Perhaps the girl will have some idea where we should go.”
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Chapter 32 – Alternate Routes

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

After an early morning discussion with Master Trader Perley, Pawlik decided to go off to the private club to which he belonged. With the information gathered, he knew there were many avenues of inquiry he could pursue. Grimly determined, the nobleman mentally reviewed his strategy.

Even in political situations, the education that I got from the Military Academy is coming to play. I’m not sure what it says about our world, but this feels to me like a full campaign, rather than a single battle. Hopefully, I’m wrong.

Ruth had listened in on the two men’s discussion, attempting to build a picture in her mind of the mercantile and political landscape. She felt like she was floundering in a sea of unrelated and disconnected information. Connections and framework that the trader and nobleman assumed were invisible to her, and concentrating harder did not help.

Pawlik could feel her confusion and worry. After Perley left, the Mage’s mate tried to reassure her, saying, “I know that everything is strange to you. The pressure you’re putting on yourself to understand everything is unreasonable. The trader and I have had a lifetime of training in the labyrinth of this world’s challenges. Don’t think that you can bring yourself up to the same level of competence in just a few weeks.”

Ruth replied, “I know. But I’m not of any value if I can’t contribute.”

“Were you not the person who explained to a chamber full of rather frightened people how important it was to value each of us for our contribution? Did you forget to learn your lesson?”

Acknowledging the hit, Ruth laughed and leaned in to exchange a kiss of apology and affection with Pawlik. Both of them felt better, a little more grounded, a little more hopeful.

Pawlik left for his club shortly afterward. Estimating that he would be gone all day, the nobleman promised to check in with Ruth when he could.

The Mage had already informed his security people that they needed to keep her security team informed and vice versa. Ruth was pretty sure that she wouldn’t have to repeat those instructions. Everybody had learned hard lessons in the last few days, including her.

After seeing Pawlik off, Ruth sat down at the table with Alan, Jenna, and Margot. They were all curious as to what she was planning on doing, and the Mage was quite willing to explain.

“I think we need to break the multiple problems down into manageable pieces. While Pawlik is gathering information and starting political type activities to deal with some of the groups attacking us, I’m going to deal with ones that we can together.

The issue with the females in the aristocracy shutting us out may seem trivial, but it’s not. It is a problem that no one can address for me, and it has the additional pressure of a deadline.”

Jenna asked, “But how are you going to get a gown in a couple of days? That seems impossible!”

“I could produce one by magic, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. Instead, we are going to go shopping someplace else, and the young woman that was brave enough to try to protect Mary is going to make me a dress.”

“We are going shopping?!”

Looking over at Margot and seeing her confused expression, Ruth smirked and answered Jenna cheerfully, “Yes. We are going to go shopping on an exciting Alliance world. We will buy fabulous fabric and accessories, items that the aristocrats of this world have no way of getting.”

“I like it! That is totally cruel and very appropriate,” laughed Jenna.

“Yes, it is cruel, but they deserve it. Rather than putting us at a disadvantage, we will make the point that the nobles of this minor world are provincial and unfashionable. This will put them in their place and inflict the plotters with jealousy. Only the sort of person that would be petty enough to do what they have done should be insulted.”

Ruth smiled, and both of her bodyguards laughed. With an evil grin, the Mage added, “And the best thing is that they will have absolutely no way of protesting that I have behaved inappropriately. They should experience losing a round in their own game. Don’t you agree?”

“How will we know where to shop, Ruth? I’m making the assumption that you still want Jenna and me to provide security even if we royally screwed up yesterday. I promise it won’t happen again!”

“Margot, everyone makes errors. Just don’t make the big mistake again of thinking that military action holds every solution again. I promise not to think that magic solves all problems if you do not get stuck in a rut where the only answer is to shoot something with a bigger gun.”

The Mage pulled out her comm-unit and entered in a long contact string. When the channel was opened, a faintly familiar voice answered, saying, “Mage Ruth! What a pleasant surprise. I’m hoping this means that you’re ready for more equipment. We have some exciting new armor features and a newer, more versatile version of the last round of weapons that you purchased.”

“Hello, Victin. Right now, I am shopping for slightly different things than your usual merchandise. We will make another big weapons purchase soon, but not today. Although, come to think of it, one of our military guys would love to ask questions about what you have.”

“No problem, Mage Ruth. How can I help?”

“Most of what I’m looking for today are recommendations on where I can find a different type of weapon and armor. In this case, it’s for social events. Do you know where the absolute best place to buy fabric and associated items can be found?

Victin responded with amusement, “My wife is always showing me expensive things featured in the news flashes. I certainly can make some recommendations. Unfortunately, none of them are on Shofu Prime. However, we have a branch in Theia, a major city on New Vesta. I could have the branch manager there, my cousin Anthon, provide you with transportation and a guide if you’d like.”

Ruth responded, “Wonderful! I would like to bring a group there and do some power shopping. Could you find out from the branch manager if today would be possible?”

“Today? Are you already in route?”

“No, I was planning on taking care of transport the same way that I took care of acquiring our initial shipment from you.”

There was a long, shocked silence from the weapons dealer. Ruth could see his face on the screen of the comm-unit and realized that the man was frozen in disbelief. Finally, he asked with a slight tremor to his words, “You can transport living beings over that great a distance?”

It was Ruth’s turn to be surprised. When she had looked for the armor and weapons for the forces that she and Pawlik had first recruited, she conceived away of moving on from the merchant to the Force X Bar. Not knowing any better, she didn’t realize that what she had done was supposed to be difficult, let alone impossible. From Victin’s response, she now saw there might be another unanticipated problem.

Thinking quickly, the Mage responded, “Yes. Of course, I would expect you to keep that confidential. So my next question to you is this, can you keep the operational security tight if we arrive at your branch office or is that going to be a problem?”

Victin was silent for a moment, and Ruth could see his face clearly enough to know that he was thinking about what needed to be done. Obviously coming to some sort of decision, the weapons dealer looked at her and nodded decisively, saying, “I have a suggestion, and would like to know what you think.”

The man waited until he saw Ruth gesture for him to continue.

“My first choice would be that you come here to pick me up so that we can continue our trip from here to the branch office. The second choice would be for me to travel to join you, and we go together to the branch office. Either way, any information leakage would make it seem like we had a new transporter rather than expose you.”

It was Ruth’s turn to think, and she considered the pros and cons for just a moment before answering. “Victin, I’m going to put you on hold for just a moment and do a quick consult with several people. Provisionally, I think that your ideas sound good.

“However, as you know, I’m not very military-minded, and I need to make sure that both our military and security forces have a chance to voice objections.”

“I understand that and thank you for understanding what I’m trying to do. I would be happy to wait. If it’s all right with you, I will check on the availability of my people on New Vesta while you check with yours.”
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Chapter 33 – Complications

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Ruth locked down the comm channel so no sound or vision would transmit. Turning to the three people at the table with her, Ruth asked, “Well? What do you think?”

No one answered her. All three of the people at the table were staring at her with the same shock that Victin had experienced. Repeating herself, Ruth asked, “Well? What do you think?”

The room was so quiet that the sound of the bartender’s movement behind Ruth was audible as Luca came up and put a drink down in front of the Major. Moving around to Jenna and Margo, Luka set a similar beverage in front of each of the shellshocked women.

There was another drink on the tray, but Luka made no effort to place it in front of the Mage. After many years of tending bar, the man was highly skilled at reading expressions and clearly understood from her look that something she said or did had to have been the source of the shock and the others.

“Ruth, it appears that you’ve broken our friends. I’m not sure one drink is enough to counter the weird feelings they might be having. Is there something I should know about, or do you want me to stay away and clear the taproom?”

The Mage shrugged her shoulders, and said, “Luka, I’m not too sure why they are so shocked. Did we or did we not get a huge pile of armor and weapons into the spare room upstairs the first time that I came to your fine establishment?”

The bartender grinned and said, “That explains the fact that it looks like you just hit them each in the head with an enormous hammer. They were so smitten with the armor and weapons that I don’t think they realized how you got all the wonderful toys here.”

“They never figured it out?”

“Obviously, not. I take it that you didn’t think it important to remind them about that capability.”

Ruth let out a disgusted sigh and said, “How am I supposed to know that they didn’t pay attention? Should I have to remind them to do their homework? I’m not the security person. I’m not a military expert. I’m simply the Mage.”

Setting the glass down in front of Ruth, Luka said, “ I think this might be good for you. Cranky mages are not comfortable to be around. They tend to be injurious to everyone’s health.”

The tension of the table eased as Ruth laughed and tipped her glass to Luka. She giggled again when she looked at the three seated with her and saw that each of them had downed their entire drink.

“Luka, you might as well sit down at the table and be part of this discussion since it appears I need to have someone interpret for me.”

Alan had found his voice finally. Still looking pale, the Major leaned across the table toward the Mage. Lowering his vocal volume, the former Marine asked quietly, “You have the ability to transport a living being?!”

“Duh! A brilliant deduction.”

In a large gasp, Jenna and Margo both spoke up, tumbling their words over each other, “The armor and weapons we saw was over two containers worth!” “You poofed that in?” “No one has that ability! People would kill you for that.”

There was a pregnant pause full of a terrible realization, and Margo said, “That means that you could have gotten to Mary immediately!”

Silence dropped over the people at the table like a thick blanket of lessons learned leavened with guilt. Allowing the message to sink in for a brief moment, Ruth said calmly, “That is what I meant when I told you we need to work as a team.”

Just then Patry brought another tray of drinks over to the table, immediately retreating back behind the bar. Luka leaned slightly forward before saying, “What brought this subject up? Is there a need for more transport?”

Alan and Jenna filled him in. While the bartender smiled during the narrative, Ruth could tell that he was worried. The former Master Sergeant said, “I think that Victin’s suggestion is a good one. He already knows that you can transport things and he has a reputation for keeping secrets. In his business, it’s essential.”

Alan looked unconvinced, asking, “I’m not sure that this is the best solution. Are you sure that you need to do this?”

Ruth responded, “Thank you for resisting ordering me to do something. I could see it in your face that you desperately wanted to. I have already determined that something has to be done. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have brought it up.”

Excepting the Major’s reluctant acceptance, Ruth continued, “There’s more going on here than a straightforward military action. We have to fight political battles also.”

Ruth could see any of the four at the table with her would’ve liked to argue, but no one could disagree with her conclusions. Nor could they suggest a better alternative. Reactivating the comm channel, Ruth saw that Victin was waiting.

“Thank you for waiting, Victin. I think I would like to go with the idea of us hopping over to you and then continuing on to your branch. That is, of course, assuming that Anthon can accommodate us.”

“Excellent, Mage Ruth. I verified that the facilities of our branch offices are available to you. Additionally, clear access to the same room that we used before when transporting items has been arranged. I’m assuming of course that you remember where that is.”

Ruth laughed, saying, “I certainly do, and thank you. It will take a few minutes to get prepared to leave. I’ll ping you just before we leave. See you soon.”

Even before the Mage put her comm-unit down, all four the people at the table were talking. Startled, Ruth let them figure out on their own which one was going to win to be heard first. Somehow, she was not surprised when the Major succeeded in overwriting everyone else’s tumble speech.

“Ma’am, I think we have to take more people. You will not be protected or secure without a bigger detail.

Margot agreed, adding, “I think we should take three more people. What happens if there’s a problem over there? Nobody can get to us easily or quickly.”

“Alan, I appreciate the thought, but I will have both Jenna and Margo with me. We will also have Victin with us and most probably people from the branch office. That is enough security since we just have to protect against crimes of opportunity.”

The bartender asked, “Crimes of opportunity? I don’t understand.”

Ruth answered, “None of our enemies from here will be able to follow us. No one on the planet we are going to knows anything about us. We will have local people there to help protect us, and we will be in and out in a span of hours.”

The Mage concealed a grin, as her companions leaned back in unison with close to identical thoughtful expressions. She could see them twisting and turning what she had said, testing her logic to see if it held up. One by one, they signed their acceptance, until only Alan appeared to be still thinking.

Finally, the former Marine commander stated, “I can see your points, ma’am. However, I would really like to accompany you. With Arturis and me around, it will give you another shooter if necessary and someone that can lay some groundwork with the weapons makers.”

“That actually sounds like a good idea. Just don’t be surprised if we use your chair as a pack animal. It does hover, right?”

Surprising even himself, the Major roared with laughter, as he nodded. No one besides the Mage and the Major knew that Arturis had pushed an image into both of their minds of the chair laboring under the burden of luridly-colored shopping bags.

Luka pushed back from the table, saying, “Then I expect you’re going to be leaving quickly. Is there anything that you need before you go?”

“We believe in just a few minutes. I waiting for the last member of our party.”

Margot slapped the front of her forehead, muttering, “Of course. Linie was coming from the ship to go with us. Let me check on the ETA.” After a brief consultation via her comm-unit, the guard captain reported the young woman would be just a few minutes more.

While her companions were busy with last-minute preparations, Ruth gave Pawlik a quick call. She wanted to check and see if there was anything he wanted her to pick up for him and also bring them up to date on the plan.

While not totally happy with how far she was going to be away from him, the Anchor only asked that his Mage avoid any massive exercise of her talent. Reassuring him that she would be careful, the woman stowed her comm-unit and relaxed to patiently wait.

<< The chair is quite capable, Mage Ruth. Alan has not explored all of the things that he could do with its assistance because he has been so depressed about being confined and prevented from acting freely. >>

<< Hopefully, both you and he can explore possibilities together. >>

<< I would like that, and I’m pretty sure that Coly would be thrilled. >>

<<Coly?>>

<< That is the name of the Tegral resident in the “smart chair.” >>

<< What? There is another AI in the chair? Does Alan know? >>

There was a pause as Arturis thought. During the next few seconds, the Mage was conscious of a faint whisper, a mental sound, it was just below her ability to hear. The murmuring stopped, and Arturis said, <<Coly says Alan has never spoken to her. I’m sorry, but it never occurred to me that he might not know. >>

Before the Ruth could respond anymore, the sound of the landing shuttle announced the arrival of their last party member. There was a bustle of activity as a slight young woman with whiskey-colored curls entered, escorted by two large men.

Responding to the near panic that shown through her eyes, the Mage stood up and greeted her warmly, “Linie, there is no way that I can thank you for helping my friend Mary. I understand that you’re willing to also rescue me from a problem.”

Whatever the woman-child had expected, it was not someone pleased to see her. Responding to the apparent approval in Ruth’s words and posture, Linie said, “Someone needed to help her. Nobody else would do it, so I did. It looks like she’s going to be fine, in case you didn’t hear.”

“Yes, I did hear, and thank you again. Are you ready to go shopping?”

“If you think I can help, yes. But, I don’t know any place that will sell to you or me anyplace in the city.”

“That is why we were going to a different city.”
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Chapter 34 – Whirlwind

Viltri, Shofu Prime

It was a whirlwind experience, unlike anything the Kherisians had experienced before. None of them had ever seen the Mage behave in this way. Her children could’ve told stories of how their mother was capable of sweeping them along whatever path she had selected, but none of them would have believed it. It was too different from the controlled way the Mage customarily acted.

Jenna’s head was spinning from the speed that Ruth had gotten them all into the same chamber in the Force X Bar that contained the unassigned armor and weapons. Grouping the travelers around her in the center of the floor, the older woman took a deep breath and clapped her hands together.

Blinding light formed multicolor tendrils that exploded from the Mage’s hands and formed a cage around their party. The tendrils grew thicker until they merged together in an enclosing sphere of light. The power of the illumination increased until everyone was covering their eyes.

Alan could feel Arturis humming in a deep low tone and thought a softer, higher note came from his chair. Both Jenna and Margot were too stunned by the magic executing around them to notice that both Jack and Bill were also resonating.

Ruth was singing to her sphere of magic, producing a multipart cord that merged in the musical contribution from the Tegrals. Weaving in and out of the fabric of Ruth’s spell, the AIs shared the Mage’s emotions and sensory input, expanding their understanding of their mobile partners in a way that nothing short of a full merge could do.

There was no feeling of motion, no sense of speed. Just the music and sphere as the harmony drove the magic, and the magic supported the melody. In the timeless space of two heartbeats, all of the passengers in Ruth’s sphere felt a song that left them aching when it ceased.

The bubble around them shattered and amazed shouts startled all but the Mage. The two bodyguards fumbled for their weapons but stopped when they realized that they were in a large room and the weapons broker that they had seen on the comm-unit was approaching them with a broad smile on his face.

“Mage Ruth, it is an honor to welcome you to our humble shop. Although we are not your main destination today, I hope we can soon have the pleasure of hosting you and some of your officers here in the fine city of Viltri, on Shofu Prime.”

“Thank you, Victin. I appreciate the extra effort that you are expending to assist us. I don’t believe you have been introduced to some key people that are accompanying me. Even though we will not have as much time as either of us would like to spend, this trip can at least introduce you and some of your people to my key personnel.”

What followed next was a whirlwind of introductions as Margot, Alan, and Jenna were introduced to two of Victin’s master weaponsmiths, Phaelie and Jamy. The six of them were soon chattering excitedly, with Ruth’s team being dragged from one display to another.

Ruth watched them with an indulgent smile but didn’t feel needed or even comfortable inserting herself into the discussion. Instead, the Mage chatted with Linie about dress ideas and built an understanding of the young woman’s capabilities. For her part, the seamstress was far more comfortable with the Mage.

The military types frightened her, and the Mage’s ability to discuss fashion set her at ease. It was only a short time before Ruth had pulled a sketchpad out of the bag she was carrying, and she and the young dressmaker were busy drawing out ideas and making lists.

Jenna and Margot alternated keeping watch over their Mage. At one turnover point, Jenna asked her friend in a quiet voice, “Do you see how wary they all are when they look at Ruth? Both the weaponsmiths have a mini freak out every time she moves quickly. Victin is better, but I’ve caught him looking at her in awe a couple of times.”

Moving her hand up to partially block any possible eavesdropping device, Margot replied, “That is why I make sure to be standing between her and them whenever possible. I really think she has frightened them terribly. At this point, they don’t have any idea what she can and can’t do. I don’t think they are our enemy, but I don’t totally trust them either.”

“I wish we could’ve brought Hunter with us. He would’ve been the perfect addition to Ruth’s security detail.”

“Not possible with current protocols. The Catog needs to be close to the children and other vulnerable targets until we return.”

“I know, blast it.”

<< <> >>

All of a sudden Ruth realized that she had forgotten something essential to any shopping trip. Turning in a bit of a panic to Margot, who was standing close to her at the time, the Mage asked, “I forgot to find out what I do about money! How could I have been so stupid?”

Margot looked at her for a moment and then left, saying, “You do not need money. We will cover whatever you need, and the castle accounts will reimburse us.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. I have no concept of how much I’m going to spend, but it’s going to be a lot.”

Realizing that the Mage might have a point, the former Marine suggested the first thing that came to her mind, “Why don’t you call that Auditor guy, Rick? He could probably help you, even if it’s just telling you what to do.”

“Great idea!” Suiting actions to words, Ruth pulled out her comm-unit and open a channel to the Auditors Guild. She was connected directly to Senior Auditor Rick who greeted her and asked her what he could do for her.

The Mage explained her dilemma, saying that she wanted to do some heavy-duty shopping and didn’t know how financial settlement for purchases worked in the Alliance.

To his credit, the Auditor did not laugh although Ruth’s swore that she saw a faint smile appear briefly on his face. In an entirely serious tone, the man asked, “do you need something that will enable you to buy a galaxy or something smaller?”

The woman laughed as if he had made a joke but realized that the man seemed to be completely serious. Deciding to answer him in the same manner, the Mage informed him that she was on a massive buying trip for clothing, jewelry,  and other luxury items.

“Where are you going to be shopping, Lady Ruth. And how quickly?” Rick asked.

“I will be shopping on New Vesta within the hour.”

“If you give me a location where you will be in approximately an hour from now, I will have a representative of the local Auditors Guild meet you with a holographic authorization bracelet. That person will give you a quick tutorial on how to use the basic features so that you can feel free to shop.”

“Thank you again, Senior Auditor Rick. I apologize for any inconvenience that I’ve caused you.”

This time the smile lasted slightly longer and warmed up the man’s usually serious eyes. “It is actually no trouble whatsoever, Archmage. When you have some additional time, I would be happy to take you through some of the less visible capabilities of the device.”

As Rick was speaking, Jenna had hurried over and asked Victin where the Guild representative should meet Ruth. The man had looked confused but gave her the name and address of the shop. The guard quickly returned and conveyed that information to the Mage and Auditor.

Ruth thanked Rick once again and closed the comm channel, confident now that all of the critical pieces that she needed for an outrageous shopping spree were in place.

Promising to do some additional shopping on the way back, Ruth requested that the weaponsmiths assembled any goods that they had that would address some needs she had identified in the last few weeks. When the two men looked interested, she gave them a rapid-fire list that included comm-unit’s that could be worn, especially those that would be flexible in add-ons and accessories. She also was interested in personal weapons such as daggers and anything they would suggest for her own arms.

Thinking of the dangers that they had just survived, Ruth made it very clear that they wanted some passive and active shields for some of their at-risk personnel. When one of the smiths made a comment about people unable to protect themselves needing to stay out of conflicts, Ruth’s eyes flashed, and she corrected him sharply. “If the only arms that you deal in have to be wielded by professionals, then I’m obviously in the wrong place.”

Shooting a sharp look at his weaponsmith, Victin said quickly, “You are not in the wrong place, and I apologize for the thoughtless comment from one of my employees. We have a wide range of the type of arms and devices that would benefit you, and I am absolutely positive that there will be a good assortment laid out when we come back.”
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Chapter 35 – Shopping Tsunami

Theia, New Vesta

Victin had cleared the room before Ruth started her transportation spell. All but the arms dealer had experienced the effects of the Mage’s dislocation of time and space. Ruth noticed that the second trip was easier for them to bear. There was less tension pouring off of them, and the calmness in their stance and relaxed conversation did a lot to reassure Victin.

Once again, the AIs joined Ruth in her song of interstellar travel. This time, both Jenna and Margot realized that their AI partners were generating sounds. When a glance at the Mage showed that she was not upset, the women held their tongues but individually vowed to find out what the strange occurrence was all about.

<< <> >>

“By the pickled mustache of the 23rd God! Victin, is that you?” A much younger version of Victin was plastered against one wall of the room, looking like he was ready to run in an instant.

The weapons broker managed a shaky smile, and greeted the terrified man on the side of the large empty room, saying, “Of course, it is. I told you that I would meet you here.”

It took a while to calm the volatile young man down. It took even longer for him to be able to get anywhere close to Ruth. He was so frightened of the Mage that even her smiles made his teeth chatter and his hands shake.

It was apparent to her that the younger man had not believed the description that Victin had supplied. It was also evident that he had no idea how to deal with her now.

Once again, Alan proved that he had been a wise choice to include in the party. Directing Anthon’s attention to a discussion of weapons and other associated topics, the retired Marine commander kept their host from falling apart.

Ruth and her party had not been in the branch store very long before there was a knock on the door. Victin walked over and pulled the door open, startling the young woman standing there. Stammering, she exclaimed, “Sir, I didn’t know that you are visiting. I’m sorry to interrupt you, but there’s a Senior Auditor from the Guild standing in the storeroom. He says he has a personal delivery for the Archmage. None of us know what that means.”

Casting a fulminating glance at his hapless cousin, Victin replied, “That is not a problem, Marna. The gentleman is here to meet with our guest for the day, Mage Ruth. Please ask him if he could meet us in the conference room.”

The girl disappeared, and the senior partner led the way to a tasteful conference room capable of holding twenty or more people. Ruth had seated herself only moments before a gentleman in the garb of the Auditors Guild entered. Walking directly to Ruth, the man nodded his head respectfully and introduced himself, “Greetings from the Auditors Guild, Archmage. I am Senior Auditor Stilor with your requested authentication gear.”

Ruth gave him a friendly smile and said, “Thank you for your assistance, Senior Auditor Stilor.”

In just a few moments, the Auditor had taken Ruth through the activation and use of the authentication device. He made it very clear that she was the only person who would be able to use it since it was uniquely keyed to her physical and mental imprint.

The Mage was impressed and said so. For the second time in one day, Ruth had the bubbling satisfaction of being able to bring a smile to one of the Auditor’s faces. Standing, the man gave her a shallow bow of respect and quietly left.

<< <> >>

Anthon had arranged for luxurious transportation for them, providing a hover shuttle with plenty of legroom. Alan’s chair posed a problem until a second vehicle was summoned, at which point Alan and Anthon decided to travel together, leaving the four women and Victin to ride in the upscale shuttle.

As the shuttle slipped smoothly into traffic and headed for the fashion district, Victin turned to Ruth and began to apologize, “You have my profound apologies…”

The Mage cut his apology off in midsentence, interrupting him to say, “Please don’t worry about it. I understand the difficulty in getting people to believe things they have not experienced. Hopefully, we can get past that and simply shop.”

Relieved, the weapons dealer responded, “Thank you. I believe we have handled other potential problems so that nothing should inhibit your ability to buy what you would like.”

The hair on the back of his neck rose up from the sheer savagery in the Mage’s smile.

<< <> >>

For the rest of his life, his very long life, Victin would remember that smile. It was burned into his memory along with the sheer efficient rampage that Archmage Ruth Drakona conducted, laying waste to the fashion center of the premier Alliance world of New Vesta.

Despite numerous requests for a more thorough description, all the poor man could articulate were snapshots of a tidal wave of exploration and acquisition. Starting at one end of the fashion district and working away methodically through the entire area, Ruth invaded stores and studios, boutiques and warehouses.

Fabric, trims, and notions were swept into purchase piles and dispatched by their shuttle back to the Spiked Blade weapon shop. Ruth took no prisoners in her mission, exploding into the store with Linie, Jenna, and Margot spreading out to identify items of interest.

After a few moments in the very first store, the Mage was trailed by first clerks and then the store manager. Quickly, the staff was organized to fetch and carry for the Mage, since any delay made her bypass the purchase. Looking at the purchase total, the store manager had paled, almost afraid to show Ruth the amount.

The Mage had no reaction other than to wave her bracelet over the payment interface. The man’s expression had shown complete shock as the distinctive tone of validation rang, and Ruth had waived her thanks and charged back out the door.

That pattern was set for the numerous stores that followed. At the second one, the manager greeted Ruth at the door and made sure that she had plenty of people following her. As the mage’s party left the store, Victin had looked in stunned amazement at the nearly denuded shelves of the gigantic shop. When he trailed the excited group of shoppers out the door, he saw that there were now three shuttles loading up the Mage’s acquisitions.

Next time, I’m going to try to arrange for a finder’s fee. At this rate, it would be more than our whole year’s revenue.

More fabrics, custom accents, even designer shops were invaded, looted, and left in the wake of a woman truly on a mission. Several times, Victin found himself thinking, I must make sure to never introduce my wife to this woman!

It was not just for herself that the Mage was shopping. Anything the other women liked was added. Anything suitable for children or men, home decor,  or miscellaneous items of interest were sent to the purchase pile.

It would not have been so frightening if Ruth had chosen to be selective about her purchases. Instead, if a textile or other item was of interest, the Mage simply bought the entire available stock. No cutting, no detailed selection, the speed of her choices was terrifying.

By this point, Victin was on overload. He had lost track of the number of shops, and he didn’t even know what time it was. It felt like it had been days, but according to his comm-unit, it had been less than two hours. Feeling shell-shocked, the man wasn’t sure how much more he could handle.
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Chapter 36 – Fashion Tidal Wave

Theia, New Vesta

It wasn’t just the weapons dealer that was overwhelmed. Somewhere near the end of the first hour of shopping, Ruth received a message from Arturis. The Tegral’s tone was amused as he said, << Mage, you’re going to have to make a choice pretty soon. Both Alan and Anthon are about to go into shock. They started out being amused about the shopping, but then rapidly move past that to the stage of ‘Oh my God! How much longer will this go on?’ Right after the last store, both of them started chugging shots every time they came back to the vehicle. >>

<< You said I had a choice, Arturis. What are they? >>

<< Since neither of the two men is willing to admit that they cannot keep up with the group, you can let this go until they are so drunk that they can’t walk. Or, you can come up with a reason that will allow them to save their pride and return to the shop, and wait for you. >>

Ruth smiled so broadly that Jenna cocked her head in question, but a brief shake of the Mage’s head prevented her from asking out loud. << Perhaps I can ask them to return to the shop and make sure that our purchases routed there are placed neatly for transport. Without oversight, we will have to delay our departure, providing that we actually stop shopping. >>

<< Ruth, that is brilliant! It gets them out of what is a very stressful situation but lets them still be productive. Do you want me to tell them? >>

<< No, I will call and discuss it with Alan. Thank you very much for telling me, though. I should have remembered how frazzled males get on a shopping trip. >>

Jenna was still regarding Ruth with a quizzical look. Her expression transformed with understanding as the Mage opened a channel on her comm-unit to the Major. Her call was answered immediately, and Ruth could see the slightly wild-eyed look in the man’s eyes, as Alan asked, “Mage Ruth, what can I do for you?”

“I hope it won’t upset you too much, Alan, but it occurred to me that all of the things we are sending back to the Spiked Blade need to be organized for transport. It means you will have to abandon our shopping trip, I believe that we need someone providing oversight as the items come in. Would it upset you too much to return to the shop and take on that responsibility?”

Carefully concealing her amusement, Ruth watched as Alan’s face lit up with hope. Schooling his expression into a dispassionate mask, the Major answered her, asking, “Will that short your security detail too much? If you could discuss that with Jenna and Margot and they do not have a significant objection, then I certainly would be willing to return to the shop with Anthon. Between the two of us, I’m sure we can do that efficiently.”

Glancing around, Ruth saw amused approval on the women’s faces. Once again stifling her mirth, the Mage faced her comm-unit screen and said, “Both of them are fine with your taking point on the shop end. If we have any problems, they will immediately let you know. However, Victin is a great backup to their efforts, and he will still be with us. Thank you for doing this, I really appreciate it.”

<< Beautifully done, Ruth. The two men here feel like they have dodged a bullet, and their tension is already easing. Have fun, and don’t torture poor Victin too much. >>

The Mage jumped back into an animated discussion with the other women. She steadfastly tried to ignore the look of hopeless longing splashed all over Victin’s face. It was time for another store, she had effectively unlimited money, and she was ready to buy.

Finally, Ruth slowed down a little. In one of the designer studios, the Mage and the very young girl traveling with her had taken the time for a cup of tea and a long discussion with an elderly-looking man. The Mage pulled out the sketchpad that she and the young girl had been using in their conversations and showed the stoop-shouldered elder some of their sketches.

He had become quite animated, and the 15-minute discussion that the three of them had was the only quiet time in what proved to be a very long day. All too soon, the discussion had been broken apart with much hugging and many smiles, and they were off to another store.

<< <> >>

Shoes, shoes, and lots of shoes. When the Mage ran out of fabric stores, the rampage switched to accessories and other fashion items. The men in the group were numb, overwhelmed past their ability to cope. The women grew even more energized, laughing and talking in a language that was incomprehensible, except to themselves.

Jewelry and adornments were next. This was even more frightening than the previous purchases to the hapless escort. Perhaps Ruth was wearing down also, but her strategy for these purchases was different.

Walking through the jewelry shops at a fast pace, Ruth passed by the display cases pointing and saying ‘yes or no.’ Those things she identified with an affirmative were purchased, the others were not. Ignoring any attempt by the clerks to divert her, the Archmage rolled through Jewelers Row like a destructive tsunami.

A few of the merchants were quick to adapt to her methods and succeeded in interesting her in many of their items. One of the snapshots that was permanently etched in Victin’s memory was the shocked, but thrilled expression on a high-end jeweler’s face as he stared at mostly empty shelves.

Settling back into the limousine, Ruth sighed in satisfaction, saying, “That was fun! We should do it again sometime.”

Hesitantly, Victin ventured, “Should I direct our shuttle back to the shop?” His heart dropped as the women laughed in chorus. It reminded him of the sound a hunting pack of bloodcoursers made when they first sighted their prey.

Finally taking pity on him, Ruth said, “We can head back to the Spiked Blade if you send three shuttles to this address.” The Mage commed over the address of the warehouse that was located on the outskirts of the city.

When Victin stared dumbly at Ruth, Jenna explained, “Master Perre arranged for equipment to outfit the studio that Ruth and Linie wanted. It’s waiting to be picked up.” The befuddled man just shook his head in wonder but quickly told the driver to get them back to the weapon store. He didn’t think he could handle any further shopping.

<< <> >>

Chattering and laughing, the four women invaded the Spiked Blade arm store in a flurry of smiles and riding a wave of energy. The first thing they saw was Alan in his chair sitting at a table talking to a strange woman and Anthon. Instantly, Jenna and Margot bracketed Ruth and Linie, weapons appearing almost magically in their hands.

Alan spoke immediately, “At ease, she is a friend.”

When neither of the two women stood down, the retired commander of the Marines raised his voice in a roar, “I told you to stand down!”

Without taking her eyes off the stranger, Margot said in a voice of frozen helium and shattered glass, “Apparently, Major, you failed to realize that we are not in your chain of command any longer. It is our responsibility to safeguard the Mage and yours to deal with the Marines as designated by Lord Pawlik. Do not presume to order us around.”

Taken aback, Maj. Alan Culhane (retired) took a second and then said an apology, “You are correct, Guard Captain. I will try to remember that in the future. However, thinking that the Archmage might benefit from meeting this woman, I took the liberty of asking her to stay and talk.”

Ruth walked between two bodyguards to advance to the waiting woman. Sweeping her with a comprehensive glance, Ruth suggested, “Alan’s recommendation is a good place to start. How about if you and I go to the conference room, accompanied by my Security Captains and we see if we can understand why Alan is trying to play matchmaker.”

The woman laughed and stood up, saying, “Sounds good to me.”

<< <> >>

Getting settled in the conference room, the four women quietly looked at each other for a few minutes. Ruth liked what she observed on many levels. The woman was calm, and obviously not rattled by the impromptu interview. Neither young nor old, her figure was sturdy and extremely fit-looking. The woman exuded competence and control. She looks like I could depend on her, Ruth thought to herself.

Almost idly, the mage noticed that her prospective employee was substantially taller than her own, smaller frame. All three of these women make me feel like a dwarf. Perhaps it’s because the Kherisians are generally taller than humans. At least, that’s what I can keep telling myself.

While Ruth had been lost in internal dialogue, Jenna and Margot had been taking turns interrogating the woman, who introduced herself as Arani Whoward. Redirecting her attention, the Mage set herself to listen and gather impressions that would help her make a decision.

Arani was talking, “… my expert certifications were typical for the Devils. I have primary for explosives, hand-to-hand, and medical. Secondaries include sniping, although I prefer spotting for snipers, heavy arms, and boarding. I am more than competent in computer usage since many of my last jobs have involved research.”

Obviously following up on a thread, Margot asked, “Why did you leave the Devils? I know that you had your twenty in, but you aren’t anywhere close to normal retirement age.”

“My sister and her husband were killed in a shuttle accident, and there was no one else to raise my niece and nephew. I never expected to have kids, but family obligations are important.”

At this point, Ruth interjected, asking, “How old are they? Do they live with you? Or have you boarded them someplace?”

Arani jumped slightly, switching her focus to the Mage. She answered, “They are three and six years old. My sister would come back and haunt me if I put them in a boarding school, even if I was hardhearted enough to do so.”

When the Mage didn’t have any further questions, Arani returned to answering Margot’s question, saying, “I was doing research for an Alliance noble, and he thought that that included more ‘personal’ services. I disagreed, and he pressed the point. When I broke his arm, he fired me.”

There was a shared moment of commiseration among the women, before Arani continued, saying, “He is influential enough that I have not been able to find another job. With someone of his status telling everyone he can that I am untrustworthy, most of the jobs I would like are unavailable.”

Ruth asked another question, “What other skills do you have? I do not believe that Jenna and Margot are interviewing you for a security job, so I’m assuming that they think you will make me a good assistant.”

The platinum-haired former mercenary had a startled look on her face. Hesitantly, the woman answered, “I am very good at organization and task tracking, and competent with hair and makeup. I can organize dinner parties or large gatherings and write well. However, I’m awfully blunt and not very tactful. That’s probably how I ended up out of a job.”

Ruth Ruth glanced at first Margot and then Jenna. Each of them gave her a sharp nod of acceptance before she turned to Arani and said, “What are your obligations here?”

“I have none.”

“What about where you are living?”

“It’s a month to month rental, and I can leave at any time.”

“How fast can you get your niece and nephew packed and ready to move?”

Arani looked a bit overwhelmed, but said calmly, “A couple of hours at the most.”

Ruth could feel the woman’s confusion and her stubborn will, determined to do her best. Her face breaking into a smile, the Lady of Borachland asked, “Then I only have two last questions. How do you feel about working for a high noble? And finally, do you believe in magic?”
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Chapter 37 – Checking In

Theia, New Vesta

Arani had departed in a slightly dazed condition, while Margot had gone out to coordinate the transport of the woman’s household goods with Anthon. Ruth had remained in her seat, and Jenna stayed to guard her.

Stretching her back to work the kinks out of it, Ruth inquired, “Do you really think I need to be guarded, even here?”

Jenna looked at Ruth seriously, and responded, “The short answer is yes. I know you don’t really want to hear it, but every moment that you’re in an unsecured area you need to have a bodyguard. We will try to accommodate you as best we can, but welcome to the rest of your life.”

The Mage wanted to object, to rail about unfairness and feel justified in whining and whimpering. But she couldn’t. Jenna was correct, it was just the way it was. Life was an ongoing flow of risk and reward, of checks and balances. I vowed to pay any price to keep my son and grandson alive. I was not fast enough to save my husband or dog. It seems silly to complain about that cost now.

Ruth stood up, and her bodyguard did also. They stared at each other for a moment, communications flickering between the two of them without a word or even a coherent thought. As if in answer to a question from Jenna, Ruth nodded and said, “I understand. It is a minor inconvenience when balanced against the benefits that I’ve received. Just remember that I was not raised to this and I might need reminding periodically.”

Jenna laughed and opened the door for the Mage. As they proceeded down the short hallway, Margot came back to join them.

“Everything is arranged for Arani. The trucks will be at her location in a couple of hours and bring her back here. I’ve already commed Luka, and they’re ready to shift anything we sent over out of the circle so that there’s room for more.”

Jenna asked, “Margot, why do you have that strange grin on your face? You look absolutely devilish!”

“When I warned Luka that we had lots of shopping, he told me that he and one other person would be enough to move our purchases into the other room. When I try to tell them that we had more than that amount, he basically told me not to worry about it. He even went as far as telling me that he and Patry were very good at packing things in.”

The three women laughed so hard that Alan popped his head out of the large room in which they had arrived. The Major was much more relaxed looking than the last time that Ruth had seen him. She smiled in pleasure at that thought.

Alan’s echoing smile preceded the sound of his cheerful voice, “I’m glad you had a good time. We can clear some of this stuff out any time that you’re ready. When you want to take a break, I think the staff here has put together some interesting items for you to consider buying from them.”

Ruth responded, “Both of those sound like great ideas. Breaking up the transport effort will help avoid wearing me out.”

Following Alan into the large chamber, Ruth was not surprised at the massive piles that covered all of the room’s walls. She saw that a first shipment was carefully stacked in the middle, creating a mass that was roughly as tall as it was wide. “Alan, this is perfect! Hold on for a minute while I push this one home, and then we can go do something else while people arrange the next load.”

The Major moved his chair to the side, joining Victin and Anthon. Ignoring the spectators, Ruth closed her eyes and repeated the gestures that created the transport sphere. Once the ball stabilized, the Mage opened her eyes and made a pushing motion. There was a crackly moment when the swirling, molten surface of the ball seem to flicker in and out before a rush of air swept through the room, and the center area was empty.

Taking a deep breath, Ruth dropped her arms down and slowly shook her hands. Looking at Jenna and Margot, she said, “let me know when Luka gets things cleared on his end. Until then, perhaps we should join Linie. Hopefully, we can find something to eat and drink since I am starving and thirsty!”

<< <> >>

Ruth had sent nine loads back to Arkken and was thinking about looking at the merchandise that the Spiked Blade staff had laid out for consideration when her comm-unit alerted her of a call from Pawlik. Excusing herself from the group conversation, the Mage walked over to a quiet spot against one wall.

From the corner of her eyes, she could tell that Jenna had followed and had taken a stance between her and the rest of the room. Resigned to the shadowing, Ruth answered the call reacting to the sight of her mate with pleasure.

“Hello, my dear. I hope your day was productive, I believe mine has been reasonably so.”

Pawlik laughed, saying, “From the huge stacks of items, I would say that is probably an understatement. Luka is at wit's end to find places to store things, even temporarily, but I told him it was his own fault for not listening to Jenna when she talked to him.”

“Yes, we are pretty amused at his response but decided he needed to learn a lesson. How are you doing?”

“I am concerned about two things. The first is that I have pretty solid verification that two separate groups of the aristocracy are actively causing us trouble. One of them seems to be driven by the women, while the other is spearheaded by my unloved cousin, Stefar. He may even be conspiring with Councilor Hawin.”

“That’s not good. I know it must be very upsetting as well as annoying.”

“We just don’t have time or the interest to deal with this sort of petty maneuvering.”

Ruth could hear the frustration in her Anchor’s voice and longed to be close enough to touch him. Startled she thought to herself, When did I start to need to him next to me? I don’t want to be one of those clingy women!

Wrenching her mind back to the conversation, the Mage realized that she had lost part of what Pawlik was saying. She interrupted him apologetically, “I am sorry, but my mind sort of wandered off there for a moment. Could you please repeat that?”

“That is exactly what my other point of concern is. You have been moving a lot of things over a vast distance, drawing energy for your magic from your core. Before you work yourself into exhaustion, I would like you to transport me so that I am with you.”

Shocked, the Mage stared at the image on her comm-unit, mind whirling while she quickly tried to see how badly overextended she had become. Ruth had to acknowledge to herself that she had gotten quite weary without realizing the depth of her exhaustion.

“I will go to the terminal room right now. Without meaning to wear myself out, I am afraid that you are correct.”

Pawlik put his hand on the comm-unit as if he could touch her, and Ruth held hers against the screen surface, imagining the warmth of his palm and the soothing energy that always bathed her in comfort when he was around. In a rumbly, low voice that stirred excitement throughout Ruth’s core, Pawlik said, “I will be ready before you get there. See you soon.”

Briskly, Ruth headed for the room that they were using to transport people and goods. Both Margot and Jenna fell in step with her. Ruth could hear Jenna bringing the other woman up to date on what was occurring in an undertone. By the time the three of them entered their destination, there was no need for further explanation.

Margot stood next to Ruth’s, while Jenna faced the door. Only unconsciously aware of their position, the Mage concentrated on her Anchor. In the vision of her mind, a long glowing thread appeared, stretching off to a distant place. The Mage could feel her Anchor. His heartbeat echoed in hers, and a complex sensory combination tasted, felt, and smelled like him.

Gently, ever so delicately, Ruth reached incandescent hands out and cradled the man waiting to join her. A deep chord of welcome reverberated through the Mage’s body and filled the chamber with the sounds of a masterful organ composition. Carried by the music and protected by the heart of the Mage, a column of light rose in the exact center of the floor.

For a moment, the swirling colors of Ruth’s magic intensified before they snapped out of existence, leaving her Anchor standing calmly. Ruth stumbled slightly, and Pawlik reached to brace her. Pulling her next to his body, the nobleman wrapped himself around her and murmured into her hair.

Although the bodyguards could not hear what was being said, both of them could see clearly the two beams of blue-white light that ran from Lord Pawlik’s hands and into the body of his mage. Frozen, all for the people in the room stood like statues for several heartbeats.

Finally, Ruth pulled herself back from Pawlik a small amount, and said, “I am so glad you are here. I realize now it was pretty stupid of me to come without you.”

“You and I will be finding the limits of what we can and can’t do for many years. I don’t think it was stupid at all.”

“Okay, not stupid but perhaps silly.”

Pawlik gathered her into one last embrace murmuring audibly into the glory of her hair, “Silly woman!”

She replied, “Silly man.”
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Chapter 38 – On the Job Training

Theia, New Vesta

When Pawlik accompanied Ruth and her bodyguards from the back room, Victin rushed over to greet the nobleman. Making a point of introducing his cousin and some of the other people that had gravitated into the store over the last couple of hours, Ruth could see that his place in the hierarchy of merchants on this planet was being reassessed.

No one asked how long Lord Pawlik had been on New Vesta, but there was a lot of whispering going on in different corners of the room. Ruth knew that once they were gone, there would be many inquiries as to their particular mode of transport. Hopefully, it would be a sure conclusion that Victin’s organization had some advanced equipment that was not commonly available.

Alan had obviously been bonding with the staff in the store, as well as some of the other merchants who carried items that might be beneficial to his areas of responsibility. Ruth realized with amusement that the Major’s discussions with Pawlik and her over the last 10 days had borne fruit.

The offer to head up a section of the forces that reported to Pawlik and served the Mage had been initially rejected, on the basis that Alan Culhane didn’t feel capable of combat. Pawlik had tried to convince him of his abilities, but Ruth had been more direct.

The Mage still remembered his startled expression when she had pointed out that without him, their military response would have been absent. The situation that resulted in Mary’s injuries would’ve been far worse.

Alan had argued that he had overstepped his bounds, and Ruth countered with her reluctance to have to take another bullheaded, narrowminded military man through a spanking again. The least he could do was save her the trouble.

The former Marine commander was still thinking about their offer when he had jumped into this trip as if he had already accepted the position. Ruth let him go with it, deciding that he needed to feel competent and know that he could do the job. No amount of verbal reassurance would do that for him, but she thought that this trip had taught him that he still had valuable strengths.

Smiling, the Mage thought to herself, I think I have the Commander of the Scouts and Marines. Now, I just need to find someone to command the space forces.

The store sign had been changed to “Closed” but was even more crowded than it had been at any other point during the day. Victin and Anthon were beside themselves with excitement, and Ruth set off Margot to find out why. When the bodyguard came back, she was smiling broadly, “We have a collection of very influential merchants here and even representatives of the nobility here on New Vesta. Victin says the shop has never had a high enough profile that any of them would have even noticed the branch’s existence.”

Ruth did not involve herself in many of the conversations. Instead, she and her bodyguards would periodically make trips to the back room and send another load to Arkken for Luka to stow away at the Force X Bar. Roughly every third casting, the Mage would wander over next to her Anchor. Pawlik would place a comforting hand on her and recharge her energy. The woman didn’t think any of the conversationalists even noticed what was going on. The process worked well, and Ruth had cleared out almost all of their cargo. There were only the household goods that their new assistant would be bringing with her.

Looking over to where Pawlik was the center of attention for a group of men wearing a combination of uniforms and expensive dress, Ruth was very pleased that Victin was singled out by the Lord of Borachland’s hand on his shoulder. She could see the assessing gazes as the rest of the men realized that the man might be worth cultivating. She just hoped that it would be worth all of the efforts he had put into supporting their visit.

Over in the corner, Ruth saw Linie at a small table, talking with a man whose back was toward the Mage. Turning to Margot, she asked, “Who is talking to Linie? I don’t want her upset or bothered.”

The bodyguard replied, “She and that old man that we met on the shopping trip had been talking for over an hour. They both have been sketching till we had to scavenge for more paper. They are having a blast, so we left him alone. We did not want to interrupt their creation of what will probably be a breathtaking gown.”

Laughing, Ruth walked over to greet the old man again, calling out, “Master Perre, it is nice to see you again. Unexpected but very pleasant.”

Climbing slowly to his feet, the stooped and white-haired gentleman greeted her and turned with a smile, “When I heard that you were still on New Vesta I decided to see if Mistress Linie and I could continue our discussion. I believe that you will be pleased with the gown design we have come up with.”

“I am looking forward to it, more than I can tell you. I’m sure Linie is honored to work with you.”

The girl rushed into speech, burbling, “Master Rich thinks that my ideas are original and insightful. He is even showing me ways of making the garment construction better. He has offered to visit us the next time you need a fancy gown so that we can work together.”

“I will leave the two of you alone then to continue your collaboration. I see that someone is bringing you some warm tea. Master Perre, please consider this an open invitation to visit us at any time.”

Just then, the door opened, and Arani walked in with two children. The smaller one, a girl, was carried in the tall woman’s arms while the slender boy was tucked protectively next to her hip. One of the staff members from the shop hurried over to greet them. Coaxing a smile out of the little boy, the helpful clerk escorted them over to a quieter area for the two children could sit and have cookies and milk.

Arani left the woman watching her children and walked over to the Mage. “Reporting for duty, ma’am.”

Ruth broke out in peals of laughter, drawing attention from others in the shop. Pawlik was there in the next instant, with his arm around his mate. Ruth introduced their newest employee, smiling at Arani’s stunned look when Lord Pawlik welcomed her and shook her hand.

Smiling once more at Arani, Pawlik placed a gentle kiss on Ruth’s forehead just above her diadem. He then returned to the group that he had so quickly abandoned, and the men continued their discussion.

Ruth felt like a targeted ship as three men began to move toward her as soon as Pawlik moved away. All of a sudden, Ruth felt weary. She was not up to politics this evening. Jenna and Margot exchange glances and bracketed Ruth in the protection mode.

Before Arani could say anything, Jenna handed over a comm-unit and told her, “Your job is to filter people away from the Mage. The display in your comm-unit gives your address, and you can have people contact you. Nobody, nobody gets direct contact with the mage unless she OKs it.”

Margot took over, saying, “Your title is Assistant to the Archmage. Don’t take any crap from any of these people and if you’re uncomfortable with them just say either my name or Jenna’s.”

Arani swiveled her head between the two women, before looking at Ruth see if she had anything to add. The Mage could not think of anything else that needed to be said at the moment, so she kept silent.
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Chapter 39 – More Shopping

Theia, New Vesta

Without any hesitation whatsoever, Arani intercepted the men heading for Ruth. With an assured and calm manner, she succeeded in diverting three of them. From what little Ruth overheard, they were all merchants who wanted to offer additional items for consideration. Ruth’s new assistant dealt with them smoothly and flawlessly, leaving each of them smiling.

The fourth man, however, was more of a problem. Refusing to speak with Arani, he pushed his way past the woman as if she was a bump in the road.

“Jenna!” Arani’s voice was clear but not very loud.

The bodyguard planted her body between the advancing man and Ruth. When the haughty-looking man attempted to go around her, Jenna spun to reposition herself and pulled her weapon. The sound of the safety coming off her gun was immediately echoed by five other weapons. The stranger stopped abruptly and turned to glare at Jenna.

“How dare you pull a weapon on me! Don’t you know who I am?”

Jenna watched him like a hawk, waiting for just one more muscle twitch. From his other side, Margot responded. The sound of her voice jerked the stranger’s head to stare in shock at her. The bodyguard said, “Not only don’t we know, but we certainly don’t care. Part of our job is to keep uninvited people away from the Mage. None of our responsibility is teaching you how to behave with courtesy or good manners.”

“The whole Mage thing is a farce. I want to know how she got on the planet. None of my sources knew that anyone worthy of consideration would be arriving today.”

Margot answered once more, her voice more precise and cold enough to freeze gas, “The Mage has no desire to speak with you. I would suggest that you move away from her before something unpleasant happens to you. This is your last warning.”

One of the more prosperous merchants called out, “Hendrick, you’re always forcing yourself on women that don’t want to pay attention to you. Haven’t you learned anything yet?”

“Women just like to play hard to get. You would not know anything about women anyway, you old goat.”

Before any more conversation could occur, Pawlik was standing next to Ruth. The tall man radiated fury, but his voice was controlled when he said, “You have been told that your presence is not welcome.”

Switching the object of his fury to the Lord of Borachland, the man snarled, “Who are you to correct me?”

With a smile in her voice, Margot announced, “You are addressing Pawlik Sarratt Avant Borach, High Duke of Borachland, Grand Knight of the Alliance, Anchor to the Archmage.”

The room was quiet, and Margot let the silence draw out to the tension was high. In a bright, cheerful voice, she asked, “And your name is, sir?”

The man was pale, grey-white like a ghost and shaking badly. He backed away slowly as if any rapid movement would draw an attack. His eyes huge in his head, Hendrick stumbled into speech saying, “I heard you were dead.”

In a hard voice, Pawlik said, “Obviously, you are mistaken about that also.”

A few more steps backward and the frightened man managed to reach for the shop door handle. Before he could pull it open, a coruscating bolt of deep red flame flashed across the room and barred the door. Hendrick lurched backward so quickly that he lost his footing and crashed onto the floor.

“Hendrick, or whoever you are, understand this. We will not tolerate any of our people being treated with disrespect. If you had harmed anyone in our employee, whether they were ditch digger or steward, you would not have survived very long.” Ruth’s voice was full of contained anger and menace.

The man’s eyes were drawn to her face as if pulled by an irresistible force. A sudden sour smell heralded the loss of bodily control as he realized that his contempt for others and disbelief about magic might have endangered his existence. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He remained frozen sprawled on the floor like a mouse under the gaze of the cat.

When Pawlik spoke, many in the room jumped. The tension was so high the silence was so profound that the unexpected noise jangled already rattled nerves. “Jenna, would you be so kind as to open the door for this gentleman. I believe that he is leaving.”

The room remained silent as the terrified man scrambled to his feet and fled through the door. Through the shadowed glass of the windows, the occupants of the store watched as he flung his body into the back of the large vehicle. The slowly closing door to the shop let those with good hearing discern his orders to quickly drive away.

A different type of attention was now levied on Pawlik and Ruth. They seemed oblivious to the scrutiny, with the Anchor running his hands soothingly down the arms of his Mage. She leaned back against him for just a moment and then straightened up with a devilish grin.

“Oh, oh! Ruth…”

Before Jenna could complete her sentence, Ruth made a rapid gesture, and a flash of magic-laden light cleaned the floor of the shop. The noisome puddle that had been there just an instant before was gone as if it had never existed. Instead of a nauseating, acrid smell, the faint scent of roses perfumed the air.

Pawlik worked inquiring eyebrow at her, and Ruth whispered, “I thought he should take his mess with them.”

Roaring with laughter, Pawlik walked back to complete his conversation, as Jenna and Margot moved closer to Ruth and herded her toward a chair. Margot said, “Please sit down. You have to be tired, and I don’t think anyone else is going to bother you.”

Before Ruth could reply, Arani approached the table with her niece and nephew. Some of the people in the room drew frightened breaths, worried about the vulnerability of the children. The Mage bent down a little bit further, so she didn’t tower over the littlest one. In a gentle voice, Ruth said, “Hello. I understand that you’re going to come live with us. I have a grandson and granddaughter that will be very happy to see you.”

The little boy wasn’t frightened at all. He grabbed the Mage’s hand in both of his and said, “Thank you for making the bad man go away. Aunt Ari was hurt by a man just like him, and I don’t want to be where those people are.”

Jenna said, her voice far softer than her usual tone, “We try to make sure that those bad men don’t hurt our friends.” The bodyguard was shocked to her core when the little boy flung his arms around her leg and gave her a hug. Staring at Arani in surprise, Jenna whispered, “What should I do?”

Ruth answered, “Try giving him a little hug back, silly.”

When Arani looked for her niece, she was surprised to see the three-year-old curled up in Ruth’s lap and half asleep. The Mage laughed and said, “I have always had this problem. Children crawl up on me and go to sleep.”

“From my experience, that’s not a bad problem to have.”

<< <> >>

The evening was well advanced, and Pawlik could tell that Ruth was tired. She had already completed the last of her transfer duties, saddened by the minimal amount that was all that Arani and the children had to move.

At Lord Pawlik’s suggestion, everyone headed into the room where shop staff had laid out items in which Ruth might be interested. The day was finally catching up to the Mage, and she was glad that her Anchor had taken over moving their agenda along. Ruth knew she was tired because she had started to think longingly of her bed. And for the warm man that will share with me.

Wandering through the displays idly, Ruth came upon a table that had been laid out with items that were sleeker in profile and less obviously military in nature. As she bent over to look at something that her mind insisted were bracers, Victin joined her.

“Considering how long the day has gone, I thought that would have items that we would have pulled from stock put out for you. You had asked for wearable devices, specifically things that would serve as comm-units. These are some of the higher-end ones that we have. All of them are designed to incorporate designer modules, although we have no way of knowing how your magic will interface with them.”

“This is wonderful that you did this. I was worried about keeping the staff at your main office up too late.”

“I decided that I should spend a few days here, working with Anthon. With the boost you have given our reputation, the presence of a senior partner can do a lot to consolidate an improved position working with the merchants on New Vesta.”

“If you’re sure that is what you wish to do, I have no objection. The change in plans actually makes it easier for us.”

“Great. Let’s talk about the other items we have here.”

<< <> >>

The rest of the evening had flown very quickly. Ruth had taken everything that had been laid out in the special display, and Pawlik added a substantial number of items in which he or Alan were interested. Everyone was happy, especially weapons dealers.

Although Ruth thought she could transport all of the people plus the last purchases, Pawlik was concerned about her energy levels. She did not argue with him, knowing that her fatigue was impairing her judgment. Quickly gripping the remainder of their purchases the middle of the circle, Ruth positioned herself by the side, and Pawlik stood at her back, one hand on her shoulder, the other on her waist.

Once more, the Mage’s magic reached out and encapsulated their cargo. With a soft expulsion of air, Ruth pushed the load to its destination. The room was now empty of all but the Borachland party and the two weapons dealers.

Pawlik looked over Ruth’s head, and said warmly, “Victin and Anthon, thank you for your hospitality and your assistance to my Lady. I look forward to seeing you in the near future.”

The two men murmured their own thanks, but the nobleman was focused on getting his mate back to their rooms so that she could rest. Herding all of the party members into the circle, Pawlik was amused to see that Alan had a sleeping child in his lap and Jenna was holding the little boy.

Bending his head down, so it was close to Ruth’s ear, the Mage’s Anchor murmured, “Just one more time tonight dear. Then we can crawl into bed.”
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Chapter 40 – Stitch in Time

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

The following morning, Ruth and Pawlik slept in. Ruth was still recovering and the previous day had strained her, although not as severely as it could have. Her Anchor was concerned, but she promised to take it easy for the two days remaining until the dinner party.

After a light breakfast, Pawlik took off for his club once again. He was determined to dig more deeply into his cousin’s conspiracy, and to see if he could find out the motivations for the attack against Ruth.

The Mage walked over to the room where Linie had set up her new equipment. Looking in wonder around the room, Ruth saw a well organized and thoughtfully laid out workspace with significant progress showing in the pattern development.

“Ruth! I should have a skimmer for you in a couple of hours. Once we fit that pattern, could we begin to pick fabrics?”

“Of course. Just let me know when you would like to have me come back. If you don’t see me around, check with Luka.”

Hmmm… I think I better add something to our renovation plans.

Ruth called the castle and spoke with the Steward, Harril. Sending him a couple of quick sketches, the Lady of Borachland added a dressmaking suite to their current construction plans. It would include fabric storage facilities, as well as cutting, assembly, and fitting areas.

Wandering down to the taproom of the bar, Ruth wondered if Alan would be there. She was a little bit at loose ends and knew that her body was telling her to take it easy. All thoughts of conversation disappeared as she saw the drawn but smiling face of Mary.

Charging across the floor, Ruth threw her arms around her friend. Hugging her tightly with tears pouring down her face, she said, “It is so good to see you. I have been desperately worried!”

“I have been worried about you too. Who’s going to rein you in without me watching over you?”

Wiping her eyes, the Mage responded, “I have way too many watchers. On the other hand, all of my friends are precious.”

Right behind Mary, Ruth saw the face of Jack, the attorney from Borachville. All of his focus was on Mary, his emotions naked for everyone to see. I thought that was the way the wind was blowing. I wonder how Mary is going to deal with this.

“I hope you know that you’re not allowed to do too much till you’re really recovered. You came too close to dying for any of us to be comfortable with you acting as if you’re immediately healthy again.”

“I know, but I am also aware that we’ve only got a couple of days before that dinner party and there are too many tasks to do. Although you have Linie, I bet she could use some help.”

“Yes, she could, but I don’t know anyone that would be more help than harm at this point. Do you?”

Mary smiled, and although Ruth could see the shadows in her eyes, the reappearance of that joyful expression on her friends face sent a surge of hope through the Mage’s heart. Turning to the side, the Axlen woman motioned a careworn woman forward.

“Ruth, I would like to make you known to Velitta Enjeli. She is a very talented seamstress who has been trying to establish her own dressmaking shop.”

Ruth raised her eyebrows in question and encouraged Mary to continue. With a smile, Ruth’s friend said, “She is being blocked from the market by some of the other dressmakers. They undercut her prices and criticize her designs viciously. I think she would do well for you because she is not stuck in the same rut that the rest of the dressmakers appear to occupy. Perhaps, she and Linie could work together.”

Jenna chimed in, saying, “I noticed that copycat act. All of their designs look the same. There is no way you would put up with something that looks like a tier of cakes around your body.”

Ruth laughed and admitted, “You are right. And I have no objection to trying a new dressmaker.”

Turning to the shy woman, Ruth asked her, “I have a formal dinner party in two days. Right now, all we have are pieces of a gown and an idea. I have a very talented young woman upstairs who has made great strides in designing that gown. If you’re willing, I will pay you to assist her. Afterward, we can see what has worked and what hasn’t. If both of you are happy with the collaboration, I will also hire you.”

Barely able to look at the Mage, the young woman said, “I promise to do my best, my Lady.”

Ruth asked Jenna, “Could you ask Linie to come down here and meet Velitta?” The bodyguard took off for the upper story at a rapid pace, returning quickly with the young designer.

“Linie! I was worried when I heard what had happened. I went to stop by your room, but the doors are broken, and nobody was there.”

“Oh, Velitta, it was horrible! They were going to kill Mary, and when I tried to defend her, Chraha’s bully boys were going to kill me too!”

The two women hugged each other and started chattering. Ruth looked over at her bodyguards and said, “I guess they know each other. That makes this part of it easy, I hope they get along.”

After a few moments, the two seamstresses turned to the mage, embarrassed. Linie broke into speech, saying, “Thank you so much for finding Velitta. She has been my best friend for years!”

Ruth smiled and said, “I am so glad that you are friends. Hopefully, that will make it easier for you to work together.”

Grabbing Velitta by the arm and dragging her toward the stairs, Linie called back over her shoulder, “we will get right to work, my Lady. I know we can create a dress that will make you proud.”

The Mage responded, saying, “I am sure that we will put them all to shame.”

<< <> >>

The two days had been frantic with work and miscellaneous errands. The two seamstresses, as well as Mary,  had focused on making sure that Ruth’s apparel and appearance would be above reproach. Arani had slipped into a cooperative relationship with the two bodyguards that felt seamless. Having been a mercenary herself, the woman understood many of the issues that Ruth’s security had but was flexible enough to deal with the Mage herself.

Getting her niece and nephew settled at Borachland Castle and organizing their belongings in a new suite of rooms had taken part of the first day. But with her mind relieved of worries about the two children, she threw herself wholeheartedly into tracking and facilitating the tasks that needed to be done.

By the end of the first full day, Ruth did not know how she had survived without Arani. Even Pawlik mentioned how much help the woman was providing.

The whole day before the party, Ruth concentrated on finishing touches. Her gown was exquisite, a distinctive design, unlike anything that this world had ever seen. As Linie and Velitta were doing the final fitting, a special courier dropped off a small package for the mage and Linie. When they opened it, they saw a short note and an embroidered fabric label that made Linie dissolve into tears.

The note said, Ladies, I so enjoyed collaborating with you on the design that I hope you won’t be offended by this label. Even though the majority of the gown concept belongs to the two of you, I thought I might lend my influence to your unveiling. I hope that you would send me pictures of the completed ensemble. If it is acceptable to you both, I will place that image in a prominent place in my studio. I’m sure it will engender a lot of discussion. I look forward to the next thing we create together. Affectionately, Master Richua Perre

With trembling hands, Velitta carefully stitched the precious label into the edge of Ruth’s gown. The Mage was touched by the thoughtfulness of the gesture and amused by the way Velitta grabbed her friend by the elbow and forcefully told her, “You had better tell me what happened! This is amazing.”

<< <> >>

It was time to leave for the party, and Ruth thought she was ready. Her gown fit perfectly, and Arani had done amazing things with the Mage’s hair. Slight touches of makeup enhanced Ruth’s eyes and lips, and a sweet perfume she had picked up on her trip made her feel like she was walking in a subtle cloud of flowers.

Earlier in the day, Ruth had completed the imaginative packaging for the hostess gift. Deciding to take shameless advantage of her abilities, the Mage had cast a spell on the delicate tissues that encased the box of confections. When the ribbon was untied, or the package opened, butterflies would fly out surrounded by floating flowers. The illusion would last just a few seconds, but every time the box opened, it would repeat.

With a wry smile, Ruth admitted to herself, I am not competitive. Nope. Vindictive, a little. Determined to not let them condescend to me, absolutely.

Armored and armed, the Mage descended the staircase into the taproom. It did not surprise her at all that it was full. Everyone knew what was happening since neither Ruth nor Pawlik kept their concerns or strategies secret. What did surprise her was the silence that throttled the room as soon as she started down the staircase.

There was not a sound made in the room, except for isolated gasps of air. Suddenly unsure of herself, Ruth looked around till she saw Pawlik. He stood spellbound, his eyes locked to hers, drawing her into the violet depths and surrounding her with his love.

They were the only two moving, her gliding down the stairs and him walking over to take her hand. Never taking his eyes off of hers, he raised her hand up to his mouth and gently kissed her fingers.

Still shrouded by a blanket of stunned silence, the Lord of Borachland escorted his Lady out to the waiting vehicle.
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Chapter 41 – Polite Society

Harpor Townhome, Arkken Port

Ruth and Pawlik rode in silence, contented with simply being together. Ruth was totally calm. All of the jitters that she had felt during the preparation, all of the anxiety had washed away. There is nothing more that she could do, nothing else to prepare.

Their vehicle pulled up to the front of the impressive home with broad stairs and a pillared façade. Pawlik smiled at his Lady and said, “Showtime, my love. Are you ready?”

The Mage laughed and answered, “Yes, I am. Although I admit to being curious as to what you would’ve done if I had answered ‘no.’”

With a grin that made him look all of twelve years old, her Anchor answered, “We would run for the hills!”

On the heels of that cheerful note, the Lord and Lady of Borachland exited the vehicle and headed up the stairs. Close behind them were Jenna and Gerian in pristine armor finished in the Borach House colors.

<< <> >>

Ruth and Pawlik were the first to arrive. The nobleman greeted their host and hostess warmly before placing a large hand on Ruth’s back and introducing her proudly. The woman burst into speech, exclaiming, “It is so nice to meet you, my dear. When we heard that Pawlik had finally found someone he cared enough about to bring to his home, Tenis and I were thrilled. I know his mother and father would have been pleased also.”

The Mage could feel the warmth of the older woman’s greeting and the gentle acceptance of her relationship with Pawlik. Smiling, she responded, “Thank you, Lady Harpor. I am sorry that I never got to meet them.”

“Please call me Sabina! There is no need to be formal with either Tenis or me.”

“Thank you, and my name is Ruth.”

“Come into the drawing-room. There is plenty of time to have a drink and a nice chat. I told the others to come at a later time so that I could possibly give you some pointers on who you’re going to meet and what to expect.”

“I would love to hear a little bit about the people I’m going to meet. I have to admit that it is somewhat intimidating to be walking into such a group.”

Sitting down with glasses of wine, the two women fell into an easy conversation. Sabina skillfully pulled information from Ruth as her background and origin of birth. Hearing that Ruth had never had to navigate within an aristocracy, the noblewoman frowned in concern.

“Ruth, I’m afraid this is going to be very difficult for you. With only twenty duchies on Arkken, most of the nobles are…”

“Stuffy and arrogant? Are those the words that you are looking for, my dear wife?”

“Tenis, you are incorrigible and are going to give Ruth the wrong impression about us!”

“That is highly unlikely. What my gentle wife is trying to tell you is that one of the reasons she wanted to start you out with small dinner was so you could see how catty and nasty the jostling for position can be. In a group this size and in our home, both of us can do some buffering for you.”

“I assumed that was what you were doing and I realized immediately what sort of problem Pawlik and I would be facing. I am so grateful that this initial exposure will have a bit of a safety net.”

“I will not tolerate any abusive of Ruth!” Pawlik looked incensed at the thought.

Sabina placed a calming hand on his arm and said, “My dear, she is going to have to be able to stand in her own two feet because you will not always be with her. And you know how these events go. Some people will be nasty behind a veneer of polite behavior. Others will be straightforward in their like or dislike.”

With a twinkle in her eye, Ruth asked Pawlik, “I hope you’re not saying that I can’t defend myself. Are you?”

“No, but the idea of someone upsetting you makes my blood boil.”

Reassuring her mate that she would be fine, the conversation among the four of them became general, and Ruth felt the last bit of tension release. At least Tenis and Sabina are friendly. However, I can’t think of one reason to deal with people if they’re going to be nasty. There too many other things to do to waste time on jerks.

Two other couples came into the room and were introduced to Ruth. In general, the men were friendly while the women took careful notice of Ruth. In a flurry, the other four couples appeared one after another. Introductions were done, and the swirl of conversation began to flow from group to group.

Jenna and Gerian were stationed against opposite walls in the room. Ruth intercepted several glances among the women that carried micro-expressions of disbelief. Finally one of them, a sharp face woman who been introduced as Duchess Aghar, commented to Ruth, “I suppose you’re the reason that those people are in the room with us. I suppose you didn’t know that it was inappropriate, but someone should have told you, that such behavior is not needed at the events held within a proper noble establishment.”

Ruth calmly responded with a smile, saying, “I try very hard not to argue with my security detail. If I’m curious about why they’re doing something I ask. If I inquire, they will explain. However, for the most part, I let them do their job.”

Frustrated by Ruth’s serene composure, the woman tried again, “You probably should get an etiquette coach since it’s obvious that you don’t know how to dress or behave in our circle. You will run the risk of being cut out if you don’t get up to speed quickly. None of us will tolerate plebian attitudes or actions.”

A grim-looking older man that had been introduced as Baron de Sande was standing nearby and turned to offer his opinion. Ignoring Ruth except for a dismissive glance, he addressed himself to the Duchess, saying, “Ruda, you are so right. However, remember that Pawlik managed to convince his parents that he needed to go to that low-class military academy on Shofu Prime. I think he developed a low taste in companions while he was there.”

“I agree that it doesn’t seem to have done him any good. Such exposure erodes the basis for his authority.” The woman turned to Ruth and smiled. To the Mage, expression looked more like a grimace. I wonder if she’s constipated. That might explain the nasty temper, but I think there is something more behind it. The direction of her thoughts amused Ruth, and the smile on her face was relaxed and broad.

The fact that Ruth had not been disconcerted by the attacks further infuriated both the woman and man. The Baron began to lecture Ruth, crowding close to her and looming over her much shorter frame, “You of all people should take care. Dukes have the right of high and low justice, and you are unprotected and in his territory. If he loses control over his people, they will come after you. And if you cease to please him, he could easily make you disappear.”

Ruth laughed in his face, a cascade of crystal notes. As the skin on his face reddened in rage, the Mage answered him, saying, “Pawlik is an honorable man. I don’t worry about rejection or about others losing respect for me. I have my own power and a whole group of people who are sworn to me.”

The man recoiled from Ruth, saying in disgust, “No woman should have power. You aren’t suited for handling it.”

Just then Sabina’s butler came into the room and announced the dinner was served. As people moved into the dining room, Pawlik asked Ruth in a low undertone, “Are you doing all right?”

“Yes, dear. Please don’t worry about me. I am managing to navigate the interesting minefield and did not think these people realize that I have other things to worry about than their petty squabbles.”

Pawlik touched her hand as it lay on his forearm, his expression easing. Ruth was looking forward to dinner, willing to be amused by the strange, covert confrontations that the noblewoman thought belonged in general conversation.
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Dinner was certainly interesting, Ruth thought to herself as she followed her hostess into the Ladies’ Study. It had been filled with multiple levels of conversation, some intriguing and others more like sniper fire. The women across from her spent most of their time trying to make her feel uncomfortable. They filled the silence with talk about the entertainment events they were going to and the wondrous things they had done.

Ruth simply wasn’t interested in what they were talking about. Instead, her mind was filled with the renovation at the castle and concerns about her grandchildren, sons, and daughters-in-law. It was very apparent that her disinterest was frustrating her attackers. Instead of wasting time with them, the Mage devoted most of her attention to the gentlemen on either side of her.

The man seated directly on her right was Zaks Strazdins, Duke of Buchetia. He was the eldest man there, white-haired and slightly stooped. Ruth thought he was delightful. After all of the formality displayed up to that point, his friendly conversation and interesting viewpoints were a relief.

He and Ruth had a delightful discussion about flowers. Ruth had been a gardener for many years and had experimented with creating her own hybrids. When Zaks found out about her interest, he grew extremely animated. It was almost a wrench when the dinner was over, and the men and women went to separate rooms. Darn it! The conversation was just getting to some exciting topics. I wonder if Pawlik likes Zaks and if we can invite him and his wife over some time?

The man who had been seated on her left was Earl Tozhets, or Bertold as he asked her to call him. He and Pawlik had been at the Alliance Military Academy together and had kept in touch since then. It was apparent to Ruth that there was a straightforward, honest affection between the two of them.

As the ladies began to settle on chairs and couches, Sabina invited Ruth to sit with her. The older woman smiled openly at the Mage and murmured, “I hope that you’re having a good time, my dear. Tenis and I are so pleased that you and Pawlik could be here.”

A whisper, meant to be heard came from behind Ruth’s back, “Of course, she’s here. No one else would invite her, so she doesn’t have any other options.”

Ignoring the ill-bred comment, Ruth thanked her hostess with a smile and said, “I have to thank you for the invitation. We’ve been so busy since we came back to Arkken that the first purely social break that we’ve had. There is so much to do that I’ve been running from dawn to dusk.”

Tipping her head sideways, Sabina asked, “What sort of projects have you been working on?”

Ruth laughed and answered, “Many more than you would think. We are renovating one of the towers in the castle, and building up the infrastructure at the spaceport. There will be another auction soon, and Pawlik wants to hold a hiring fair for more spacers.”

There was a shock silence as the women in the room tried to absorb what the Mage had just said. The youngest woman, barely the age to be considered an adult, asked in wondering tones, “Auction? I thought Lord Pawlik already held an auction for the prize ships that he won escaping from the Insectoids.”

Serenely Ruth responded, “Actually, that was only a small number of the ships that we brought back. Another group of them will be auctioned off next, and we will repeat that after we have had time to evaluate whether we want to keep the craft or not.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize there were more. That must be very exciting.”

“Exciting and terrifying, but it needs to be done.”

For the rest of the hour, the conversation was subdued, and Ruth was not further targeted with nasty comments. Instead, she had pleasant discussions on neutral topics with several of the women and felt like she had made some progress in getting to know them.
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Chapter 42 – Thought Counts

Harpor Townhome, Arkken Port

“Sabina, darling, don’t forget that we are all dying to see what your hostess gifts are. Since Cyprian and I came in last, by tradition, you have to open ours first.”

Ruth had decided that she really didn’t like Ruda, Duchess Aghar. When the woman wasn’t sniping at the Mage, she occupied herself with spreading malicious gossip and targeting the very young wife of Zaks. Even sitting on the sidelines and listening to the nasty comments cloaked with banal compliments was enough to make Ruth sick to her stomach.

The Mage thought to herself, I just have to get through the next hour or so without turning the woman into a pile of ash. Surely, I can hold my temper that long. Pulling her mind back to the events unfolding, Ruth saw that the attentive Harpor Butler, Landrich, had brought over a small table and set it in front of Sabina.

In just a few minutes, all eight of the hostess gifts were arranged in a line on the tabletop. Ruth noticed that the package that she and Pawlik had presented to their hostess was the furthest away from the woman.

Now, I remember. Harril told me that if we arrived at an intimate event first, our host gift would be opened last. I wonder if Sabina planned it that way?

The first package was wrapped in an elaborate paper, threaded through with what appeared to be gold wire. Ruda had a smug look on her face as if she knew that her gift would be much admired.

Carefully unwrapping the package, Sabina exclaimed in pleasure as the last of the covering dropped away, and an intricate arrangement of carved stone flowers was revealed. The older woman gushed, “How lovely, Ruda my dear. You are so thoughtful to remember that I like to add to my collection. Thank you so much.”

“I know how much you adore your non-wilting flowers, and I know how hard it is for others, with fewer connections, to find something that is so painstakingly made.”

Handing the example of lapidary art off to the Butler, Sabina turned to the next package. As she did, Ruth watched the Butler as he moved over to the glass-fronted case on the wall between two windows. Opening the cabinet front, the man quickly rearranged a packed shelf of similar objects, placing the newest addition at the front.

The Butler stepped back and turned to look at his mistress, intercepting Ruth’s considering glance. The subtle twitch of his lips and the quirk of an eyebrow all but screamed to Ruth the Butler’s real opinion. Who would’ve thought the man had a sense of humor? I could get to like him.

The next gift was a tiny one, enclosed in opalescent fabric and fastened with a miniature bow. Sabina exclaimed, “Monir, the fabric is gorgeous. Where on earth did you find it?”

The Baroness de Sande, Monir was a nervous woman, shying away from any sudden movement and obviously living in terror of her husband. Ruth had seen how her eyes tracked the Baron whenever they were in the same room. It made the Mage burn with a low rumble of anger, as she realized what she was picking up were the signs of abuse.

“I am glad you like it, Sabina. I thought it might brighten up your day.”

Ruda broke in, saying dismissively, “Great. Now you have a tiny scrap of fabric that isn’t good for much of anything. It would’ve been nice if you had given her enough to really, like a meter length or more. Anyway, it’s too bad about the covering, let’s look at the gift.”

Monir seemed to shrink into herself and dropped her eyes down. Ruth’s temper heated up, and she spoke without hesitating, “I think it was a lovely thought to realize that the gift is not just a presentation of an item for someone but a demonstration of how much you care about the other’s pleasure and well-being. Even that small piece of fabric is enough to bring joy.”

Ruda’s face tightened as Ruth blocked her from attacking her victim. Her tones slipping more toward straight nasty than sickening sweet, Ruda responded, “Apparently where you come from, some backwater world, they don’t understand about the nuances of gift-giving. Perhaps, someone should bring you up to speed, if you’re capable of learning it.”

Her temper now firmly under control, Ruth smiled serenely and said, “In all the places that I’ve been, and all the people of different cultures and races that I’ve dealt with, politeness and thoughtfulness are common themes. I am sure you are not telling me that Arkken society is short on either of those two.”

There was a barely stifled cough from Sabina before she chirped, “Let’s see what this lovely fabric is concealing.” The hostess then carefully pulled out a small carved bird, composed of red wood so crimson that it appeared to glow. Ruth caught her breath and whispered, reverently, “How beautiful!”

Sabina’s gasp of pleasure was right behind. The older Duchess said, “It is exquisite! If you do not object, I will take the clever little fabric bag to put it in and arrange it as a nest. Then I can set the bird perched within it.”

Monir kept her eyes downcast but showed a fleeting smile as she murmured, “I’m glad you like it.”

With a wary eye toward the inpatient Ruda, Sabina picked up the next gift, a larger rectangular box wrapped in brown ribbons, saying, “I can tell this one is from Lydie and Egon. It looks very interesting!” The Countess Tanan acknowledged her contribution but remained silent. Ruth watched as Sabina carefully slipped the ribbons off the package and opened it.

The many strands of ribbon posed a bit of a problem, so the unwrapping was extended. Ruda started tapping her fingers on her wine glass in the throes of her impatience. When Ruth realized that she was imagining appropriate responses for that type of boorish behavior, she gave herself an internal shake, saying, Get it together, girl. You definitely do not want to cause a big upset. It would be poor thanks to Sabina and Tenis for inviting us.

Sabina held up an intriguing perfume bottle, cut from a clear purple crystal. “Thank you, Lydie, this will look lovely on my dressing table.”

The quiet woman nodded in acknowledgment but didn’t speak. At that point, Ruth realized that as much as she was trying to keep everybody in mind that Lydie was almost a non-entity, a shadow clothed as a woman. The thought left a trail of sadness through Ruth, sorry for whomever Lydie really was.

Reaching next for a tall cylindrical package with a puffed-up bouffant top, Sabina smiled and said, “I bet this one is from Baiba and Zaks.” The very young Duchess Buchetia said, “Yes. Zaks and I hope…”

Ruda cut across the young woman’s sentence, abruptly interrupting her to say, “Yeah, we get it. It’s another one of his smelly flowers, and you always bring that. No imagination and no difficulty in getting them. You just go and pick a flower, stick it in a vase. Wrap it up and poof, you expect that to be a hostess gift. Your mother should have raised you better.”

Baiba looked like she was going to burst into tears, obviously unable to respond to such blatant rudeness. Ruth found herself struggling with a strong protective urge that threatened to explode out of her and fill the room with magic.

Swallowing a couple of times to get herself under control, the Mage heard her voice as if it were coming from another person. “Obviously, you would not receive that type of hostess gift because you don’t value it. That would assume that after you have made it obvious how little regard that you have for Baiba’s thoughtful gift, that they would ever accept an invitation from you.”

The young Duchess threw a naked look of intense thanks toward Ruth. Ruda appeared to be stunned into silence, staring fixedly at the Mage as if she couldn’t believe the words that had just been said.

While the boorish woman glared at Ruth, Sabina’s face was visible to the Mage, who saw the faint satisfied smile that appeared briefly before the hostess completed unwrapping what was indeed a beautiful long-stemmed flower that reminded Ruth of Earth roses.

A glowing mixture of colors, the flower petals ranged from a deep crimson to pale pink. The flower was placed in a delicate porcelain vase that incorporated some of the hues found in the purple perfume bottle that Sabina had gotten earlier. The combination of the vivid purple and the translucency of the porcelain was the perfect complement to one of the most magnificent flowers that Ruth had ever seen.

Sabina asked her Butler to place the flower and vase on the mantle of the fireplace. Once there, the gift looked like it had been designed for the room, harmonizing well with the decor and the mood.

Ruth turned to Baiba and exclaimed, “I am amazed. You or your husband have a wonderful eye for color and form.”

Surprised, the young woman responded, “Thank you! I’m learning more every day, and Zaks has so much to teach me. I am so lucky.”

Sabina rushed into speech before any more unpleasant comments could be made, saying, “Ginette and Auguste’s gift is next. Let’s see what this one is.” The hostess reached out with both of her hands and lifted a large flat box tied with an intricately woven cord of what looked like long pieces of grass. As Sabina started to slip the rope off the package, Ruth caught the intriguing scents of multiple herbs and some spices that reminded her of cinnamon and cardamom.

The smells fired a stab of homesickness through Ruth that shook her to the core. All of a sudden, she realized how much she missed the smell of Earth. The tastes of her life, the flavors of her existence were all gone. There must’ve been some leakage of her emotion that made her feelings visible. Taking Ruth by surprise, a slightly shaking cold hand patted her arm, and she looked up in startlement to see Monir looking at her with worry.

A shared look of sympathy passed between the two women, and Ruth gently laid her hand over Monir’s and squeezed it gently. Immediately releasing her grip, the Mage could feel the touch of the other woman’s hand slip away as the brief moment of connection faded. Bringing her attention back to where Sabina was in ecstasy over the contents of the box, Ruth heard her hostess still exclaiming.

“… and the teas are incredible. The last assortment you gave me was perfect for the season. I will have to hold a dinner party every time I start to run out from now on. Thank you so much!”

Looking at Ruth, Sabina told her cheerfully, “Ruth, you have to come to have tea with me someday. Then you can taste these wonderful mixtures that Auguste and Ginette create for their friends. Once you do, though, I’m warning you, you will never want to drink any other kind of tea.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Let’s plan on doing that soon. The wonderful smells when you opened the box reminded me of home, and I would love to find out how similar the tastes are.”

Everyone heard Ruda mutter, “Like anybody cares.”
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Chapter 43 – Gift Judging

Harpor Townhome, Arkken Port

“We have only two left to open, and I’m excited about both of them,” Sabina trilled. Ruth suppressed a smile because she had heard that same note in her own voice when she was hosting a dinner party, and it was not going as well as she desired. It was the sound of a woman trying to get her guests through a party without them killing each other.

Sympathetically, the Mage pushed down her irritation at Ruda’s boorish behavior and secured a pleasant smile on her face. It was the one that most of the time was a mask, and she hated to wear it, but in such unknown territory, it was appropriate camouflage.

The second to last gift was another small box, about the length of a hand on each side. Tied in sculptural bows, Ruth sensed a low hum. Curious, the Mage leaned forward, listening intently to the harmonics and the pulsing of the elusive sound. Sabina was surprised at Ruth’s action but did not inquire why one of her guests was so interested in the package.

Others were not so restrained as evident by Ruda’s snapped comment, “It doesn’t belong to you! Back off and let Sabina enjoy her own gift.”

Ruth made a split-second decision to just ignore Ruda. That woman gets entirely too much attention for poor behavior. Somebody forgot to paddle her backside when she was a nasty little girl, and now she’s grown into a vicious older woman.

Sabina opened the package and reached in with a coo of pleasure, “How lovely! I have never seen anything like it.”

Annele, Countess Tozhets, blushed in pleasure. The wife of Pawlik’s old Academy buddy seemed to be nervous in her current company. The woman didn’t appear intimidated, but Ruth had noticed that she was extremely wary of Pawlik and was actively avoiding many of the other guests.

All of the women leaned forward to examine the continually moving light contained inside the sealed glass bottle. The only thing that Ruth could compare it to was some sort of high-tech lava lamp, a leftover from the 1960s. A continually evolving mixture of colors, light, and iridescent particles, the display was mesmerizing and breathtaking.

“Annele, my dear, wherever did you find it?” Sabina asked. The younger woman smiled in relief, saying, “There is a man in Tozhets that has started to create these. Each one is different, and supposedly, they last forever. I’m so glad you like it. We wanted you to have something unique and as bright and cheerful as you are.”

Sabina laughed, a trill of pleasure that seemed to fill the whole room. She said, “So your gift has a gift, such a lovely compliment. Every time we look at this, Tenis and I will think of how enjoyable this party was and how much we liked having you and Bertold as guests.”

Once again, the attentive Butler carefully took the gift from his mistress’ hands and placed it on a prominent vantage point. Ruth could feel the atmosphere change as the seven other women focused on the remaining gift. All of them look like a hunting pack that has just sighted their prey. I need to keep in mind that the entire aristocracy operates like a pack. Some of the members are strong, some weaker, all of them predatory.

With avid curiosity in her voice, Sabina said, “All we have left is the last gift, the one that Ruth and Pawlik brought. I realize that the customs and traditions on Arkken may not be similar to those of where you were raised, but I hope that this traditional piece of our guesting behavior did not cause you too much of a problem.”

Ruth recognized an opening when it was handed to her on a platter, so she immediately responded saying, “I am sure that I will be discovering nuances to your behaviors and traditions for a long time.”

In a mutter made to be overheard, Ruda cut across the conversation, saying, “Assuming that you last that long!”

Ignoring another example of the woman’s lack of courtesy, Ruth continued, “Being somewhat unsure of the types of things that you would appreciate as a gift, it was not possible for me to select something totally personal. Of course, I asked Pawlik, but like any man, he absolutely had no clue.”

All of the women in the room laughed in shared agreement, most of them breaking into smiles. Broadening her own grin, Ruth continued again, “Therefore, my criteria had me looking for something that was exquisitely prepared as well as something I believe that you would enjoy. Given my own particular set of skills, I made sure that part of the gift was something that you could enjoy for a long time.”

Congratulations, Ruth, my girl. From the confused expressions on everyone’s face, they have no clue what I just said. Oh well, hopefully, they will understand when Sabina opens the package.

Sabina and the other women were indeed looking confused, but the accomplished hostess carefully picked up the intricately wrapped package and exclaimed, “My goodness! It’s heavy.”

Ruda muttered, “She probably gave you rocks. It would fit a barbarian background.”

This time everyone ignored the woman’s outrageous behavior. Ruth could tell that Ruda did not like being ignored. Too bad! If you want attention, you’re going to need to be nice.

Sabina untied the delicate ribbon that held the top of the packaging together. The instant that the layer shifted to expose the inside, an explosion of butterflies emerged.

Iridescent wings in jewel-tone colors accented an aerial ballet as the tiny gemmed creatures wound their way through floating flowers. The pastel shades of the flower petals darkened in intensity as they sank toward the ground, only to disappear as they hit the floor.

A sweet scent perfumed the air for a few seconds, wakening the sense of smell as completely as the illusion fed the visual one. Looking around the room, Ruth could tell that all of the women were caught up in the experience that she had so carefully crafted.

Her eyes filled with a childlike wonder, Sabina reached over and grabbed Ruth’s hands in hers, gushing, “I have never seen anything more beautiful. Thank you so much for this gift.”

Reminding Ruth of twittering birds, the rest of the women added in their compliments, tumbling over each other in a flurry of words. Only Ruda was silent. Checking the woman’s expression from the corner of her eye, Ruth could see the same look of wonder on Ruda’s face, but also saw the underlying cold calculation that was going on furiously in the conniving mind of the Duchess of Aghar.

Ruth smiled and said to Sabina, “I am delighted that you like the packaging. However, you might want to look at the gift also.”

“You mean there’s more?” Sabina reached down into the large box and pulled out the closed package that Ruth had purchased at the apothecary’s shop. Almost trembling in excitement, the older woman flipped the lid back and shouted in glee, “Sweets! Oh, dear heavens, they look like works of art!” Abandoning the calm, reasoned hostess role, Sabina called to her Butler, “Landrich, get us some small plates immediately. Perhaps a sharp knife so that we can divide them up and share!”

The staid Butler left the room quickly, returning in just a few moments with plates and extra napkins as well as several sharp knives. All of the women had come to their feet and crowded around Sabina, commenting on the selections that were included in the large box.

Quickly, their hostess pulled six of the examples of a confectioner’s art out and cut them into four pieces each with her own hands. Jostling elbow to elbow, the women each grabbed three and returned to their seats to savor the incredible flavors.

Ruth waited to the last, taking those that remained. She knew that she had an entire larger box waiting for her return in her room. She also knew that to not eat with the others would send the wrong message.

The room was quiet, each woman lost in the experience.

“Those are amazing! Between the butterflies and the candy, I don’t think I’ve ever had a better hostess gift! Thank you, Ruth, for sharing this with us.”

Almost like a harbinger of doom, Ruda muttered once more, “What good is a fancy wrapping when it’s gone so quickly?”

This time, Ruth decided to answer the disgruntled woman. Turning and staring challengingly at Ruda, the Mage asked her, “What makes you think that the dance of the butterflies and flowers would only occur once?”

With a happy cry, Sabina picked up the intact gift bag and began to play with it. Closing and opening its top made the butterflies come again and again. Each of the women, barring Ruda, had to try their hand at making the butterflies dance.

The formal nature of the discussion lightened as Ruth’s gift affected more than just her hostess.

<<<>>>

When it was time to rejoin the men, Ruth was relieved. The Mage had reached her limit of meaningless small talk. She also was VERY ready to take her shoes off. One look at Pawlik’s face, and she knew he felt the same.

Pleased, Ruth was confident that they would shortly be making a quick exit. At least now she knew what the battlefield looked like and could plan.

Tomorrow, she could start her efforts to counter the smear campaign and attacks in this new and unexplored social terrain.
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Chapter 44 – Balancing Scales

Cargo shuttle Alpha Six, Seer’s Rock

Gwilliam and Zorand were silent during the landing on Seer’s Rock. Both of them were immersed in unresolved feelings and battered by the impact of distant memories. To the two men, on the one hand, it seemed like a lifetime ago that they had departed from this same spaceport, never expecting to again see the asteroid that had been their home. At the same time, the unchanged configuration of the port and the presence of the same buildings made it seem like they had just left.

Typical of Seer’s Rock, there was no customs inspection when the shuttle landed. The crystal atmosphere dome rose like a clamshell as the engines throttled down below the mandated minimum threshold. The mercenary commander knew that the peculiar protections on the asteroid meant the port controllers had advance notice on what the ships contained.

If he had made planetfall with a hold full of troops, the pad would have been surrounded by a militia before he could open his hatches. His cargo was not threatening to either the colony or the port. In fact, they were bringing only items that had a potential benefit to the settlement. Supplied with that knowledge, there had been no reaction from anyone beyond the automatic landing protocols.

Nodding to Zorand, Gwilliam went to the rear of their craft and started offloading the packs that the crew on their main ship had prepared. The man stacked the medical supplies and foodstuffs in a receivables section of the tunnel that had extended rapidly in response to their arrival. The configuration of the station meant the same tunnel opened up to allow an entrance into the dome of the primary settlement.

Zorand finished securing the ship’s boards and rose from his chair with some difficulty. Age was catching up with him, and it was starting to show in a reduction in his speed of action and reduced range of movement. Grimacing, the older man admitted to himself that he was no longer as fast, or as young, as he used to be.

Reluctantly, he thought, There is only so much medicine can do to support and keep an organic body in top operating status. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay active as a mercenary.

Zorand knew that if he wanted to remain on the active combat lists, he would either have to transfer to one of the heavy armor units or get a cybernetic body. His physical form was too worn and aged to continue in his current role. Philosophically, he was opposed to being cyberized and felt that his options were becoming more limited.

I have seen too many cyborgs go mad. Perhaps, I could accept it more when it is a man in combat going berserk, but the cold and calculated killer madness of long-term cyborgs is terrifying.

Gwilliam was aware of his old friend’s increasing frailty. It was one of the reasons that Zorand was more often sent out to deal with contract discovery and the more ‘diplomatic’ aspects of their jobs. It grieved him, but he knew that Zorand would continue to serve in any capacity where he could make a useful contribution.

Slowing down or not, Gwilliam trusted Zorand enough that the older man was the only necessary bodyguard on this trip to Seer’s Rock. That confidence in him was important validation to Zorand.

His history with Gwilliam and personal experience on the asteroid meant they shared an understanding of the dynamics that existed in the closed culture. It would’ve been impossible to brief anyone else quickly or thoroughly enough to operate at the level needed to successfully complete their mission so Gwilliam had made the decision that only the two of them would travel to the Rock.

Knowledge of the culture and attitudes would be crucial if problems occurred, and they had planned for those challenges arising. Gwilliam knew that Zorand considered this option as a venture of last resort. The mercenary commander had agreed with that conclusion but had still known if everything else failed to provide them with the information he needed, Seer’s Rock was a valid option to be explored.

Zorand shook himself and moved to the hatch to see what Gwilliam had been doing. Looking at the pile of goods that the younger man had piled on the deck, Zorand smiled. Precisely two months of emergency rations, food, and water for a single person had been carefully assembled.

Gwilliam was making an unspoken, but firm statement by returning the same amount of supplies that they had been given to them when they were exiled. This was a total balancing act. Zorand could almost hear his friend saying, “We do not owe you anything. Here are replacement supplies for everything that you gave us when you sent us away.”

The medical supplies were another such statement. When the two of them had first come to Seer’s Rock, both of them had needed extensive medical treatment. The stack of supplies containing critical medicines and materials for the asteroid’s infirmary was large enough to more than offset what had been used on the two damaged young men. Once again, Gwilliam was telling the people of the asteroid that he and Zorand did not owe them.

The older man was pleased to see the measured response that Gwilliam was extending. It eased his mind and reduced a portion of the worry that he held about Gwilliam’s mental state. This is a finely calibrated action, proving to me that my friend, the mercenary commander, is still in control of himself.

Willingly, Zorand pitched in with the offloading. The two men work silently, both determined to minimize their time on the asteroid. As the older man worked to move their cargo, he noticed in passing that one of the few passenger seats in the shuttle had been cleared off. For some reason, the sight of that empty seat sent a shiver down his spine. The older man recognized the premonition as it slid over him, leaving a trail of foreboding behind it. With nothing but the omen alerting him, Zorand chose to hold his tongue.

Determinedly, Zorand focused even harder on offloading the last of the supplies. In the short while he had been working, the stack that he had been building amassed a similar height and width to that of Gwilliam.

When the two men had finished, the mercenary commander stood for a long moment staring contemplatively at the impressive pile of supplies. Cataloging the contents mentally, Gwilliam was satisfied that he had given the community at Seer’s Rock more than they had ever provided to Zorand and him as they were sent into exile so many years ago.

The medical supplies were payment of a different debt. When the two young men had arrived in their battered shuttle, the community on the Rock had provided them with medical care. At the time, there was no mention of repayment, but Gwilliam had always felt the drag of obligation ever since.

With the substantial donation of supplies and medicines, the mercenary commander was delivering a balance to that act of charity also. He and Zorand were now free of the subtle sense of obligation and control that the people on the asteroid had created.

Gwilliam could feel the release of previously unrecognized mental chains as his subconscious was freed from its prison of obligation.

The next breath he took tasted fresher, and Gwilliam felt his body grow lighter. I never realized how much I felt weighted down from my experiences here. Now, I don’t owe them anything. I am free to act as necessary, responding to how people are today rather than operating under the drag of yesterday.

Zorand had noticed Gwilliam’s pain at having to return to the Rock, broadcast in the set of his shoulders and the lack of expression on his face. The older man knew that there was always a particular agony to revisiting the first place you got thrown out of, be it a school, a bar, a town or a colony.

The older man was thankful to see a slight easing of that tension when Gwilliam straightened up and began to move again. He knew something had changed with the repayment in-kind that they had just completed. Hopefully, it would be enough to focus on their objectives and energize the two of them to meet the challenges the day would bring.

Zorand had been worried all along about how his young comrade would react to any confrontation or problem here. Separating old memories from new situations was always hard, especially when emotionally laden. With the change in Gwilliam’s posture and the easement of the man’s tension, Zorand could feel his optimism rise, only to be chilled by another touch of the cold finger of premonition as it slipped down his spine. He thought to himself, All I can do is hope for the best, and plan for the worst.
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Chapter 45 – Directions of the Heart

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Ruth had rested most of the day. The woman was exhausted from the whirlwind shopping trip, frantic preparation for the party, and navigating the dangerous conversational pits of the dinner party. She and her mate had slept until midmorning and then enjoyed a leisurely brunch. Pawlik soon had her in amused hiccups as he told her about how all of the men had tried to discover where the two of them had met. None of them just simply asked him. Instead, they had tried to find out indirectly, and their confused sentences and bizarre conversational ploys had severely taxed his control.

Ruth thought it was interesting that most of them had discounted his explanation that they had met under battle conditions. Only his longtime military friend and the eccentric Duke, Zaks, had accepted what he said.

Pawlik had been adamant that she take a nap and only do things that were not physically taxing. The Mage thought about protesting, but an internal feeling of shakiness told her that he was right. As a result, Ruth had wandered between what had become their sewing room and her own chamber, floating to address whatever simple problem that could be handled without a lot of effort.

Others were just as busy as Pawlik. Not wanting to inconvenience anyone, Ruth had stayed away from the taproom for most of the day. Cuddled up under a soft blanket on the bed, the pensive woman examined all that happened in the last few weeks. The changes have come so quickly, and the dangerous threats never stop. Before this, I would not have understood what PTSD was. Now, I think I’m living in it.

Ruth fell asleep, a deep drop into total exhaustion. The unobtrusive bodyguards in the corner changed shifts, and still, the Mage slept.

Ruth knew she was dreaming. Floating high above the planet of her birth, she gazed down with eyes that encompassed the entire population. Raw and ugly, traces of the Insectoids still marred Earth’s surface. Remembered pain stab through the woman’s core, and she heard an echo from the planet below her.

Pain and fear reverberated through the atmosphere, while uncertainty trampled the ground. The Mage knew it was no longer her home, but familiarity and memory drew her. The scent of family plucked a note too long absent, and suddenly Ruth found herself standing in a familiar kitchen looking into the drawn face and shadowed eyes of Cal’s wife, her daughter-in-law Tamara.

The woman was sitting by the screen of her computer with tears running down her face. The word processor was open, and it was apparent that the young woman had been writing a note to her missing husband and son. Leaning over Tamara’s shoulder, the Mage could see that there were hundreds of pages in that letter.

Oh, sweetheart. I wish there was some way I could take away part of your pain. Gently, Ruth reached out a transparent hand and brushed the hair away from the younger woman’s face.

Jerking upright in amazement, Tamara blurted out, “Mom? I must be going crazy! I can almost feel you, Mom. Tell my baby and Cal that we miss them every day.”

Charging into the room, a pair of small dogs ran directly to where the spectral form of the Mage stood. Wagging its whole body, the smaller of the two attempted to jump into Ruth’s arms. Try as she might, the Mage could not hold the small animal. The larger, less agile dog crouched at Ruth’s feet, trying to cuddle with her. Tears burned hot in the mage’s eyes. Unable to contain them, they sizzle through the air evaporating before touching the ground.

It felt like Ruth’s heart was breaking. She so longed to touch them, but she was in a dream and couldn’t. Staring at the younger woman’s computer, Ruth had a sudden, wild hope. Using the same mental push that allowed her to communicate with the AIs, the spectral woman said, << I am not sure if this will work, but I’m going to try. I’m dreaming that I’m with you, and you’re so real that I can see that you’ve been crying. Rocky is curled up on my feet and looks like he’s losing weight. You have to tell them I would pet them if I could. >>

“Mom! You are here! Please talk to me. We’ve been so worried, and everything is horrible here.”

Ruth pulled her energy together, feeling like she was struggling through thick water, she got as far as << love you… >> before a sharp pain in her chest and a mighty pull dragged her back.

<< <> >>

“Wake up, dammit! Wake up, Ruth!”

The Mage barely heard the words. She knew people were rushing around her, but her disorientation was so complete that she couldn’t make heads or tails of where she was and who the people were.

Thinking that she was still dreaming, Ruth attempted to wake up. All of her efforts only allowed her to twitch her fingers, but it was enough for someone else to yell loudly, “Look! I think she’s waking up.”

Just then, the Mage heard a crash of the door, and the person next to her was flung away from her body. Hot hands clamped onto her shoulder and waist, followed by a massive influx of energy. It poured into her, filling her reservoirs and anchoring her once again.

Gasping for air, Ruth tried to sit up but was abruptly yanked into the muscular arms of her Anchor. Over the top of her head, she heard his furious voice demand, “What happened? And why didn’t you stop her?”

“Pawlik, please my love, it is not their fault. I thought I was dreaming, so somehow I traveled to Earth. I saw Tamara and tried to talk to her. My chest hurt, and then somebody pulled me home.” Ruth’s voice was thready, but the silence that surrounded her let everyone hear what she said.

“Home? Where is home for you? Is it still back to Earth?” Pawlik’s voice sounded broken and unsure. Forcing her eyes open, Ruth answered the question that lay nakedly displayed on his face.

She answered, “Home to you.”

<< <> >>

Ruth rested for a couple of hours while Pawlik held her tightly. Once again she dreamed, but this time it included only confused snapshots of Earth, the slave ship, and the Home Woods of Borachland.

Even with the bad dreams haunting her sleep, the Mage woke feeling rested. After reassuring himself that Ruth had suffered no long-term harm, her Anchor carefully escorted her downstairs so that the rest of her concerned friends could see that she was all right.

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, Ruth said in a carrying voice, “okay, now we know that I overdid it. We also know that Pawlik has good heart health because he didn’t have a heart attack on the way back here. Thank you for pulling me back from my wandering dreams. I think I’m fine and I will try to work out how not to go traveling like that again. So please, nobody ask me any more questions about it.”

Luka laughed from behind the bar. When he could talk again, he said, “Great way of keeping us from nagging you, Ruth. I think I’m speaking for all of us when I say you had us worried.”

Ruth sat down at a table and busied herself with drinking and eating. Pawlik stayed glued to her side, concerned about her even though she seemed to be recovered. Jenna and Margot were hypervigilant about guarding her. They had also increased the size of her security detail to include Gerian.

“Pawlik, please stop hovering. I’m not that fragile.”

“I’m not sure that I would agree. How can we prevent that sort of thing from happening again? It was only luck that had somebody in there to keep your heart beating.”

“I planned on spending some time with Avantor and Eshik when we went back to the Castle. They offered to help me, and this is certainly an area that their experience will fill in some of my notable gaps.”

When her Anchor didn’t respond, the Mage looked up to see him staring in shock at her.

“Who? Who are you talking about? How did you know those names?”

The Mage cringed, realizing what she had done. Spreading her hands in a gesture of conciliation all that the woman could think to say was, “Ooops?”
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Chapter 46 – Miscommunication Bites

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

Margot and Jenna advanced on the Mage and stood on either side of Lord Pawlik when he demanded, “What, when, and how?”

Ruth sighed and said, “Hunter and I ran into the Eidolon of the Home Woods when we were out for a walk the day that the assassin had us pinned down. We were going to tell you about the encounter and their invitation to train you and me.”

When no one interrupted her, the woman became uncomfortable under the combined stares and continued, “The nearly successful attempt on my life and your daring rescue distracted me. Afterward, we came here without time to talk. I was totally exhausted and needed to recover. Ever since then, we’ve been busy, running from one emergency to another.”

Again the Mage paused, but the disbelieving stares and the deep silence continued. Ruth sighed and added, “That’s one reason that Hunter stayed back at the Castle. Not only was he watching the children and testing the vigilance of the guards, but he was going to try to work out something to extend the Inner and Outer Keep security coverage with the ghosts of the last Unfettered Mage and his Anchor.”

As soon as the Mage quit talking, Jenna and Margot moved over to the back wall, and Gerian took their place. Leaning her head against Pawlik’s shoulder, Ruth watched as the two women had an animated discussion with someone on the other end of the comm channel.

“I’m sorry, it truly slipped my mind. I didn’t mean to keep anything secret from you, but everything else was so immediate that I forgot.”

“Actually, I’m relieved. If we have someone that can help us understand our strengths and limitations, we will have a far better chance of surviving. Let’s plan on visiting them as soon as we return to Borachland Castle.”

Ruth pressed closer to her Anchor’s side and thought, Thank goodness for this man. I hope I continue to remember to thank God each day for his presence in my life.

Looking somewhat unsure, Arani walked over to Ruth and asked her, “Is it acceptable if I give you a summary of what has occurred to date?”

“Of course, it is. That’s your job, and I really appreciate you doing it.”

The middle-aged woman had her hair up in a braided bun and was dressed in a conservative business suit that almost looked like a modified guard uniform. Ruth was amused by the outfit but decided if the woman was comfortable in what amounted to livery, there was no reason for the Mage to object.

Her assistant gave her a concise summary, including progress on the renovations and a list of her calls. The only one of note seemed to be a follow-up call from their hostess of the previous night who hoped that Ruth might join her for tea the following day. Ruth asked Arani to answer in the affirmative and find out what time would be convenient for Sabina.

As Arani got up to take care of some pending tasks, the door to the bar opened, and a cool breeze blew in. It drew everyone’s attention, and Ruth was both startled and pleased when she saw the man in the garb of the Auditors Guild. It was Senior Auditor Rick, and he was accompanied by two others.

The Auditors looked around the room and saw Ruth and Pawlik sitting at the table. Adjusting their path, the men headed straight for the Lord and Lady of Borachland.

As they got closer to the table, Arani placed herself in front of them, forcing the men to stop to avoid running into her. With a pleasant, professional smile on her face, the woman asked, “May I help you?”

The Senior Auditor looked at Arani, taking in her apparel and attitude. Nodding his head to Ruth, he tilted toward Arani and quirked an eyebrow in question.

Pleased at his quick comprehension, Ruth greeted him, saying, “Senior Auditor Rick, how nice to see you again. I would like to introduce you to my new assistant, Arani.” Turning her attention to the woman, she added, “Arani, I would like to introduce you to Senior Auditor Rick of the Auditors Guild. He has an open invitation to meet with me at his convenience and is someone that you should feel free to call on my behalf if necessary.”

The woman nodded in acknowledgment and told the Auditors Guild representative that she would send him her contact details and would appreciate his in return. Turning back to her tasks, Arani quickly climbed the stairs to return to her makeshift office across from Ruth’s room.

An arrested look on his face, the Auditor watched the woman leave. As she disappeared from sight, Ruth could see the tiny shake that Rick gave himself and the mental wrench that happened in his mind to get him back on task.

“Greetings, Archmage Ruth and Lord Pawlik. Our visit is actually a combination of business and pleasure.”

Pawlik laughed and gestured for the Auditors to join him and Ruth at the table. Waving at Luka behind the bar, the Lord of Borachland stated, “Let’s take care of business first, and then we can deal with pleasure.”

“A man after my own heart. Lord Pawlik and Lady Mage, I wanted to let you know that the findings of the Guild have ruled that the space controlled by the Insectoids includes the galaxy known as Aleria 407 on the Alliance charts. This includes the origin planet for the Lady Mage.”

Ruth noticed the tension that seemed to flow up through Pawlik’s arm. Wondering what new problem was going to face them now, Ruth thought to herself, We really need to learn to speak without words. It would be so convenient at a time like this.

Without a clue to what the issue was, Ruth simply asked, “Thank you very much for telling me. However, please remember I don’t have the frame of reference to interpret some of the things that you pass on to me. In other words, what does that mean?”

The two men with Rick stared at her with open mouths. Ignoring them, which was easy because they had not been introduced, Ruth waited for the senior member of the contingent to answer her. She could have sworn she saw a small smile on his face but knew Rick would never be so unprofessional as to display an expression like that in public. She continued to sit there patiently until he finally said, “It means that you own the planet of your birth. It also means you are responsible for protecting it and all of the planets and resources in that area.”

Spinning to look at Pawlik, Ruth was surprised to not see a look of concern on his face. Instead, he seemed supremely pleased. She was going to ask another question, but he gave her a short headshake, and she knew that any discussion would need to be held later.

Somewhat at a loss for words, the Mage kept a pleasant smile on her face as she asked Rick, “I assume that was business. Is there more?” The woman supposed that it was a facetious question, but was drawn up short when Rick answered to the affirmative.

“Yes, one small piece of business that I believe you will be pleased to hear. The registration paperwork has gone through, Lord Pawlik, and this building and the surrounding two blocks have been designated the Borachland Embassy in Arkken Port.”

Pawlik replied, “Excellent. I appreciate your notifying me in such a timely manner.”

Rick nodded at one of the gentlemen accompanying him who handed Pawlik documents wrapped in ribbons of red and sealed with archaic wax imprints. The Lord of Borachland grinned and asked, “How should we mark this as a valid embassy?”

The other gentlemen accompanying Rick stood up and walked over to Luka at the bar. Tracking the man with his eyes, Senior Auditor Rick said, “Simon will give the wall plaques to the bartender that need to be posted inside and out to designate this as an embassy. It is up to you to secure your location. You are free to build walls and gates as necessary. The Arkken Port civic authorities have no rights within your walls. Effectively, this area becomes part of Borachland proper, subject to its laws.”

Stunned, Ruth watched as Luka received and opened the packet from the Auditor. The bartender’s bright smile was like a sunrise, lighting the entire room with gleeful emotion. Immediately, Luka set about bolting the distinctive plaque to the wall above the bar. He sent Patry out with an escort to do the same at the doorway.

Pawlik directed Jenna and Margot to join Luka, suggesting that Alan might wish to do the same. All three of the former Marines quickly huddled in concert with the bartender. There was a flurry of activity as Alan directed Marines to escort the various bar employees attaching the notification to the prescribed areas. From the direction that they were going, Ruth deduced that they were marking all of the approaches clearly.

Only when the dispatched groups returned and reported in did the tension in Ruth’s body subside. Now, everything is correctly posted. Anything that happens after this point will be fighting not only us but the Auditors Guild.
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Chapter 47 – Danger Ahead

Force X Bar, Arkken Port

The business objectives achieved, Rick switched to the pleasure part. Patiently, he went over the functionality of the authentication bracers with Ruth. Functionality that allowed her to pay for purchases using the encrypted channels to her financial institutions was easily accessible. During her frenzied shopping trip, the Mage had practiced that intensely.

Other functionality was not as intuitive. Ruth decided she would have to think about how to incorporate her casting into the interface. Calling Arani as well as her security team, the Mage had Rick walk them through the basic utility features.

“This has been very helpful. Thank you, Rick. I think at this point, we need to collectively explore a bit and will then be ready to ask more specific questions.”

Arani spoke up, saying, “If it is acceptable, I would like to be able to ask you for reference sites and instruction documents that will assist our staff in their training.”

Ruth noticed that Rick got the same abstracted look on his face that he had before as he said, “Of course. I will send you my contact information and hope that you will use it whenever you have questions. Hopefully, you will not mind if I contact you in return.”

Ruth could have sworn that Arani’s face looked slightly pinker than usual as the controlled woman answered, “I would be honored. I’m sending you my contact data now. Please feel free to contact me at any time, day or night. My job is to help filter the things with which the Mage has to deal. Needless to say, I take my job seriously.”

The bar was full, noisy, and energetic. Ruth had not been paying much attention to the rest of the inhabitants, although she noticed that her security detail had redeployed in a different configuration than usual. She saw it in passing but didn’t mark it as significant.

As Pawlik stood up and walked over to consult with Luka and Alan on something by the main bar, the Mage noticed unusual activity at a table of four men across the room from her.

Ruth had relaxed as the evening had gone on, content in Pawlik’s support and pleased with the establishment of the embassy. Her security detail was unobtrusive and flexible, so the Mage could deceive herself into feeling alone. That sensation let her breathe freely, and she relaxed, even more, channeling her energy into the core of her power and reaching toward Borachland.

<< Archmage, watch out! >> Ruth heard the faint voices and began to respond to the shouted urgency. Only after she moved did the Mage realize that what she had heard was the combined warning of the two specters in the Borachland Home Wood.

Instantly, Ruth tried to bring up her shields, unsure of where the threat was coming from. Fire blossomed in the middle of the table, igniting the entire surface with flames as hot as the heart of a sun.

To the observers, the table exploded. Unsure of what had happened, many of the people in the room jumped to their feet and drew their weapons. From a table near the door, a man stood up and yelled, “I saw her! That woman tried to kill the Auditors!”

Rushing toward the Mage’s table, the man waited with a drawn and primed weapon. Several of his friends from the same table joined him, ready to fire.

When Pawlik and the others slammed into them, the soldiers resisted, screaming at the top of their lungs, “That woman is only pretending to be a Mage. She’s an assassin, and she’s going after the Auditors.”

Jenna and Margot paid no attention to the stupidity of their comments, slamming the men down to the ground and quickly restraining them. Pawlik was so close to Ruth’s table that the hair on the back of his hands crisped and crumbled.

Using his chair as a battering ram, Major Culhane joined him, with his weapon drawn and shouting instructions to the room. Marines scattered in multiple directions in response, securing the scene and adding more weapons aimed toward the men that Jenna and Margot had restrained.

A crash at the door broke the latch, and a compressed group of the Arkken City Council security force shoved their way in. The people inside the bar resisted them, and the captain in charge of the civic group shouted loudly, “We know that the so-called Mage has murdered the Auditors. We are here to take her to stand trial.”

Voices were raised in disagreement, while Pawlik stood silent as his mind flicked through possibilities and strategies. He realized at that moment that the Arkken Council was trying to frame Ruth for a crime. The whole thing was a setup.

His eyes never left the table that was enveloped in blue fire. Most of the Borachland forces glanced at him for reassurance. They drew hope from his relaxed stance, as well as his drawn weapons and focused gaze.

For a few moments, the hot blue flames rose high over the table. Despite the screams and shouts of the Council Patrol, the Lord of Borachland waited.

His patience was rewarded when the flames began to die down, and his Mage could be clearly seen. Ruth was standing braced against the table edge with her arms outstretched. The flames were held away from her and those she had protected by an invisible wall generated out of her casting.

Looking extremely annoyed, the Unfettered Mage was close to violence, and her Anchor knew that he needed to diffuse the situation so that it did not become a political nightmare.

“Nice shield, my love. I’m pleased that you were able to respond quickly enough to the assassination attempt to protect the Auditors Guild members.”

Senior Auditor Rick spoke before the Mage could articulate her fury. “Obviously, the protection the Archmage provided was crucial to eliminating any danger to the Auditors Guild. I hope that this embassy can enforce its protections so that such an event does not happen again.”

The captain of the Council Patrol shouted, “How can you defend her, she just killed a bunch of Auditors!” A growl swept through the room, as the assembled Marines and drinkers reacted to the accusation.

The Senior Auditor responded, saying, “Obviously, that never happened. Your scripted response is in error, and you need to withdraw gracefully. The attempt to cast blame on the Mage has failed. The Auditors Guild will be informed of the intent and the parties involved.”

Blustering, the Council force commander attempted to outshout Rick’s voice. Roaring loudly, the captain screamed, “You will be sorry. The Council has control here!”

With a thin smile on his face, Senior Auditor Rick answered, calmly stating, “I believe you are in error. This is an embassy of Borachland. As such, it functions as land within the borders of Borachland and all personnel assigned here have diplomatic immunity.”

When the man stared in dumb shock, Pawlik stood up, drawing everyone’s eyes. He said, “What the Honorable Senior Auditor Rick means is that this is Borachland property. I control High and Low Justice here. All my people have diplomatic immunity. In other words, if you try to come in to bully anyone or force something to happen here, you can just as easily go screw yourself.”

The Council forces were in disarray, they retreated in fits and starts, accompanied by many threats. The Captain only made a token protest to the Borachland security retaining the assassins. Attempting to change the situation, one of the killers called out, saying, “You promised that we would not be punished!”

The Council forces left even more rapidly, abandoning the unsuccessful assassins. As the Borachland security forces secured and arrange for transport of their enemies, Arani serenely walked down the stairs and moved over to Ruth, saying “The time with Sabina is arranged, and the Outer Keep Captain has been informed about the incoming prisoners. Is there anything else now that you would like me to do?”

Watching Rick out of the corner of her eyes, Ruth saw the man’s gaze lock onto her efficient assistant. Suppressing a smile, the Mage said, “No, I believe that is all for right now.”

For the first time, Arani let a cheerful smile break through her control, changing her face from merely pleasant to beautiful. Relaxing just a small amount, Ruth’s new assistant said, “This has been an amazing day. I have found so many things to organize, and I have even started a new list, a red one.”

Ruth asked in confusion, “List? What do we need a red list for? And why a red one?”

“Red is for blood. We need a list to keep track of your enemies. It would be a shame to forget any of them!”
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Author Notes

Welcome to the end of the third book in the Unfettered Mage Series. This was both an exciting and terrifying book to write. As many of you know, the last year and ½ has been somewhat challenging for me personally, both for reasons of health and the stress of work. Despite that, the lives of Mage Ruth and Lord Pawlik had continued to rumble around in my brain, and I want desperately to write about them.

I was blessed to find a collaboration partner that I thought would appreciate the world that I had started to build and one would that add a new spice to the mixture that I cook up every time I write. 

Gathering courage, Paul and I embarked on the book that I thought would be the planned Fleet Genesis. We soon ran into troubles. There were so many wonderful, rich ideas, but we could not do them justice by trying to cram them into a single book. 

Interject lots of attempts to balance the depth that I like to create and a focused story arc. Struggles we had, but no success. Finally, I surrendered. Taking the 22,000 words that Paul supplied, I distributed them over our targeted novels. 

Then I went back to writing and soon ran into the problem again. The fantastic Diane and Dorene delivered a few brisk footprints to my backside, reminding me that all of my books are as long as they need to be to show my readers the worlds in my head.

What was supposed to be Fleet Genesis has now expanded into multiple tales in the series. The next book is almost half-written and its title is Social Combat. It will be followed by Elemental Connections. We know the titles of the three after that, the very last one holding the name that this book was supposed to be, the elusive Fleet Genesis.

This is a long book, over 85K words. I cannot promise to make the next one shorter or longer. It will be as long as it needs to be to invite you into the worlds of the Unfettered Mage.

I have a lot planned for Ruth, Pawlik, Cal, and the others. Let me know who your favorite characters and I’ll try to drop snippets on my blog and Facebook page over the next few months. That way you can see a bit of their journey before the next book comes out.

Thank you all for your contributions and your interest. It makes it all worthwhile.

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate

Traditions of Childhood - Sept 2019

Social Combat - Oct 2019

Tattered Wings - Dec 2019

Elemental Connections - Dec 2019

BattleMage Investigates

An Attitude Adjustment

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Nov 2019

Maritime Madness - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole 

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward

The Remembrance Wall - Sept 2019

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Sept 2019

Treasured Knowledge - Dec 2019

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2018

Life Rebuilt - TBD

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Honor’s Bridge - January 2020

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Nov 2019

Familiar Trials - Expert - Dec2019

Familiar Trials - Master - TBD

Familiar Trials - Adept - TBD

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch
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Notes from the Author

So here I sit with the book going through final editing, and I have to muse at events.

I had thought this was going to be a three-book series. Hah! Yeah, that did not happen. Initially, I gave Taki about 22 thousand words for the first book, focusing on Gwilliam, GMTC, and a few other pieces as requested.

I think maybe 7 thousand words of that first stash made it into this book. Maybe 10 thousand.

As more pieces and reviewed sections were added, I came to the conclusion that I would be lucky if there were fewer than nine books total in the series (of course, that does not include any spin-off works. Those are additional.) 9 books is a long project.

It makes me wonder about authors who complain about a dearth of ideas restricting them. My problem, and I suspect Taki’s, is that our ideas both grow and fight for our attention. Sometimes, I suspect, this results in what has happened to me – having multiple works approaching finish at a similar time.

I’m not entirely sure when the next book in this series will be complete. Sometime in the next six to eight weeks, perhaps. Maybe a bit longer.

My next work, however? That will be out in a fortnight or so. Through the Veil will be released early next month. 

My last work? Mongrel’s Tooth and Consequences was released 2 weeks ago and can be found on Amazon (link in the book list).

I hope you enjoyed the book, and keep on reading! If you enjoyed the book, it really helps us if you post a review. It really helps the authors and potential readers.

Paul C. Middleton, Slightly crazed author


Author Introduction – Paul C. Middleton

Paul C Middleton has worked several jobs, but has had most of his working life in Security. Patrolling dark empty places gave him much time to think on many things. It was not conducive to finding the time or place to write. Then his partner was diagnosed with severe epilepsy, requiring him to reduce his work hours to care for her.

Never one to let the grass grow under his feet, he found that writing enabled him to be available when she needed him and left him feeling like less of a drain on his friends and the world. He also has to thank his two beagles who have become an efficient Epilepsy warning system. When they 'make tongue' he knows to find his partner and get her into a lounge chair or onto a bed.

He tries to bring an uplifting undertone to his stories, but is happy to admit he has a somewhat dark viewpoint on the world.

You can learn more about Paul and his books by checking out his blog, author Facebook page or website. You may sign up for his mailing list or contact him on Twitter. He welcomes your comments and input!
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Mongrelverse Series

Urban fantasy, Mythology with a Twist

Breed Matters

Mixed heritage and the problems it brings

A Mongrel's Curse

Mongrel's Tooth and Consequence

Fury’s Child (2020)

Pack of Mongrels

Learning of the world beneath the obvious

Guarding An Imp (in Flight of the Phoenix)

Seeing or Seering (in Prime Shadows)

Seeking The Seer

Mushroom Karma

The First Dragon Dies (in A Special Kind of Love, 2019)

The Last Letter

Crumbling Under Pressure (in Let Them Eat Pie)

Oathbreaker’s Blood (in The Hand You Were Dealt)

Suddenly Supenatural

Young supes finding their own path in a world that is changing too fast.

Pack, What Pack, Were?

A Solstice Hunt

A Simple Trip (in Prime Fantasy Anthology)

Future Forward, Visions Past

Mother of Monsters

Becoming instead of being

Cursed Mother

Forsaken Motherhood ( 2019)

Mother Reborn ( 2020)

Good Deeds and Bad Company

A Normal in a Supernatural World

First Step (in Shadowed Light)

Through The Veil (2019)

Training Pains (2019/2020)

Mist Guard (2020)

A Duardian Down (2020)

Betrayed by Faith

Loss, Deception, Renewal.

Paladin

A-Viking

Alone in The Mongrelverse

Stand alone spinoffs from other Mongrelverse Series

Khazali’s Tale (2019)

Pandora Battalion

The cybercriminals need to be put in a wooden box.

The Pandora Initiative (in Cyberwar: Digital Battlefield)

Operation Blowback (in Cyberwar: Black Ice)

The Boris Chronicles

Kurtherian Universe with Michael Anderle

Evacuation

Retaliation

Revelations

Redemption

The Unfettered Mage

Techmage with an attitude with Taki Drake

Mage and Mate (2019)

Social Combat (2019)

Elemental Connections (2019)

Mage’s Sword (2019-2020)

Other Stories by Taki Drake in the Unfettered Mage Series

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Traditions of Childhood

Short Story Contributions to Anthologies

Inanna's Circle Game

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Force

Prime Shadows

Flight of the Phoenix

Shadowed Light

Non-Fiction

Military Structures: A Writer’s Guide to Combat

Combat Psychology: A Writer’s Guide to Combat

with Kat Lind

[image: ]


Keep Connected

I am a long-time reader that was convinced to make her initial attempt at writing fiction in this anthology. Intrigued by the concept and challenge of Inanna’s Circle Game, her efforts found their shape in a story reflective of the complexity of life. She currently lives in the Midwest of the US, happily ensconced in the midst of her cats, dogs, and husband. She can be reached at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for her newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  Her blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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