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Chapter 1 - Slave and Cattle
 
   It seemed like forever. An eternity of gray walls and fear. The memory of different lives had been numbed by pain and terror. There’s only so much that any being can handle without retreating into themselves. Without bringing memories of happier or safer times into the forefront of their vision, so that they can live for just a moment in happiness or contentment. The remembered touch of her husband’s hand and the feel of soft, warm fur as her dog leaned against her leg. Those were her touchstones. Determinedly she focused on those rather than more recent memories of bloodied death and desecration.
 
   It was a large room, nearly the size of an Earth-style football field, and it was filled from wall-to-wall with a variety of beings. Some of the people in this room had two legs, some four, but all were intelligent and sentient organisms that have been crammed into what was basically a slave ship.
 
   There are clusters of people in the corners of the room. When a new group of people was added to the population, they tended to stay with others of their kind. As time went on, and the horrors that occurred on a daily basis eroded hope and energy, the groups would break up. Some of the more damaged would retreat into themselves, shunning all interaction with others. However, more often a blending of races and types would occur.
 
   One such blended group occupied the corner farthest from the door. There were small family groups that were clustered together and talking quietly, but animatedly. An older woman held a sleeping five-year-old gently, as she spoke with a middle-aged man. Similarities in expression and posture betrayed the relationship between the two adults.
 
   “Cal, I don’t think there’s much of anything you can do at this point. The only thing you can do is try to keep up your spirits, and protect Troyer.”
 
   “Mom, I’m not too sure how long I can keep going like that. I feel like I’m going out of my mind and that I’m just going to explode and run over and try to kill one of the sons of bitches. Even if by some miracle he got out of this, Troyer is never going to be able to forget the horror of watching somebody being eaten alive in front of him.”
 
   The man put his hands over his face and then leaned forward, so the tears that trickled from his eyes did not splash onto his sleeping son’s head. His mother gently brushed her hand across the surface of his hair. Her face which had been set in a calm expression relaxed into deep sorrow when she knew that he was not looking at her. Echoes of a fathomless grief showed in her hazel eyes, turning them brown in mourning.
 
   The sound of a clearing throat interrupted her introspection. An accented, but precise and careful English warned her, “Another damaged one approaches, Lady Ruth.” 
 
   She looked up and forced a smile to her lips as she focused on a tall, broad-shouldered warrior standing in front of her. He was flanked by three other men in similar uniforms but with slightly less imposing physiques. They reminded her of the sergeants she had known back on Earth. Competent, dependable, and supportive. This one, however, this one was different. He had an air of command about him, from the long black hair braided in a single thick rope down his back, to the worn leather boots that covered him from his knee to his toes. He stood as if commanding the deck of the ship. Relaxed, but ready. His uniform had seen better days too. Traces of old blood could be seen if one examined the dark fabric carefully, but he stood proudly and looked her calmly in the face without signs of any embarrassment.
 
   Once he saw that he had her attention, he motioned with his eyes to her left. Ruth found herself looking at a being much like her son. He had the same number of arms and legs, was about the same height, but was possessed of a stiff bridge of hair running from the center of his forehead over his crown and to the back of his skull. His appearance was of a warrior. He was exhausted, anyone could see that in the small amount of trembling in his hands that he couldn’t suppress. Standing carefully erect, he was dressed in a ripped and bloodstained uniform.
 
   “Lady, my name is Hendrik, and I come to beg your help. Not for me, but for one that I have tried to protect.” He waited for her response in apparent calm, betrayed only by the increased rate of trembling in his limbs.
 
   “I am not sure what help I can provide to you, Hendrik, since I am on this ship also. But please tell me and my friend, Pawlik, how it is that you think I can help you.”
 
   He extended one hand down toward his knees and seem to pull a small winged female child out of the empty air. She was obviously frightened, hiding her face against his arm and making small whimpering sounds. Looking like a five-year-old human child, she was possessed of a pair of gossamer wings that shimmered slightly in the artificial light. One wing was pristine, beautiful, looking like a cross between a dragonfly and a swallowtail butterfly, with articulated points and colored veining. The other wing was a tattered ruin.
 
   At some point, a three-clawed hand had slashed through the wing leaving destruction and pain behind.
 
   Hendrik said, “I am all that she has had left for many day cycles. I am the last of my race here, as she is the last of hers. She has been in my care since the Insectoids ate her mother. It is my belief that I will not last too many more days. None has survived this ship for as long as I and I worry what will happen to her when I am gone.
 
   “She is very young for her people, I think perhaps the equivalent of a three-year-old in your culture. Children of her race are highly protected and gently nurtured. They have very few survival skills until they are older. I would like to ask you to take on one more burden. Would you care for Techla if I am killed?”
 
   The response was instantaneously offered, “Of course. It would help however if you gave me some information on what she needs and where to find her people.”
 
   The men around her laughed, a foreign sound in that chamber of gloom which caused many to look up and stare. Hendrik said with a trace of a smile, “Your belief that you will not die here is the reason that I want you to have her.”
 
   “Well I’m not sure why that should be grounds for amusement, but I’m pleased just to have managed to remind you what it is to laugh.”
 
   “Lady Ruth, that is the most enchanting thing about you. Even in this form of hell you are convinced that some of us will somehow survive and be rescued,” contributed her dark-haired friend.
 
   “Mom, I don’t know how you can think that way, but I’m thankful every day that you do.”
 
   “Cal, you and Pawlik, not to mention the trio of grinning idiots over there, are ridiculous if you think that I am going to throw my hands up in despair and give in. For some reason, if we die here, even with pain and grief, there is no reason for us to go quietly into our deaths. I may very well die here. But I will not allow those slime sucking, vicious unreasoning sadistic idiots the pleasure or satisfaction of taking away the part that makes me intrinsically me. So if you find that funny then go with it,” she replied heatedly.
 
   Pawlik cocked one of his strong eyebrows at Ruth and said, “And that is why we have all the broken birds.”
 
   Extending one arm toward the frightened little girl, Ruth gentled her voice and coaxed the little one to come over closer to her. She said gently, “My name is Ruth, honey, what is yours?”
 
   The little girl whispered, “Techla, my name is Techla.”
 
   “Well, this boy sleeping on my lap is my grandson Troyer. He will be happy to have a playmate when he wakes up.”
 
   Techla crouched down next to Ruth and put her hand on Troyer’s sleeping head. She looked up at Ruth and asked, “Is he dead?”
 
   “No, honey, he’s just sleeping,” was the reply.
 
   Silence came over the group as each one retreated into their own thoughts. The men staring out into the distance with unreadable faces. The woman holding her sleeping grandchild and the newest member of her family close to her side.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 - Desperation
 
   The screech of the door alerted them all to the danger entering. Four large insect-like creatures strolled in. They were very similar in height, looming over the other beings in the room by a considerable amount. They were about 3 meters tall and broad with exterior spikes protruding from random places on their body shell.
 
   The overall color and markings on them were very different. Ranging in color from a modest medium brown to a virulent green, there were apparently random splashes of clashing colors on their chests and lower limbs. Their chitin heads were marked with a delicate tracery of patterns. Big compound eyes appeared to watch everyone in the room at the same time.
 
   As they walked, a blue-green ichor dripped from their mandibles and sizzled slightly as it landed in the middle of the floor. The smell was nauseating, burning the nostrils and creating a fog in the throat. One of them wandered over to a woman curled into a tight ball. An upper limb stretched out, and the claw caught her hair. She was dragged upright and shaken, but made no sound, as her embroidered trousers flapping with the force of her handling. 
 
   A diabolical screech and warble came from the chest of her captor. In a mechanically translated voice, the large bug said, “This one looks about ripe enough!” He turned and rapidly scuttled out the door dragging the woman with him. She made no sound and hung limply from his claw.
 
   The others continued to stroll around the room, pausing to poke and prod. Fear followed them like an invisible shadow, but slaves learned early not to resist. Resistance only brought faster death.
 
   After a few minutes, the insects abandoned their torture and left the room. Just before the door closed, the horrible, screeching laugh sounded, and a bloody, severed leg was thrown back into the chamber. A familiar embroidery pattern ran down the trouser leg that was still attached. Drenched in blood, it made a silent witness to one more death on the slave ship from hell.
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   It has been four days since the last death. The holding room was no longer crowded. Everyone could have as much space as they wanted, but the effects of fear and distress had molded them into fewer and fewer clusters. Cal, Ruth, and Pawlik had not only kept their group together but added to it.
 
   Hendrik had proven to be right. One morning after their allowed hygiene break he had disappeared. His uniform jacket was contemptuously thrown into the room an hour later. Techla cried herself to sleep for many nights afterward. 
 
   The next day a cloven-hooved female quadraped with auburn hair and a pale face simply started sleeping next to Ruth. Never saying a word, she helped with the children and any other chore or effort. Ruth and Cal started calling her Mary. When Pawlik asked them why, Ruth said, “It just seemed right.”
 
   As each day went by without another death, the tension ratcheted higher and higher. The room started to feel like a spring that had been overextended, ready to snap at any moment. In some ways, it was almost a relief when the screeching door once again opened.
 
   “Out, out, all of you out,” one of the insects shouted through his translator. Lashing out with an electric whip that sparked and scarred what it touched, he drove them rapidly out of the room and down the hallway. A large double door opened ahead of them with the cold slide of metal on metal.
 
   Stumbling and bouncing against each other, the helpless captives were herded into what appeared to be a small amphitheater. They were driven into a central area with a sand-covered floor. Surrounding them in the seating were hundreds of Insectoids. The buzz of alien conversation filled the air, as the Insectoids pointed and nodded at the captives in front of them. Rapid exchanges of some form of counters or discs could be seen by the frightened people.
 
   Cal grabbed his mother by her upper arm, demanding in an undertone, “Mom? What are you thinking? What is wrong?”
 
   Ruth looked at him with a strange glow in her eyes. Her hazel eyes had turned bright blue, and she had a wild stare. Cal turned to Pawlik and tugged on the man’s shirt urgently. “Pawlik, Pawlik! Something wrong with my mom!”
 
   Pawlik turned his attention to Ruth. His look of concern changed to confusion, before morphing into a combination of horror and hope. He grabbed Cal upper arms and whispered quickly, “Do your people have Mages? Quick you have to tell me!”
 
   Cal looked at him in confusion, stuttering as he asked, “What do you mean? Mages are real?”
 
   There was no time for further conversation. The Insectoid that had herded them into the room grabbed a woman with feathers for hair. His dripping saliva burned her arm as she fought weakly to break his hold. He didn’t even appear to notice her actions as he dragged her to the edge of the amphitheater and threw her up into the stands. She was immediately surrounded by four of the aliens. There was an agonized scream of pain before blood splashed high and her voice was silenced forever. The aliens separated and went back to their individual seats casually munching on bloodied limbs.
 
   Three more times the slaver made selections, dragging his victims to their fate. Some were ripped apart by clawed arms while others were bitten apart by acid-dripping mandibles. The sobbing of the remaining slaves was punctuated by the death screams of those that have been selected. The watching audience was becoming more and more excited, exchanging larger piles of counters even more rapidly.
 
   Pawlik used his body to block as much of this horrific vision as possible. Trying to provide some solace and protection to Ruth and the children, he and his men formed a wall of living flesh. 
 
   The slaver noticed. Scuttling over to the group, he moved in a circular motion trying to cut one or two of the members away from the rest. Cal and Pawlik worked in concert to block his movement as best they could.
 
   The blue-green slime of the Insectoids saliva had increased, falling like a particularly noisome rain of clinging acid. It sizzled and produced a fog the burned the eyes and caught in the throat. In their focus on the slaver’s movement, the defenders were taken unaware when a second slaver dashed in and snagged Troyer’s sleeve, yanking him out of the circle of his grandmother’s arms and beyond the scant protection of the men.
 
   “No!” screamed Cal and Ruth simultaneously. Cal charged the Insectoid attempting to rest his son away from the slaver. Troyer made no sound, but his white face and frightened eyes as he looked desperately at his father further enraged Cal to the point of madness. Drawing hysterical strength from the center of his being, Cal ripped his son out of the slaver’s grip and threw the child bodily to Pawlik. The unexpected impact of the boy knocked Pawlik off balance, causing him to stumble slightly against two of his men.
 
   A screeching cackle of amusement erupted from the Insectoid. Slamming his forearm into Cal’s head, he shifted his hold to the stunned man’s shoulder and started to drag him toward the edge of the amphitheater.
 
   “No.”
 
   The world seemed to stop in an instant. There was no sound. All over the room movement ceased. Ruth rose to her feet in a controlled and prolonged lunge. Gently pushing Techla into the astonished arms of Mary, the woman stepped into the empty center of the amphitheater. She repeated, “No.”
 
   “You shall not do this.”
 
   The blue of her eyes seem to reach an incandescent force and sparkles of light started to drip from them as if she were crying stardust. The slaver that held her son shrugged and began to once again to drag the man to his death.
 
   Light coalesced around Ruth, intensifying in a whirling network of multiple colors that shrunk and grew in some unknown pattern. Pawlik shook his head and muttered, “Oh my God!” He pushed Troyer’s trembling body to one of his men, commanding, “Protect him and protect her.”
 
   The unexpected burden caused the sergeant to almost drop Troyer. In attempting to catch the boy, Pawlik stumbled and went to one knee, just as an elaborately painted Insectoid stood erect and commanded in a loud voice, “Kill her! Kill her quickly!
 
   The partying diners broke out of their astonishment, screeching in a cacophony of alien sounds. Many reached for the torture whips at their sides. A few had more powerful weapons. One of the closest companions to the large Insectoid drew what appeared to be a huge bore energy weapon and aimed it at Ruth. She stood unnoticing, inside an intensifying shell of brilliant light.
 
   The weapon came to bear directly at Ruth and the alien fired. Both of Pawlik’s unencumbered men dove in front of Ruth in an attempt to protect their lord’s friend with their own bodies. One of them succeeded. The energy beam hit the man in the upper left shoulder and slid diagonally down his body. As his torso was cleaved it spun and spewed blood and body parts in a wide circle.
 
   The alien cursed as he saw that his target was still there. Straightening up, he re-aimed at the woman and prepared to fire. But somehow he was too late.
 
   The sacrifice of Pawlik’s man was the last straw. Ruth’s steadfast calm, her forced cheerfulness, and her forlorn hope, all fractured into a violent and angry explosion of emotion. Flinging her hands to either side of her shoulders she said in a great voice, “We…Are…Not…Prey!”
 
   There was the sound of a great bell ringing somewhere in the back of everyone’s head. Light seem to run up either side of the woman’s body and down her arms to her hands. Bringing them together in front of her she made a motion that looked like she was cupping water, a red light built in a mound of viscous matter. Her eyes flashed blue, her hands flung the red light in a circular motion around her, and the world exploded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Mage Crisis
 
   The light came back slowly, filtered through powdery, falling ash. There was no sound except harsh breathing. The amphitheater was covered with ash. Ranging in color from white to almost black it was arranged in concentric rings radiating out from the center of the quiet sand floor.
 
   Ruth still stood in the center, amid the dust and debris of a great fire. None of the slaves in the center were touched. Amazed to find themselves still alive, they remained motionless, unsure of what had just happened. Shocked into numbed silence.
 
   The air was acrid with unidentifiable odors and floating with the soft fluff of floating ash. The slaves, now former slaves, were the only living things in the room. Where the Insectoids had been seated and standing there were piles of unidentifiable residue. Rapidly shifting air currents moved the light matter into different stacks of varying shades of gray. 
 
   Pawlik was the first to move. Gently putting Troyer down, he carefully approached Cal and examined his wounds. Gesturing to one of his men to continue what aid that they could provide, Pawlik turned back toward Ruth. He moved toward her tentatively, unsure of her for the first time since they had met. The woman that he had admired for her resilience and mental strength had become an unknown. His wild surmise of what had happened frightened him, something that had seldom happened before.
 
   Her eyes were still blue, but the incandescence had gentled to a softer, shifting glow. They seemed to be windows into a soul, one that would easily pull him into their depths. Stories from his childhood rose in his mind, ones that both intrigued him and frightened him badly. If she had become what he thought, the world as he knew it would radically change. And he was not sure if that was good or bad. 
 
   She looked at him, really looked at him. He felt as if his soul had been laid bare before her, all of his weaknesses exposed. His moments of jealousy, times of stupidity, all were there in the story of his life, open to her reading. It was almost too much to endure. Torture, agony, fear – those were easier to bear than the stark honesty of that gaze. 
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief when she looked past him toward her son. A small twitch of her lips was all that moved her frozen face, but it felt like some great danger had been averted. She turned her head to check on the rest of their party, and her smile broadened slightly as she saw Troyer and Techla huddled together against Mary’s side. Pawlik took another deep breath.
 
   Cal stumbled toward his son. Grabbing the boy, he searched him frantically for damage. Finding none, Cal turned his attention to Techla, whom he also checked and hugged. The little girl snuggled deep into his arms for a brief moment, before she reached up and patted his face. He bent down to catch her whisper. She said, “Is Nana alright?”
 
   He answered, “I don’t think so, sweetheart, but I will check,” before turning his attention to his motionless mother.
 
   She still stood in the middle of the room, unmoving. Pawlik had stopped about two meters away from her, standing slightly to her right. Cal walked over slowly and stopped a few feet from the front of his mother. Tears were running down her face in a steady stream. He asked gently, “Mom?”
 
   Agony dotted her words like blood drops of punctuation, “Why? Why only after so many deaths?”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The survivors were in shock. Too much had happened in too short of a time for any of them to actually accept the fact that they were not going to die at any second. Pawlik and his men, aided by Cal, started to organize and evaluate the makeup and content of their surviving group.
 
   The first thing they did was to get all of the survivors out of the room. For lack of any place better to go, the survivors carefully moved back to the original slaveholding room. At least it was a familiar place for people to sit and rest. Along the path between ashy death and the dubious comfort of familiar confinement, the sounds of the spaceship seemed magnified. Perhaps it was because that the sounds of occupancy that the Insectoids had provided were only noticeable by their absence. Without the noise of the spaceship’s crew working quietly in the background, the corridors echoed. Pawlik and his men ranged from side to side of their pitifully small column of people, ever on the alert.
 
   On their way to the amphitheater, they had been rushed. They had had no time to consider their surroundings in that mad push but instead were dealing with panic and fear about the immediate future. With less urgency driving them on the return, they noticed more details.
 
   The ship’s corridors were sleek and finished looking. A seamless joining of walls to ceiling and floors made the wide passageway appear almost organic in nature. There were indications of concealed doorways in some areas of the walls. Faint lines of demarcation showed that the doors were sized for the Insectoids. Small indentations at three heights along the left-hand door line appeared to have pushbuttons. Such investigation would have to wait.
 
   Cal incorporated into Pawlik’s small command group effortlessly. Mary seemed to have the shepherding of the remaining children and women under control, moving them forward by gesture alone. But no one touched or approached Ruth.
 
   She accompanied the group, yet seem to be separate from it. Her face was set, introspective. Standing very erect, she kept pace toward the back of the group. She did not speak even when Techla took her hand and walked with her.
 
   Pawlik carefully kept his eye on Ruth. Wherever he was in relation to her, his vision touched her face every minute or so. There was a watchfulness about him that seemed alert for some sign or indicator that either he had not mentioned or one of which he was unsure. The constant monitoring of his mother worried Cal, but he trusted Pawlik to tell him when the time was right.
 
   The group arrived back at the holding room. The survivors divided into their usual groups, hunkered down, and either collapsed or started talking with each other quietly. Several men and two women approached Pawlik and quietly asked how they could help. He assigned small groups of them to scout and explore the ship. If they have become the sole possessors of this spaceship, it made sense for them to figure out what it was that they now possessed and what dangers were facing them.
 
   Ruth had seated herself in the position that she had before they were rushed out of the room. Troyer leaned on one side of his grandmother, while Techla sat on the other. Ruth still had not spoken. Her eyes still swirled with multicolor lights and her hands still glowed with a more muted one. She joined all of them in waiting. Everyone waited. Waited for the scouting parties to return, waited for something to happen, waited for danger to reemerge.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Taking Control
 
   All of the scouts reported back. There were no Insectoids anywhere on the ship. They had combed the ship from the engine room all the way to the command bridge. There were piles of ash in various places, some small, some large, some dark, some light, but no bodies, no other living entities besides their group. They were the sole possessors of a huge spaceship. The slaves now controlled the prison.
 
   More of the former slaves had recovered enough to become animated. They wanted to know what was going on, and nearly all of them had strong opinions on what to do. Pawlik’s scouting group and active participants in his de facto command staff had grown to more than 15 people. This was still a pitifully small group to control a starship. With the recovery of their equilibrium and the lessening of numbness, the expected tussling for control started. While most of the people seem to accept that Pawlik was in command, there was one group of men that thought otherwise.
 
   This group was comprised of three males, two of one race, one of another. The leader of the group was bipedal and just short of Pawlik’s height. His skin tone was golden, with elaborately braided-looking hair shading to a dark gold. His black eyes communicated his arrogance and sense of entitlement. He marched up to Pawlik and said “Obviously I am the most suited for heading up this effort. I’ll have you know that I’m a very wealthy merchant prince and have run many companies. This effort will require organization.” He expounded on his qualifications, finishing, “You cannot possibly be as qualified to deal with our needed comfort or safety. And you obviously do not know how to manage this many people.”
 
   Pawlik continued to direct his staff while the man ranted at him. Effectively ignoring him, Cal and the others carried out Pawlik’s directions until one of the two smaller men with the merchant attempted to stop Cal. In a lightning quick movement, the smaller of the two dark-skinned, white-haired men grabbed hold of Cal’s upper arm and shook him, shouting into his face. “Pay attention to Bartha, you unschooled barbarian!”
 
   Cal shrugged the man off and walked past him without bothering to respond. Faces hardening in anger, both of the merchant’s associates lunged toward Cal’s back. They took only two steps toward him when a small bolt of red light speared the deck and scored deeply into the metal directly in front of their feet.
 
   They crouched and spun in place, looking back toward the source of the bolts. Ruth was on her feet. She no longer looked introspective, she no longer looked calm. Ice crackling in anger showed on her face as she stared at the arguing men and spoke, “Pawlik is in charge! There will be no argument!” 
 
   Bartha shouted at her, his voice crackling with a combination of anger and fear. “Who are you to command all?” he demanded.
 
   “I am the one that just committed murder. I am the one who now owns this spaceship and all the others that used to belong to the Insectoids. I suppose, technically I am also the one that owns the Insectoids slaves.”
 
   “What do you mean you own everything that the Insectoids owned? If we don’t hurry and get away in the spaceship, the others of their race will find us and take us back into captivity. They’ll be free to torture and kill and eat us,” the frightened man yelled.
 
   Ruth replied, “There are no more Insectoids. They are all dead. By my hand, by my thought, my will. I have broken my mind. The deaths of many are on my conscience, and my heart and brain are grieving. But when it came to a choice of letting my child be killed, I did what any mother would do. And that was to give up everything, so that my child could live.”
 
   The merchant backed up a couple of steps his hands protectively held in front of his body. “What are you?”
 
   Ruth opened her mouth and paused. Her look of confusion shaded with grief was hurtful to see.
 
   Cal moved toward his mother quickly and put an arm around her shoulders giving her slight hug. He said, “She is my mom, and that is all I need to know.”
 
   Troyer grabbed hold of her hand on the other side from his father, saying, “She’s my grandma.” Techla put one achingly slender arm around Ruth's waist and whispered, “Nonna.”
 
   Pawlik walked over in front of Ruth looked her in the eyes and turned to stare down Bartha. “She is a Mage,” he stated in a hard voice that sounded like the clash of invisible weapons.
 
   There was the sound of many indrawn breaths around the room. Then silence. In the quiet, Bartha blustered, “Mages are a myth! There hasn’t been a real one for millennia!!”
 
   Pawlik responded, “The last Mage died over five millennia ago. His Anchor died 50 years after him. There has been no Mage since then that lived to adulthood.”
 
   Cal interrupted, “But I’ve never heard of a Mage before on Earth. Magic to our culture is fiction, a story to tell children, but not something real. How could my mother be a Mage?”
 
   “Mages are formed when they break their minds. Some massive emotional trauma forces them to sacrifice a connection to the harmonics of their own world so that they can access forces that the rest of us cannot touch. If your race has been confined to a single planet, there is no way to do that and survive.”
 
   Trying to take some vestige of control back, Bartha demanded, “How do you know so much about this supposed Mage thing? How can you possibly decide that she’s one of them?”
 
   With a strange expression on his face, Pawlik answered, “My family line goes back for a very, very long time. My many times removed grandfather was the Anchor of the last Mage. There are multiple Mage Anchors in our history, so the old stories are part of our family education.”
 
   Cal exclaimed, “That’s why you asked me if there were any Mages in our family when we were on the blood sands! That’s why you are watching mom so carefully!”
 
   “Yes. The lights in the eyes were taught to us as a sign of someone going into a Mage crisis. I was concerned that if she did manifest that the Insectoids would kill her.”
 
   Ruth voice quietly crackled in the air around them, reverberating like the sound of a smaller kettle drum to a beat that they couldn’t quite hear, “But more people apparently had to die before I became a Mage?”
 
   “No one has ever known what triggers a Mage crisis, Lady. There is no guilt, no responsibility for the timing.”
 
   Ruth looked at Pawlik, consideringly. After a moment, she took a deep breath, straightened her back, and arranged her expression to better mimic her usual calm demeanor. “Then I guess we had better get organized, hadn’t we?
 
   “Pawlik, I would like you to take overall command and oversight of the investigation into our resources. Since you understand what I would consider as war footing better than anyone here, I think it’s best that you be the person that acts as the overall military head. Cal, can you please organize an inventory of assets? We need to know how many people, what their skills are, food availability, etc.
 
   “Mary, can you go around and make sure that those that need medical treatment and help are connected with whomever we have that is trained in those areas?”
 
   Mary nodded and turned to start to check the exhausted and frightened people scattered around the room. Cal gave his mother a small, relieved smile before heading off towards the largest group of people closest to them. He figured that since they had been eavesdropping shamelessly on the conversation, that he could start with them. Hopefully, there would be some people in that group that were capable of helping with his tasks. A somewhat irreverent bubble of amusement rose inside of him as he recognized the same feeling that he had when his mother would assign chores to him as a teenager.
 
   Pawlik waited until both Mary and Cal had moved away. Lowering his voice to a quieter tone, he asked, “How do you want me to handle dissension and troublemakers?”
 
   “Handle them as best you see fit, Pawlik. At this point, any method of dealing with them is probably going to be better than ignoring the problem. I simply don’t know enough to give any direction. You probably already know more about the temperament and personalities of these people than I do. In this case, my trust is in you to do what’s best.”
 
   Acknowledging Ruth’s comment with a nod of his head, Pawlik moved confidently and quickly toward a group of mostly men similar in bearing to his sergeants, who automatically had followed him. Although Ruth could not hear exactly what he said to them, she saw them all straighten into a more military stance and most of them saluted Pawlik. He returned their salutes and started gesturing and talking rapidly.
 
   Turning her head to check on Cal, Ruth was startled to see that he had already organized several teams that were moving from group to group in the room, recording information on a variety of notebooks and electronic devices. Cal was directing another group of people burdened with armfuls of items toward the doorway. He seemed to have his situation under control also.
 
   Mary had already gathered a trio of beings, one another quadruped that looked somewhat similar to her and two vaguely human-looking entities, one male, and one female. All of her team was engaged in helping people that appeared to have some level of injury toward the door.
 
   “Well, I guess that I have just made myself superfluous,” murmured Ruth. She couldn’t decide if she was relieved or a little miffed on how easily the others seem to know what to do. Relief was winning out.
 
   Since there didn’t seem to be anything that was urgent right then and since no one appeared to be bleeding or dying, Ruth dropped thankfully to a sitting position on the floor. Troyer and Techla huddled close to her, and the three of them happily enjoyed a moment of peace together.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 - Transformation
 
   Both children had fallen asleep, draped bonelessly over Ruth’s knees. She could remember when Cal and his brother would do the very same thing. A wave of tenderness washed over her as she gently brushed the hair back from Techla’s face and straightened Troyer’s limbs. Such moments were to be treasured, stored up and replayed when times were bad. She was just thankful that this was a storing up moment rather than a playing back one.
 
   Ruth noticed a bit of commotion from just inside the doorway to the hall. Both Pawlik and Cal were headed purposely toward her, so she moved the children off of her and stood up.
 
   I must have stood up too quickly, she thought to herself as her head ached suddenly and swimmingly. Her vision wouldn’t seem to focus, and the men’s faces zoomed closer and retreated into a fog repeatedly. Trying to maintain her balance by sheer force of will, Ruth looked up in the general direction of her son and friend, before abruptly collapsing. As she fell, she heard Cal cry out in fear and Pawlik respond in a commanding tone, but the swirling lights and ringing tones in her ears prevented her from seeing or hearing anything clearly.
 
   Her body hurt. The ache in her head was echoed in her spine, gut, and limbs. She could feel herself shaking and jerking, but had no hope of controlling any of the random movements that were wracking her body.
 
   She could hear the cries of the children and tried desperately to tell them not to touch her. Somehow she knew that there was danger in that touch and wanted to keep them from harm. It felt to her as if there were wildly bouncing balls of lightning slamming into her body, igniting pain receptors in her arms, and skull, then ripping into some other body part. Her skin felt on fire, concentrating a wall of pain and a ripping sensation onto every external surface. Was this death? Was it not just her mind that was broken? She couldn’t think past the pain.
 
   Mary came charging across the room, scattering people as she made a beeline for Ruth and the children. She managed to grab Techla and pull her away from Ruth’s convulsing body but was unable to also grasp Troyer. He had awakened from a deep, relaxed sleep to total and complete panic. His beloved grandmother looked like she was dying and the only thing on his mind was to help her.
 
   Troyer grabbed his grandmother’s arm, his small hands clutching desperately at her sleeve. For an instant, he managed to slow the flailing of her arm, but a blast of some force clad in a brilliant green light slammed him away from her and to the floor. Cal dove toward his son and clutched him protectively. The child was reacting as if he had been electrocuted, shivering and shaking, but was still breathing. Holding the boy carefully, Cal looked up and saw Pawlik reach Ruth and dropped to his knees beside her.
 
   Pawlik shrugged off the clutching arm of one of his men to grab Ruth’s body and pull it against his chest. A whirlwind of spinning multicolored lights rose around Ruth and Pawlik. Glowing mixed colors of blue, green, red, and blinding yellow spiraled in streamers above them and around them. The two figures were in the center of a column that rose more than 20 feet upwards and expanded slowly to a 10-foot diameter.
 
   All other motion in the room seemed to stop, as everyone stared at Ruth and Pawlik. The stunned silence in the room was broken only by the heartbroken lament of one of Pawlik’s sergeants. He was the one who had tried to stop Pawlik from grabbing Ruth. The other of Pawlik’s men had an arm over the grieving man’s back in an attempt at comfort. Cal couldn’t hear clearly what the first man, Gray, was saying, although he could make out a word that sounded like “hair.” That didn’t make any sense to Cal since it seemed so out of context.
 
   A series of deep tones and subtle vibrations begin to build within the room. As the sounds got more musical and louder, the swirling lights began to subside. Pawlik’s figure became more visible although Cal was having some difficulty seeing his mother. She appeared almost fuzzy to his eyes, which made him repeatedly rub his eyes in a vain attempt to see what was happening more clearly.
 
   Finally, the sound transformed from a cacophony to a small repeated musical motif. The strength of the sound rattled against the hard surfaces of the room and rebounded to assault ears everywhere. There was a moment of an almost unbearable sound and intensity before all noise abruptly ceased, just as the swirling lights disappeared.
 
   No one moved for a moment, as the entire room stared at the tableau. Pawlik was frozen in a kneeling posture with Ruth’s body held to his chest. His face was contorted in a grimace of pain, but his hold on Ruth was gentle. Flickers of light continued to crawl across his skin in small tendrils. His appearance was startling but paled in impact beside that of the body he was holding. Ruth’s face was calm and unlined, seemingly serene and untroubled. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and her legs were extended, toes pointed. Wrapping her lower body in multicolored leaf shapes were shiny, veined petals of a reflective material.
 
   The shapes appeared to be slowly building a covering around Ruth that reached from her toes to her mid-thighs. Even as the onlookers stared, the shrouding encased another handwidth of her body. Cal started up with a cry and lunged for his mother’s form, only to have his motion arrested by Gray. The man had ceased his muttering and was looking resigned but in control. He gave Cal’s arm a small shake and said, “You can’t help her now boy. Let Pawlik take care of her. He’s the only one that can touch her.”
 
   Cal stared uncomprehendingly at Gray and asked, “What do you mean? I have to do something to help her.”
 
   “They have bonded, and Pawlik is now her Anchor. All Mages are said to need someone that connects them to a planetary residence. When she broke her mind, her harmony with the place of her birth was forever destroyed. She will never again be able to live inside or on a planet without an Anchor.”
 
   Cal drew a shaking breath and straightened up. He looked over at Ruth and saw that Pawlik had stood up, still cradling Ruth’s body. In total silence, Pawlik carefully strode across the floor and through the doorway, taking his burden to the privacy of a different place.
 
   Troyer and Techla began to sob.
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   It had been three weeks and two days since Pawlik had carried Ruth’s body into the sleeping chamber of the former captain’s suite. He had emerged shortly after getting the space arranged to his satisfaction, saying only that Ruth was going through a transformation that would complete her emergence as a Mage.
 
   Cal had insisted on going into the room to check on his mother. He came out of the room with a pale face and shaking hands, and stated that Troyer and Techla would not be allowed in the room until their grandmother emerged. Pawlik had also given orders that no one else was to enter the space. To ensure this, there was a guard at the door from the hallway at all times.
 
   The surviving former slaves had been extremely busy during this time. Personnel skills were inventoried, and an organizational structure had been built. People with skills in communications and engineering had been busy adapting the controls on the spaceship to ones that fit the new crew more efficiently. Everyone it seemed collapsed at their end of their shift, resting deeply and having very little energy for other pursuits.
 
   Pawlik had built a command and control group that included many of the people that had survived from his original crew. He supplemented this group with those that passed Cal’s rigorous interview process and had significant and necessary skills in military or merchant shipping and operations.
 
   The crew was stretched very thin. The Insectoids had operated the ship with at least five times more actual crew, excluding the slavers. So many of the members of the new crew were covering multiple areas of responsibility. Controls and procedures were being created when a requirement was recognized and amended as needed. Cal’s team of support personnel which included cooks, clerks, medical, etc., were also straining to keep up with the creation of documentation, policy, and the myriad tasks necessary for a living environment and necessary bureaucracy.
 
   Most of the surviving former slaves had been swept into either Pawlik’s or Cal’s organizations, but there were some that either temperamentally or functionally did not fit in either group. Mary was a silent head of the group of nurturing parents that continued to care for and tend the immature entities. These children ranged from Troyer and Techla to infants. The children were managed in a group so that there was a minimal requirement for childcare personnel.
 
   Troyer and Techla stepped into the breach, acting as big brother and sister to many of the smaller children. The number of children was heartbreakingly small. So each one was precious, and their welfare was the primary driver for Mary’s group. Mary also oversaw those people that were either physically or mentally nonfunctional. After urgent injuries had been tended by the medical personnel under Cal, Mary’s group took over the longer term therapy and hospice care.
 
   There were a few beings that did not fit into any of the other groups. While this group did not have a significant number of people, they were very vocal and represented an increasing difficulty for the rest of the new crew. Bartha and his two men were in this group, as were another seven beings of like mind. Cal had been forced to make an edict about not feeding those who were physically and mentally able but didn’t work. Chief among the reasons for the rule were Bartha and his adherents, who had been idle and verbally critical, jeering at the people who are working and interfering with tasks. Bartha’s response had been to insist that he was mentally traumatized and could not be forced to work. While Cal did not believe the claim, he was at a loss on how to handle Bartha and ways to minimize his obstructionist behavior.
 
   The strain of dealing with Bartha and his group was beginning to tell on Cal. His frustration level was very high, and he had run out of strategies and options. So he decided to discuss it with Pawlik and see if there was some stratagem he had not tried that might help.
 
   Pawlik had been pretty difficult to corner. He was spending most of his off-duty time in the room with Ruth. Cal knew that Pawlik was sitting by her side and talking to her for hours since he had been checking on his mother several times a day. With only Cal and Pawlik entering the room, Ruth’s transformation was mostly unknown. Pawlik had only said that her change was getting closer to its finish. Cal had no idea what to look for and was forced to trust Pawlik.
 
   The petals completely covered Ruth’s body, overlapping in intricate patterns of texture and color. Cal could still see minor rhythmic movements in the area of her chest, so he comforted himself with the idea that his mother was still breathing. He had panicked a bit when the petals had turned from a flexible, almost leather-like material overnight to crystalline edged plates, but Pawlik did not appear to be concerned. The quiet man told Cal that according to family stories, this process was perfectly normal and that he thought Ruth would emerge sometime in the next week.
 
   So they all waited. Some patiently, others impatiently. And for some, patience had drawn thin.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Wisdom of the Heart
 
   Troyer murmured to Techla, “Just act as if we’re supposed to be there and remember our plan.” The little girl gulped nervously and then clutched her bundle of papers closer to her chest. The two children came around the corner of the corridor and stopped to greet the guard on the outside of the captain’s suite. Troyer looked up into the guard’s face and smiled winningly, “Decker, my father wanted me to drop these papers off, so may I please put them on the desk?”
 
   The guard, a bipedal warrior from an ice planet close to Pawlik’s own world, had a fearsome appearance but a weakness for small children. Shaking his head slightly at Troyers undeniable charm, he gave permission. 
 
   “Make sure that you don’t touch anything else in there, boy child. Your little sister can stay out here with me while you do what you need to do in there.”
 
   “Thank you, Decker. It should not take me very long since I just have to put all the papers on the desk and organize them into the right piles. I don’t need Techla for that, and I know she would like to hear some more stories about snow.” Techla smiled shyly at the guard as she handed Troyer her papers and squatted down by the man’s feet, gazing up at him with her full attention.
 
   Decker was far less able to resist a little girl’s focused eyes than he was Troyer’s more obvious attempt to charm. As Troyer entered the room with a large armful papers, Decker began to tell stories of skiing and snowball fights from his childhood. Both he and Techla were quickly absorbed in the storytelling, one as the storyteller, the other as the audience.
 
   Troyer carried the papers in and placed them on the desk. He started to split the piles out, watching from the corner of his eye as Decker got more involved in his storytelling. When the boy noticed that the guard was not continuing to glance over his shoulder to check on Troyer’s progress, Troyer slowly and carefully move toward the bedroom door. He was determined to see his grandmother. A six-year-old human child can be extraordinarily stubborn and very willful. However, the combination of affection for his grandmother and concern about her welfare had transformed Troyer stubbornness into determination. In this, he was both his father’s son and his grandmother’s descendent.
 
   The bedroom door slid open automatically and closed quietly as Troyer stepped into the room. There was a dim glow by the bed that allowed him to see clearly as he got closer. His first thought was how beautiful was the shroud concealing his grandmother. The dim light reflected on the millions of crystal edges that formed around the petals and the ever-changing color of the crystalline plates provided an intriguing display.
 
   Ruth’s form was totally obscured. The overall shape of her body was dimly visible, but details of her face and body surface and even clothing had been concealed by the thickness and opacity of the shroud. It reminded Troyer of a butterfly chrysalis that his mother had shown him when he was smaller. Somehow the wrapped form looked more like the butterfly to him than it did a mummy so he was reassured in that his grandmother was still alive. 
 
   He knew his grandmother was in there, he could somehow feel her. Feeling desperate, the need to touch her and be touched by her made him reach out both hands and lay them on one crystalline plate.
 
   As soon as his hands touched the plate, a visual storm of small light tendrils arose. They streamed from all areas of the plate and covered Troyer’s body. His eyes grew large, and a yelp of astonishment emerged from his mouth.
 
   The door to the bedroom slid open, and Pawlik walked in, stopping in mid-stride for a brief moment in surprise at the vision of Troyer next to his grandmother. Moving quickly, Pawlik grabbed Troyer and broke his connection to the surface of the shroud. Troyer cried in denial struggling to get back to his grandmother. Pawlik turned and rushed out of the room carrying the child with him.
 
   Cal waited in the outside room with Techla huddled in the corner of the couch. Cal looked furious. Before Pawlik could say or do anything else, Cal had yanked his son from the other man’s arms and was shaking him. “I told you that you are forbidden to go in there! Why did you disobey me? You could have been hurt, or you could’ve hurt your grandmother!”
 
   In the next breath, the boy was crushed in an immense hug by his terrified father. Cal looked up at Pawlik and asked, “Is everything okay in there?”
 
   “I think everything is fine, although Troyer was lit up by small lights and I have no idea what that meant or what the effect will be.”
 
   Cal held his son up in the air and stared him in the face, “What did you do? Are you all right?” 
 
   “Grandma is scared, and she is lonely. She needs somebody and you guys are too busy.”
 
   “Troyer, you are just putting your feelings onto your grandma and assuming that she is feeling and thinking like you are. I know you’re frightened for your grandma…”
 
   The boy interrupted him, determinedly repeating, “She is scared, I can feel it. She needs to be hugged, you know that hugging will make her feel better!”
 
   “We don’t know if you will be hurt by touching her, Troyer. So that is part of the reason that I told you not to go into the room. Think about how your grandma would feel if somehow touching her hurt you. You will just need to wait like the rest of us.”
 
   “And he has to hug grandma!” Troyer responded heatedly as he pointed at Pawlik. “He can touch her, but he’s not. If it’s dangerous for me and he can touch her, and he’s the one who has to cuddle her.” The boy’s eyes welled up with tears, and he began to sob. Techla joined her tears to his, as the two men stared helplessly at each other.
 
   The children were inconsolable. Cal, Pawlik, and even Decker attempted to calm them, but they continued to sob hysterically. Finally, Pawlik knelt down in front of Troyer, picked up his hand and placed it on his own chest where his heartbeat could be felt. “I do not know if what you’re saying is true, Troyer. But I am willing to try. I promise you that I will hold your grandmother when I am able and to try to make her feel less scared and lonely.”
 
   The crying child leaned forward onto Pawlik’s chest and whispered into the man’s ears, “Think love and happy thoughts at her, please. Grandma being sad and frightened hurts my heart.” Slowly, the children stopped sobbing.
 
   Pawlik stood up, nodded at Decker and Cal before turning and walking into the bedroom. The privacy light lit as the door closed.
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   Pawlik looked at the chair that sat by the head of the bed where Ruth was lying. That was the place that he had spent so many hours over the last few weeks hoping that his presence would somehow comfort Ruth. The chair drew him, but his promise to Troyer firmed his resolve. Instead of sitting beside the bed, he walked until he was standing next to it. Reaching out a tentative hand, he laid his palm flat on the crystalline shroud for the first time since he had placed Ruth in the bed.
 
   Tendrils of light started to swirl up his arm covering his hand and reaching toward his body. He did not flinch, but instead hardened his resolve to endure whatever would follow. The tendrils were different than what he had seen on Troyer, with these being more colorful, thicker, and somehow more intense. They felt like feather kisses running up his skin. There was no pain, just a sense of exploration and wonder.
 
   As the light continued to grow and penetrate his skin, Pawlik began to relax. There didn’t appear to be a wave of pain that was going to be attacking him with the light, although part of him still worried that it could be around the next corner of time. Even that doubt began to subside as the light did nothing more than fill him with feelings of joy and calm. As he relaxed into the feelings, he began to perceive an underlying layer of fear and someone else’s pain. It was Ruth - her fear and her pain, and loneliness. Troyer had been correct.
 
   Without conscious thought, Pawlik leaned further over Ruth and wrapped his arms around her. The shroud was rough with millions of small crystal edges, but it didn’t matter to him. The additional amount of skin that was touching Ruth let him understand her feelings and needs even better. Her loneliness and fear started to subside. Her comfort increased. He began to see a series of mental snapshots, like still pictures that appeared one after another. At first confused, he began to realize that he was actually communicating with Ruth and held her more tightly as he focused on the pictures.
 
   Pawlik watched as images of two fair-haired boys evolved from small babies to grown men. He recognized Cal as one of them, but the older was a mystery. Something about a commonality of stance and expression told him that they might be related. The pictures captured moments of play and activities. They created a connection from the child that Cal had been to the adult that Pawlik now knew. As the Cal in the picture got closer to the man with whom Pawlik was familiar, a woman with a warm and smiling face appeared in many of the visions. Her dark hair lay softly on her shoulders and her affection for Cal was apparent in her posture and proximity.
 
   Other pictures featured an older man, a variety of couples and what appeared to be a family that formed around the other child as an adult. Pictures of some type of celebration, small four-legged animals, and other situations and events quickly overwhelmed Pawlik’s ability to remember while still contributing to a feeling of familiarity.
 
   Suddenly, Pawlik stood up and broke contact with Ruth. He stared at her intently for a moment and turned to look at the door where the privacy lock had been engaged. Turning back toward Ruth, the man took a deep breath and removed his clothing. Pausing for a second of doubt, he grabbed a light covering, crawled into the bed and placed an arm and a leg over the top of her body, before covering them both with the blanket.
 
   The tendrils of light exploded in a flash to cover his body, as he tensed in preparation for pain. Instead, a feeling of gratefulness and intensified pleasure and comfort flooded through him. The strain he had felt from Ruth just a few moments before was gone. There were still no words to their communication, but he could feel the deepness of her comfort increase. He knew now that she didn’t feel alone and he realized, to his surprise, that he was also feeling more centered.
 
   As he descended into sleep, Pawlik felt as if ghostly arms were hugging him back and could detect the feather touch of a good night kiss in the center of his forehead.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Mage Emergent
 
   Several days had passed since Pawlik had promised Troyer to provide better care for his grandmother. Each night Pawlik slept in the bed with the crystalline shroud, providing full body contact with the chrysalis. Ruth’s emotions continued to ease, and Pawlik’s perception of ghostly touch continued to expand. It had become part of their shared nightly ritual for Pawlik to feel insubstantial lips kissing his forehead and a low sweet voice murmuring some sort of nonsense rhyme to him.
 
   His increased ability to connect emotionally and viscerally with Ruth, even in her encapsulated state, also allowed Pawlik some perception of other aspects of the Mage transformation. He knew that some significant changes were happening to her body. Her feelings of discomfort and physical pain combined with a growing awareness of her body’s evolution began to increase in intensity and frequency.
 
   The pool of power that he associated with her Mage ability was growing rapidly. As the depth of their bond grew, the sheer size of her Mage talent both frightened and exhilarated him. The training that he had been provided in a family noted for its Mage Anchors had been wholly inadequate to a good understanding of what he and Ruth were now going through.
 
   While understandable given the long time since the last living Mage and Mage Anchor, Pawlik felt woefully unprepared for whatever situation that might be approaching. For a man who preferred to be prepared, this was not a position of comfort.
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   Pawlik dressed for the day. Turning to leave the room, he murmured to Ruth, “I will be back after shift ends.” An insubstantial hand touched the side of his face in farewell, and he smiled. Thinking that perhaps that his day didn’t have to start quite so early, Pawlik pulled off his uniform again to prevent it from getting crumpled and sat down on the side of the bed. Putting one arm around the top of Ruth’s body, he began to read the day’s messages aloud to her.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Troyer and Techla sat on the couch waiting for their daily reassurance from Pawlik about Ruth’s comfort and emotional well-being. The door to the hallway slid open and Sgt. Gray walked through accompanied by another, older man. The sergeant was still speaking to the guard at the door as he walked in and did not notice the children right away.
 
   “We need to talk to Pawlik immediately. That bastard Bartha and his crew are getting worse, and I’m afraid that they will shortly be out of control. We will just wait in here until Pawlik is available.”
 
   Both men appeared startled that the children are sitting on the couch. Looking a bit unsure, they stood uneasily on one side of the room. Troyer piped up and said, “If you like, I will go get Grandpa, and he can talk to you.” 
 
   The two men looked at each other in confusion before Gray turned to Troyer and asked, “Are you speaking about Commander Pawlik? We are not familiar with the term that you used.”
 
   Troyer looked surprised but explained, “I called him Grandpa, like my father’s father. Since he’s bonded to Grandma, I think that makes him my grandfather.” 
 
   The older man continued to look confused, but Gray had an arrested and hopeful look on his face. He excitedly demanded, “Are you saying that Pawlik can consider you to be his son’s son?” When Troyer nodded in agreement, the men exchanged amazed glances and become even more excited. They drew closer to Troyer and started firing questions at the boy. 
 
   Cal came into the sitting room to find the two men carefully interrogating Troyer. At first concerned, he quickly becomes amused at the scope of cultural misunderstanding. It turned out that the rest of the former slaves had all been confused about the relationship between Ruth and Cal. They thought Cal was Ruth’s mate and that Troyer was their child. 
 
   The upset that Cal had witnessed on the day of Ruth’s Mage emergence was Gray’s anguish about the effect on the inheritance of Pawlik’s estate. Mage Anchors normally did not have other strong relationships. Whether or not the relationship between Mage and Anchor was sexual, the bonding between the two superseded the formation of additional marital ties.
 
   By Pawlik becoming a Mage Anchor, they thought he had given up any chance of having an heir. Learning that Cal was Ruth’s progeny, not her mate and that Troyer was her grandson changed everything for Pawlik’s status and position in the politics of his world. Gray and the other man, whose name was Ravilohr, continued to chatter excitedly about the ramifications and what would probably happen when they all returned home.
 
   Against the background of their discussion, Troyer’s voice cut through like a sharp blade, “What about Mark? And what about Uncle David and Evan and Brad? Don’t they count too?”
 
   As the two men stared at the child in confusion, Cal’s smile grew wider and turned decidedly mischievous. He decided to take pity on them and attempted to explain.
 
   “What Troyer is trying to tell you is that he is my younger son. His older brother Mark is hopefully still well and living with his mother back on Earth. Also, I am the younger of my mother’s two sons. My elder brother, whose name is David, also has two sons. The older one is Evan and the younger is Brad. So if Pawlik’s status relates to the number of heirs that he has, at this point he has six, not two.”
 
   “By Milla’s curly hairs! This is beyond possible! Having that number of heirs is unheard of on our world. It will change Pawlik’s status even more than I thought. Each of the main estates could have their own ruler, even!”
 
   The excited discussion began to swirl among the men as the children listened quietly. Only Techla noticed a soft sound from the hall outside the doorway before the door opened and Bartha and a group of four other men invaded the sitting room. 
 
   Starting to his feet, Gray shouted, “How dare you enter so rudely! And what have you done to the guard?”
 
   Bartha arrogantly responded, “We have come to demand answers from that incompetent Pawlik. The guard will recover even though we could easily have killed him.” As if to emphasize the point, the weapons in the hands of Bartha’s companions were brandished and waved at the room’s inhabitants.
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   Pawlik wasn’t sure whether he actually heard or just sensed a disruption in the sitting room. Driven by a sense of urgency, he stopped only long enough to pull on his uniform pants before leaving the bedroom. A scene of chaos met his surprised eyes.
 
   Bartha stared at his attire and sneered, “So the high and mighty Pawlik is no better than the rest of us. You are just taking advantage of Ruth and probably controlling any access to her. Either that or you have killed her and are concealing that despicable deed from the rest of us.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Your presence in this room is not acceptable, please leave immediately.” Even partially clothed, Pawlik’s commanding manner gave pause to the gang of bullies. Attempting to regain control over the interaction, Bartha shouted, “We did not escape slavery from the Insectoids only to become your servants. You are not entitled to command, and we are going to replace you!”
 
   Cal straightened up and raised a hand in protest. Before he could speak, one of Bartha’s companions turned and slammed the butt of his weapon into Cal’s stomach. Troyer’s yell of protest was overwhelmed by the high shriek of Techla’s scream. In the split-second before escalation to full-fledged violence the door behind Pawlik whispered open.
 
   Ruth emerged. The confrontation stopped as everyone in the room stared voicelessly at her in shock. Whatever they had thought would appear when her transformation was complete was far different than what their eyes were telling them now. The woman that had gone into the chrysalis had been middle-aged. Her hair had been peppered with gray, her face graven with both smile and frown lines. Her figure had been rounded and not particularly athletic.
 
   The woman emerging from the bedroom appeared to be in early adulthood with dark auburn-shaded black hair and large hazel eyes. Her figure was athletic and slightly rounded. The skin of her face was unwrinkled and flawless. Yet somehow it was still Ruth. Her sense of calm, power, and control was still there but in a more intensified and purified form.
 
   When she opened her mouth to speak, the echoes of the woman they had known a month ago could be heard, carried within the cradle of her voice. “You will stop this now.”
 
   Bartha broke into a hurried speech, “Lady, we were concerned that we had not seen you! Please forgive our rudeness, but you know that we were only thinking about your welfare. I don’t know what this man is telling you, but we have longed to see you back. Many a night have I laid awake, full of concern and feeling powerless to help you.” He moved closer to Ruth, stretching his hand out toward her. She glanced down toward his hand and then looked him full in the face, “Bartha, I may have just gone through a transformation, but it didn’t erase my brains or my good sense.”
 
   An expression of sheer rage flashed over Bartha’s face as his other hand came out of concealment with a knife. In a split second, he had slammed it toward her abdomen, yelling, “Die Bitch!”, as the rest of the gang exploded into violence.
 
   Pawlik dove desperately toward Ruth in an attempt to grab the knife, but Bartha was too close and too fast. The knife connected to something that shattered the blade a few inches away from Ruth’s body. Her left hand raised and she pointed her index finger at him, as he stared unbelievably at his broken weapon. A length of red light emerged from her hand and collided with Bartha. A disbelieving scream of agony emerged from the man’s mouth as he quickly burned to ash.
 
   Spinning toward the other four assailants, she saw that Gray and Cal had subdued one of them. An apparently injured guard had entered the room and knocked another man unconscious, and was wrestling with a third. The fourth assailant was stalking Troyer and Techla, as the children frantically hid under and behind furniture.
 
   Snarling in a fury, Ruth raised both of her hands in the air and spread her fingers. A gray shimmering light crawled up her arms onto her hands as she flung light across the room. The liquid matter formed into links of ephemeral chain that quickly wrapped the four attackers securely.
 
   “I will not tolerate such lawlessness and evil around me,” she cried. 
 
   One of the men shouted at her, “You have no right to stop us!”
 
   “Oh but I do. I have the right of high and low justice, over single beings or entire worlds. I claim the rights of the Mage to go with the price that I have paid.” Drawing a deep breath, she continued, “I have no desire to kill at a whim nor do I wish to have those that look to me worry about capriciousness. To that end, you will have a formal trial and sentencing so that all that look to me will know what to expect.”
 
   The man that had shouted continued to utter threats and curses, so Gray muffled his mouth with a convenient rag. One of the other men whimpered wildly as Ruth looked at him. Narrowing her eyes in suspicion, a small tendril of black extended from her right hand into the man’s forehead. As he struggled uselessly, the tendril touched him between the eyes and he collapsed limply. 
 
   “Pawlik, they have two women back in their quarters that are tied up and have been abused!”
 
   Pawlik moved quickly to the desk and ordered a team to search Bartha’s rooms and free the women. He also suggested that they get Mary to go with them to provide comfort and reassurance. 
 
   Gray and Ravilohr were sent off to determine from where Bartha had stolen the weapons and to make sure that the key areas of the ship were secure. With many a backward glance at Ruth and her altered appearance, the two men left, dragging the prisoners with them. 
 
   Everybody in the room stared at Ruth. Cal and Pawlik didn’t know what to do and were frozen in place. However, the children don’t have any question on what they needed and wanted. The top item on the list for both of them was a hug from Ruth. It didn’t really make a difference what she looked like. They somehow knew that she was still their grandma. Without hesitation, both children flung their arms around Ruth. 
 
   At first, the hugs looked like simple embraces. After a few seconds, however, the lines of sparkles began to highlight where Troyer was touching Ruth. Cal started toward his son in concern, but Pawlik stopped him with a gentle hand. Moving behind Ruth, Pawlik placed his hands on two areas of Ruth’s exposed skin. “Now try touching her, boy.” Troyer reached out toward Ruth again, and this time, there was no hurt and no appearance of Mage light. For a brief moment, Ruth and the two children simply enjoyed the closeness and the reassurance of each other’s bodies.
 
   “Pawlik, why did your touching my mother make a difference?” asked Cal.
 
   “The function of a Mage Anchor is to provide the resonance of a world. When Ruth broke her mind, she also destroyed the harmony with her home world beyond repair. For the rest of her existence, she will need to have that resonance provided by a Mage Anchor.”
 
   “Does this mean that she can never go home?”
 
   “She will be able to tolerate short periods of time on her home world especially if I Anchor her frequently while she is there. However, she can never again live on Earth nor can she touch any planetary body without a Mage Anchor.”
 
   Cal’s face showed an expression of deep sadness for his mother. Ruth noticed his grieving look and responded, trying to ease his mind. “Other than my remaining family that I want to be able to see occasionally, the sacrifice was worth it. I no longer have significant ties back on Earth anymore.” Her expression closed off, and she quickly left the room to go back into the bedroom.
 
   The guard asked, “Respectfully, Lord Cal why did Mage Ruth say that there are no longer any ties for her?
 
   Cal explains somberly, “My stepfather, Ruth’s husband, sacrificed himself in an attempt to allow her to escape but was killed in the original capture. Even her pets were destroyed as they tried to protect her. Her grief at their sacrifice so injured her that she became totally depressed when we were first captured. Only her desire to comfort and provide stability for Troyer and me made her claw her way out of that emotional pit. She has lost her husband, her partner, her dogs, her friends, and her library. The structure of her work and the peace of her garden have all been destroyed. Now she has no home world either.”
 
   Pawlik caught Cal’s eyes with his own. “I promise that she will have friends and a library and as many gardens as she wishes. And her work will be far larger than it ever was when she was a normal human on your Earth. She will have a partner in me, and a husband if she so wishes.”
 
   Quirking an amused eyebrow at the older man, Cal asked, “And what about the pets? I really need to warn you about those.”
 
   “I could respond if I knew what a ‘pet’ happened to be.”
 
   “Oh dear, let me explain about terriers and other challenges…”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Justice Day
 
   Ruth had been up for hours. This was the day that the remainder of Bartha’s men would go on trial. The day that Ruth would somehow feel as an irrevocable step away from the person that she had been into a life far different from her existence as a working professional, mother, wife, and grandmother. She was going to be a ruler, and that frightened her on many levels. Not the sort of determined and stubborn fright that she fought during their captivity, but the fright of the unknown and the nervousness of walking forward without knowing where the ground was.
 
   Pawlik had suggested using the ship’s computers to provide her with some information on court systems and Mage practices in the Galactic Alliance arena. So the previous day, Ruth had happily ensconced herself in front of a computer interface panel and started to explore. Computers were a familiar thing to her considering that she had spent most of her adult life in a profession that relied heavily on that technology. The ships computers were faster and subtly different than those she had used on Earth, but were familiar enough that she was comforted by the gestures and logic. Her comfort level was abruptly disrupted when she found information, pulled from the archives, on the responsibilities and practices of Mages.
 
   It pretty much boiled down to Mages could do whatever they wanted. They had the right to administer all forms of justice, including minor and mortal punishments. No government, either planetary or interplanetary, was allowed to gainsay a Mage. The thought of unlimited power, without checks and balances, felt just wrong to Ruth. However, further exploration into some of the political structures that existed in the Galactic Alliance gave her some insight. The GA appeared to operate on the theory that power made right. And Mages were the most powerful thing around. It didn’t seem to matter that it had been over five millennia since the last Mage had lived. The strictures on governments and guild, built to give them a guideline for working with Mages could all be summarized by the phrase “give in.” 
 
   The whole legal system reminded Ruth a bit of the card game of War. Whoever won owned everything, and that is how Ruth now held title to all of the worlds, spaceships, funds, and possessions that the Insectoids had previously possessed. That possession would be verified by a guild that appeared to be equivalent to a group of professional certified public accountants back on Earth. Reading about the accounting guild, she had started to laugh uncontrollably just as Cal walked in the room. Helpless to stop her laughing, Ruth had just pointed at the screen. When Pawlik had followed Cal into the chamber a few minutes later, he found a confusing scene of hysterical laughter and repeated chants of ‘bean counter, bean counter’ from mother and son. Cal’s attempts to explain the reference soon had Pawlik also roaring with laughter and adding his world phrase of ‘fart whistler’ to the chorus.
 
   It was a direly needed break in the stress and strain of the preceding months. That bit of levity and the release of the tension that had kept them wound tighter and tighter, had given her back a little of the resilience that she would need today.
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   Ruth smiled to herself as she stood waiting by the doorway into a large room. She had dressed carefully for this event, choosing to come to judgment day clad in unrelieved black. While she was unsure of the colors, her mood and the seriousness of what she was about to do fit the color that she wore and the absence of light better than anything else. She straightened her back and took a deep breath, before striding confidently into the room. It was show time.
 
   Ruth strode into the chamber as if she owned the entire universe. Glancing around with a commanding tilt of her head, she took in the packed room and expectant faces. Sgt. Gray, standing in the front of the room close to the table set up for Ruth there, half shouted, “All stand for the Lady Mage.”
 
   Fighting an entirely inappropriate urge to giggle at the humor of the situation of telling people to all stand when they were already standing, Ruth calmly seated herself. Projecting her voice so that everyone in the room could hear, she said, “Today officially opens the first Mage judgment day that has been held in the recorded universe for over five millennia. Although I have the right to rule by whim, I choose to rule by law. The code of law that we will be developing stems from my culture, background, and ethics. Those that I appoint to handle hearings under that guideline will adhere to the spirit and the letter of my decisions. However, the last resort will always be me.”
 
   Nodding to Sgt. Gray, Ruth began her rule. Raising her hands in front of her, she stared down and concentrated. A softly swirling mass of brilliant white built in her cupped hands. Once the level of the magical force started to spill over the edges, she tossed it over the two bound prisoners waiting for judgment. The men cringed as the light touch them and then seemed to calm. Looking them in the face, one by one, Ruth stared at them with eyes that swirled with a soft echo of her magic. “You will tell the truth, and all of the truth.” The absolute certainty in her voice hammered the seriousness of the proceedings into the brains of everyone in the room, like a muffled air hammer punching nails through wood.
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   The trial was over. The two men had admitted to the enslavement of unwilling women and a variety of other crimes while under a magical compulsion to tell the truth. There was no question of their guilt, but that was not the goal that Ruth had planned for the trial. She wanted desperately to set up something that didn’t rely on her personal interaction for every situation. Trying to establish a codified system of law seemed to be the best way of being able to delegate a sector of what she saw as her responsibilities effectively.
 
   Cal brought a glass of water up to his mother. Ruth looked at him and smiled slightly, asking, “I am pretty sure that is not what anyone expected.”
 
   His eyes danced in agreement, but Cal responded verbally in a serious tone, “I am pretty sure you’re right. Most legal systems do not carry out the sentence in the middle of the courtroom immediately after the trial is over. However, it lends a whole new meaning to the term ‘courtroom drama’ when the guilty are turned into burning torches in the middle of the floor.”
 
   “Well, since under truth spell they described not only what they had done to the women but gave us the whole conspiracy on the attack and their goals for taking over the ship, it was pretty much a foregone conclusion.”
 
   “Well, Mom, I thought it was pretty interesting that when the two men were talking about how they were going to take over the ship and make us all slaves again, the entire room shivered. Then when you asked if anyone would speak for the accused there were no volunteers.”
 
   “It seemed to me that it was justice to force them to live through the torments that they imposed on the women that they had overpowered before they died. And at least after that was done everybody seems to be very well behaved.”
 
   “Reminds me of some of the punishments you set up for my brother and me when we were growing up. Impossible to forget!”
 
   Ruth was about to respond to Cal when they were interrupted by the sound of someone clearing their throat. Looking up, Ruth saw a group of three people standing in front of her. They were a trio of mixed races and ages and genders, but typical of their motley collection of former slaves. One of them, a bipedal female with a shock of brilliant red hair, started the conversation. “Lady Mage, you look much different than you did before. Forgive us for asking, but what happened to change you like this?”
 
   “Transformation, I am informed, is part of becoming a Mage. On my world, we have an insect called butterfly that goes through the same sort of transformation. It enters the process looking like some form of an extended worm with legs and emerges as a winged creature. I believe that something like that has happened to me.”
 
   “But you’re still the same person? I knew Ruth and trusted her. Are you the same person still?”
 
   “Same person where it matters, in my heart and in my soul. Just different in outward appearance and in the body’s ability to handle the magic that I now have.”
 
   The trio appeared to be satisfied and began to walk away. Ruth called after them, saying, “Let everyone know that there will be a meeting in the hold where this all started in six hours.”
 
   The woman waved in acknowledgment and continued to walk away. As she got to the other side of the room, she was surrounded by a small crowd, all obviously interested in what she had learned.
 
   Ruth said, “Cal, how about if you let Pawlik know that I’d like to meet with the two of you and anyone that either of you thinks should be in a command meeting. We can meet in the captain’s ready room in a half hour.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Command and Control
 
   Ruth sat at the head of the table with Cal to her left and Pawlik to her right. Ten other people were distributed around the table. Pawlik’s two men were there, sitting together. Eight others from the former slaves filled out the remaining seats. Mary was seated astraddle a bench, lending her nonverbal support. 
 
   Ruth placed her hands on the table in front of her, palms down and glanced over at Pawlik. “Could you please give me a general status? At this point, I’m not sure what I need to know or what I don’t so guide me through this.”
 
   Pawlik started to speak, “We currently have 116 mobile and functional personnel. All of the general systems on the ship appear to be in good working order, and the controls have been validated by people in our command group. We’re very lucky that the ship contains the standard interfaces for the overall interstellar alliance.”
 
   Ruth leaned forward slightly and asked, “Tell me a little bit more about the Alliance. I saw some information within the computer system, but frankly, it was a little more confusing and complex than I was willing to tackle right then.”
 
   “The Alliance is a member organization. In order to belong to it, a race must be sentient and have space faring capability. The difficulty comes in dealing with the interaction between races or worlds. The general rule is one of power and might. Basically, if you win it in battle, it belongs to you.”
 
   Ruth frowned in contemplation, “What happens to the races that do not have space travel?”
 
   “There is some protection for non-spacefaring races but since there is no specific enpowered Alliance law enforcement, those rules are frequently broken. Just look at what happened to your people. The Insectoids broke the rules, but there was no one to protest. They would have continued to get away with harvesting people from your world and some of the others that they visited until a strong Alliance member decided to object or until your people were all gone. Even if something had happened to the Insectoids, the fact that your world had been classified as prey would have allowed other opportunists to continue to abuse your Earth.”
 
   “How can this be prevented?” Cal asked, “And how can we continue to protect our planet?” 
 
   Pawlik started to respond, but one of the others sitting at the table chimed in. “There are only a limited number of options. The best one is for Earth to be protected by Ruth and develop its own member capability as soon as possible. Technically, Ruth owns Earth at this time, and she can do what she wishes with it.”
 
   Cal’s expression betrayed that he couldn’t decide whether he was horrified or amused. “Oh dear Lord, this would cause massive difficulties with every government on Earth. They would never agree with this!”
 
   Looking somewhat pensive, Ruth stated in a soft but iron-filled voice, “I really don’t care. If that is what we have to do to keep them safe for now, that is what we’ll do.”
 
   One of the other attendees, a large semi-clad man with extensive tattoos on his face and arms raised a hand. At Ruth’s nod, he said, “Geroff, here. I know that you’re concerned about your own planet, but many of us are equally worried about ours. How are we going to get home?”
 
   Pawlik interjected a comment, “I propose that we start with visiting my home world so that we can get enough people to operate the starship without so many problems. Otherwise, when we start dropping people off on their home planets we will further reduce the scant staff we have for running the spaceship.”
 
   Geroff responded heatedly, “Why should we start with your planet? That seems like favoritism to me!”
 
   The room exploded into a cacophony of excited voices as people talked at and over each other. Ruth watched as they argued, but did not participate. After about 10 minutes, she slapped her hands on the tabletop. The room instantly went still as the presence of the Mage was remembered.
 
   In the quiet, Ruth dropped her verbal bombshell. “Would it not be better to get a census that covers all of the ships before deciding who is being dropped off and in what order?”
 
   There was a moment of stunned quiet in the room. The woman who had taken over the de facto head engineering position gulped and asked, “What other ships?”
 
   “When I killed the Insectoids that included every being with Insectoid DNA as far as my broken mind could touch.”
 
   Geroff asked in a stunned voice, “How many were killed?”
 
   “Over 24 billion.”
 
   Shocked silence followed Ruth’s statement, leaving the room ringing with the non-sound of people’s thoughts.
 
   Shaking off his astonishment, Pawlik began to assign people tasks aimed at determining what organization was needed on a broader scale. One of Cal’s assistants, a man named Deran from a high gravity world, was loudly complaining, “We don’t even know where the ships are, what kind they are, any of that sort of information. How are we supposed to figure out what we have to do?”
 
   Once again, Ruth raised her voice and stunned the room. “There are 16,422 separate ships. All you had to do was ask.”
 
   Comments started to fly around the room and a mixture of voices and conversations collided without organization. 
 
   “Those ships are probably on trajectories that could collide with other ships!” 
 
   “What about the people that are starving on the ships?”
 
   An explosion of a stellar map in three dimensions covered the entire table and once again quieted the room. Patterns of color and clusters of different icons appeared within a few seconds. Ruth pointed to the map, “All of the ship locations are mapped onto this display. They are color-coded with three main classifications. The ones that I have locked down in space so they do not move in relationship to the surrounding planetary bodies are colored in blue. Yellow-coded ships are in stable orbit and do not require immediate attention or modification. The ones in red are in trouble.
 
   “The trouble ones are situations where there were slaves or captives on the ships. Those require individualized attention, I believe. The good news is that there only 47 problems. The bad news is that there are 47 issues.”
 
   There was one common emotion evident in the room. Amazement. It was beyond comprehension that a single person would know all of the ship’s status and locations. Only Pawlik looked calm. His family traditions had taught him just what possible strengths and capabilities a Mage might have. Everyone else was learning in real time.
 
   Once again conversation became lively among the people in the room. The daunting nature of the task and the emotional battering that the former slaves had endured over the last few months had taken its toll on their energy and their ability to problem solve. When it seemed like the comments were becoming repetitive, Ruth stood up. Conversation ceased immediately.
 
   “I know that the task is daunting, but I am confident that it is something that we can handle. We are going to deal with the urgent problems, then we will head to Pawlik’s home world. Once we get there, I expect to establish our headquarters, build up additional staff, and start to return people to their home worlds. We will also need to evaluate which ships and worlds that I wish to keep.”
 
   It was apparent to everyone in the room that the time for debate and questions was over. The Mage had spoken, and the plan was in play. Geroff once again demonstrated a distinct lack of survival instinct by interjecting a comment. “Don’t you have to do something about registering ownership for the ships and other properties? How can we move forward with your plan without that?”
 
   Ruth smiled slightly at him, and replied, “I have already filed the interstellar notice of acquisition by combat required by Alliance law. In that notice, I also stated that I had completed my Mage transformation and in the process that I had destroyed the Insectoids. The paperwork was appropriately filed with the Auditor Guild.”
 
   Cal, just as surprised as the others in the room about the filing, seized on one topic. “I am not familiar with the makeup or purpose of the Auditor Guild. Could someone please fill me in?”
 
   As multiple people tried to simultaneously explain the ubiquitous guild to Cal, Pawlik leaned toward Ruth and murmured softly, “Well played!”
 
   “So the general description of the Auditor Guild is that they do the interstellar accounting, adjudicate ownership, and deal with punishments and fines on a planetary level. Is that right?” summarized Cal. Nods of agreement sprinkled the room.
 
   Ruth stated firmly, “I believe that the Auditor Guild representative will meet up with us when we get to Pawlik’s world, Arkken. In the meantime, people, let’s get to our tasks.”
 
   The room quickly emptied leaving the slowly evolving stellar map still floating in all of its colorful glory above the table.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Private Quarters
 
   The door to the hallway slid closed with a gentle whoosh of air. Exhaustion settled like a heavy blanket over Ruth’s shoulders, and she dropped to the couch. Pawlik glanced at her in concern and moved to the side of the room to get her a glass of water. He handed her the drink and settled gingerly on the couch beside her. Smiling at him, Ruth said, “I have no way of thanking you for all that you have done. Without you, I would be dead or crazy. You have provided for every need that I have had and more.”
 
   Pawlik responded, “It has been my privilege and my pleasure. We will have many years to be together since Mage and Anchor live extended lifetimes.”
 
   “I have many questions about the whole bond, but it looks like those will have to wait for later time or later discovery. All I know is that we have managed to survive another day.”
 
   Smiling, Pawlik reached over and picked up Ruth’s hand. Raising it to his mouth, he placed a gentle kiss on her palm. Her breath caught in her throat and tears came to her eyes.
 
   “I have missed you wrapped around me at night. Even in the shroud, I could feel you. The contact comforted me and has left a cold, empty vacuum in its absence.”
 
   “It is a loss for me also. I miss your heartbeat and the murmur of your mind.”
 
   Staring deeply into his eyes, Ruth stood and paused a moment to look down at him. Taking a deep breath, she reached out her hand and grabbed his. He simply looked at her. With a smile that mingles grief, farewell, and hope, she pulled him gently to his feet and into the bedroom. The door quietly whispered shut, and the privacy light comes on.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Troyer and Techla crashed carried through the hallway door into the private quarters cheerfully arguing about some game that the children were learning to play. Troyer carries a covered tray and Techla held a sleeping a full pitcher of some liquid. They had decided that grandma needed breakfast and had appointed themselves as the delivery service. 
 
   Placing the tray and pitcher on the table in the room, Techla started toward the door to wake grandma, only to stop in surprise when Ruth emerged dressed in leathers and with an unusual device on her shoulder. The children were stunned into immobility when Pawlik also came out of the bedroom wearing a refurbished uniform with the same device. 
 
   “Thank you for the thoughtful meal! I’m definitely hungry, and this is a pleasant surprise,” exclaimed Ruth. Troyer noticed that Pawlik had somewhat reddened cheeks but thought nothing of it. Techla began to smile but said nothing.
 
   Breakfast was done and the children were trying to explain the rules of the new game they were learning to Ruth and Pawlik when Cal and the two sergeants entered the room. Cal called out, “Good morning, Mom! What is the plan for the day?”
 
   Troyer and Techla came over for a hug from Cal as Ruth responded, “Today we are going to visit one of the ships that are in trouble. Cal, I believe you’re going to be staying here. The rest of you get your stuff together and let’s get going.”
 
   Gray leaned closer to Cal and whispered, “How are we going to get there?”
 
   “I have no idea, but I’m sure it’s going to be a surprise. And apparently, I’ll be waiting when you get back.”
 
   Pawlik motioned Cal over closer and informed him that he now had two additional assistants. As the two men finished discussing the tasks that are on the priority list, Pawlik suddenly smiled at Cal and said, “You realize that you are now my XO, right?”
 
   Cal just stared somewhat dumbfoundedly at Pawlik and remained speechless. Opening his mouth to try to say something, Cal is saved from whatever incoherent sentence was about to come out of his mouth by Ruth’s sudden reappearance. She is holding three uniform jackets in her hand. Each of them has the same device on the upper left chest and on the right sleeve that she and Pawlik have on their jackets. Giving one of them to Cal, she stretched up to place a soft kiss on his cheek. “Happy promotion, sweetheart.”
 
   Turning, Ruth handed each of the other two jackets to Sgt. Gray and Sgt. Roebuck. Cal immediately doffed the tunic that he was wearing and replaced it with the jacket. It fit perfectly, as if a tailor had spent all night adjusting it to his body. The two sergeants also put on their new uniforms. Once again the garments fit extremely well. At their look of amazed confusion, Ruth burst into laughter. The clear musical peal of her amusement rang through the room and brought a smile to everyone’s face. “Hello, people! Remember? Mage here!”
 
   As the four men moved to gather what they needed for their exploratory trip to the other ship and to announce Cal’s promotion to the rest of the crew, the influx of people needing to speak to Ruth began to line up outside the door in the hallway. At this point, things were moving pretty smoothly. The guard would control people coming in and out. The people brought what they needed to get signed or approved by Ruth, there would be a short discussion, and that person would leave. The next would enter. Repeat again and again. All part of the regular morning routine. After about an hour of this daily decision-making process, Mary came into the room and wordlessly collected Techla and Troyer. 
 
   Ruth motioned Mary to stop for a second, and asked, “I never found out from you how many total children we have. So how many are there and how are they doing?” Mary’s gestures communicated that there were only 11 living children other than Troyer and Techla on the ship. Ruth felt a hammer blow to her chest and sat there, unbreathing. Mary was unaware of Ruth’s reaction. Waving a silent hand at the Mage, she took the children out to their scheduled class with the rest of the young ones.
 
   OMG, thought Ruth. One of the pieces of information that she had found recorded in the computer systems was how many people had been collected from each planet by the ship, and the numbers were appalling. The Insectoids had decimated their slave population for food and for entertainment. It had been bad enough when she found that of the 1200 people captured from Earth initially that fewer than 30 were left. She had seen numbers that accounted for children. When the Earth population had been added to the ship the children had totaled more than 500. The fact that there were only 13 left was both heartbreaking and vindicating. Her sense of justice and revenge demanded that they be avenged and that was what she had done.
 
   Mary reentered the room as Ruth was bringing herself under control. The silent women held the hands of a pair of young children. The boy was of obvious Earth origin, Middle Eastern in appearance and about 10 or 11 years old. His sister was younger, approximately four years old. Mary signed to Ruth that they had no one to care for them and she thought it was best to move them in with Troyer.
 
   “Are you willing to share a room with my grandson?” Ruth asked the boy. He nodded in response but did not say anything. The little girl just clung to Mary. “Okay, Mary. Please get them relocated in with Troyer and Techla and arrange the sleeping accommodations as best fits the kids.”
 
   Once again Mary exited the room with children in tow. Ruth smiled briefly after them and turned to the next person waiting to speak to her. It was a middle-aged male quadruped with what appeared to be elaborately braided hair. He said, “It is so very sad about the boy’s mother. His father should be shot!”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ruth asked. The man, whose name was Norm, told her that the mother sacrificed herself for the children. The Insectoids had taken the boy and were going to eat him when the mother bravely challenged the Insectoids to an exchange. The slavers were amused by her attempt and told her that if she died without screaming that her children could live. Unfortunately, the children had to witness their mother being eaten alive. The brave woman made no sound throughout her torture and death, biting through her own tongue to prevent any noise from emerging.
 
   The children had been catatonic for a period of time. Some of the other women had made sure that they had food and tried to help them, but the shock had been too much. The boy at least had started to come out of his numb state and interact a little bit, when the women that had been providing care were also killed.
 
   The little girl had retreated further and further from reality, hiding in corners and under any available cover. The boy had become aggressive in protection of his sister and would not allow anyone close to her. 
 
   Then Ruth had transformed to Mage. The activity and turmoil that accompanied that transformation somehow got through to the children. In the weeks that Ruth was in the shroud, Mary had worked on providing some security and care for them. She was slowly getting them to interact with others.
 
   Norm was positive that part of the problem was concealed in the actual capture of the small family. Since the Insectoids had kept video records of all captures and all deaths, he and Mary had tried to see if they could find out where from the children had come. What they found was horrific.
 
   The slavers’ shuttle had landed in an area of dense Middle Eastern population. The Insectoid harvesting crew had trapped and was securing captives when the children’s father had picked up the small girl and thrown her at the Insectoids. As they grabbed the child reflexively, the man turned and ran. Without hesitation, the mother had dashed toward her daughter. And the brave boy had run after his mother. The video showed that the man had never looked back.
 
   Ruth flashed into incandescence. The smell of burning paper and melting metal filled the room. Norm took one appalled look and ran for the door. He was almost trampled in the hallway as Pawlik charged into the room at incredible speed. Giving a comprehensive glance around the room and not seeing any immediate threat, Pawlik dove for Ruth and placed one hand on each of her shoulders. “Breathe, just breathe! Center yourself and relax. Loss of control will not help anything.”
 
   Ruth caught her breath in a sobbing hiccup, whispering, “It just makes me so angry…”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Field Trip
 
   It had been about an hour since Ruth finished with the daily tasks and had prepared herself for their field trip. She and Pawlik entered the command deck of the ship.
 
   The skeleton crew was busy with the usual operation of a spaceship. To Ruth’s unaccustomed eye, the command deck looked crowded. After the sparse furnishings in the majority of the ship, a room, even a large one, with a captain’s chair, two helm stations, offensive and defensive weaponry positions, sensor and communications controls and navigation posts seemed to overfill the room. 
 
   In addition to the duty crew, the boarding party that Pawlik and Cal had assembled was waiting. It was not possible to put together a large group since they didn’t want to leave their ship unable to navigate or defend itself if necessary. Pawlik had made sure that the crew knew that they reported to Cal in Pawlik’s absence.
 
   The boarding party was all armed. Even Ruth was armed with a gun, although she was pretty sure she would not remember when to use it. However, if it made Pawlik feel better, she was willing to carry one. She started the briefing. “The first ship that we’re going to visit is in distress. They appear to have adequate life-support and the food production machines are operating. However, it seems that there is some form of inter-ship conflict going on that needs to be resolved.”
 
   One of the officers on the deck crew interjected, “How do you know?”
 
   “I just know.”
 
   The men in the boarding party and some of the bridge crew looked skeptical. With an irritated wave of her hand, Ruth Drew a large rectangle in the air. Solidifying out of the air was an omnidirectional vision tank. “Will that help?” she asked, “that shows the situation on the ship. The highlighted areas are those of conflict, while the green ones show working life-support, and the blue ones are active food production.” 
 
   Pawlik asked, “Could you please keep the vision tank up while we get our boarding party leader to come closer and look the situation over so everyone knows what we are getting into?” 
 
   Reluctantly, the members of the boarding party crowded closer to the vision tank. What they saw quickly involved them, and they soon calmed down and focused on the effort of committing what they saw to memory. The bridge crew was still rattled. Pawlik glanced around and leaned forward toward Ruth. Speaking loudly enough for everyone on the deck to hear, he said, “They are all a little freaked out by what they see because they’re not used to a Mage. Which when you think about it makes sense since it’s been over five millennia since we’ve had one in the Alliance.”
 
   Pawlik studied the vision tank himself for a bit and finally turned away and looked at Ruth. “How long a journey is it going to be, Ruth?”
 
   “They are multiple light years away.”
 
   “That’s gonna take a long time to get there, even with the stardrive on the ship.”
 
   “Not as long as you think. Why don’t you just point us in the right direction and we will go?”
 
   Pawlik started laughing helplessly. His men look at him in confusion and irritation.
 
   Ruth grimaced over at him and said, “I am not sure why you think that is so funny but I’m glad I can amuse you.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Ruth extended one hand toward the vision tank. A beam of braided light, colored black red and white, shot from the palm of that hand and touched the image of the remote ship. Ruth’s other hand was held flat with an extended index finger. Using that finger to draw a circle around the entire boarding party in a brilliant green light, the bridge seemed to pulsate once, twice, thrice. An even brighter light of many colors appeared, connecting the entire boarding party with the image of the ship on the vision tank. The light seemed to fold in on itself briefly, before exploding into a tunnel of coruscating colors. A soundless wind pulled on each of the boarding party members and crew. The very fabric of the ship hummed in harmony with the wind. There was a feeling of movement and a great force pressing on them. The tunnel extended until it appeared to encompass the entire bridge, perhaps even the entire ship. The wind became audible, and there was a feeling of upside down and inside out as the ship folded up and rushed through the tunnel. There was a momentary disorientation and all was calm.
 
   They found themselves still on the bridge and in their same positions. However, every alert on the navigation board had lit up. Somehow in less than five seconds time they had transported to an area that was directly beside their target ship. The entire bridge crew sprang into action. Privately, Ruth thought this is a fairly well-choreographed freak out dance by a spaceship crew in a very professional way. To avoid laughing at the mental image of previous weddings and chicken dances, she stayed totally silent. Only a slight quivering of the muscles around her mouth betrayed the deep-seated urge to laugh. 
 
   Pawlik said, “Comms, hail the other ship.”
 
   “No response, sir.”
 
   “Try again.”
 
   The second attempt to communicate with the ship got a response. An obviously rattled voice demanded to know who they were and how they had gotten this channel. 
 
   Without prompting, the communications officer said, “This is the Mage Ship Dragon Flame carrying the Lady Mage. Prepare to be boarded. Gather all former slaves in the audience room so that the Mage can address them. Have an appropriate group meet the Mage and her party at the main transport bay.”
 
   The voice from the other ship stammered slightly before exclaiming, “There are no former slaves here. You must have the wrong ship. This is an independent trader and if you board you will be acting like pirates.”
 
   Before Comms could respond, Ruth flung up a hand and drew it across her mouth. She turned to Pawlik as he was getting up from the captain’s chair, bursting into speech, “He is lying!”
 
   It was obvious that Ruth is becoming more and more angry, with tendrils of light running up and down her body. Keeping a concerned eye on her, Pawlik called the Marine lead and Sgt. Gray up onto the deck to try to figure out a strategy for boarding the ship. About the time that the two men joined Pawlik on the bridge, the lights running up and down Ruth’s body seem to merge, and a pulsing light exploded away from her hands. The Dragon Flames bridge crew heard Pawlik’s voice from inside the light, saying, “hold on!” The light flashed even brighter and Ruth, Pawlik, and the other two men were gone. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – The Mandrake
 
   A brilliant flash of light heralded their entry onto the command deck of the Mandrake. It was a bridge similar to the one on the Dragon Flame, different in crewing but not set up. Ruth had brought not only Pawlik and Sgt. Gray and the Marine lead but had somehow pulled every one of the boarding party with her. They were stunned by the abrupt transition but had at least been introduced to the whims and ways of their volatile Mage over the last few weeks. The people on the Mandrake bridge lacked that reference.
 
   Where the Dragon Flame crew had made an effort to maintain a professional level on the ship, this group had no such direction. Trash was everywhere. There were six people on the command deck, sprawled in various postures of relaxation, looking like pirates. Two additional huddled bodies were in the corner, motionless. The large man that had been stretched across the captain’s chair lurched to his feet, shouting inarticulately and drawing his weapon. He fired at the Mage. It was the last mistake he would ever make. The sound of weapons firing slammed through the room, assaulting the hearing sense just as badly as the energy bolts Ripp through bodies. The Mandrake’s crew was no match for Pawlik’s handpicked boarding party. Five minutes later all of those that had fired on Pawlik’s men were dead. Their bodies lay in disarray as if a child had a temper tantrum with its dolls.
 
   Ruth walked over to the two bodies in the corner that had not moved during the battle. Bending down, she brushed the hair back from the dead woman’s face, the signs of recent torture apparent on her body. The second body was a man, with similar wounds and the same look of painful death. Straightening with resolution, Ruth turned to Pawlik and said, “I am going to freeze all of the people on the ship until you get it under control. There will be no more innocents killed on this ship today.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   It had been a rough few hours. The Mandrake was secure, with a crew cobbled together from former slaves and a command group from the Dragon Flame. Pawlik had selected people to travel back with them to replace the personnel that were transferring to the Mandrake. Ruth had examined the entire population of the Mandrake and passed all but two. Those two were guilty of torture and murder. An impromptu Mage court tried, sentenced, and executed them. Pawlik commented in an aside to Sgt. Gray that the trial would be an unforgettable lesson on the price of disobedience.
 
   The structure that Pawlik and Cal had built allowed them to seed the Mandrake with staff members who were familiar with Ruth’s expectations. The advantage of having a good organization and a competent team is that you can delegate and trust that your wishes will be carried out. Pawlik was comfortable with allowing the new combined crew of the Mandrake to sort out their issues and resolve most of them. 
 
   Among the people rescued from the pirates that had seized control after all of the Insectoids had mysteriously disappeared, was a fairly large group of experienced spacers. Pawlik happily sorted through them, tagging more than 80% to return to the Dragon Flame with him. The rest would remain with the Mandrake and it would be up to the new captain to organize. After extensive discussions with the experienced command level personnel on the Mandrake, Pawlik named one of the boarding party as the acting captain of the Mandrake and a former mercantile captain as his XO. 
 
   A meeting with the combined command group allowed Ruth to go over her expectations about the necessary census and the general plan for later rendezvous. Feeling like the day had marked a job well done, Ruth transported all of them back to the main meeting room on the Dragon Flame where Cal was waiting.
 
   He had positioned tables and people around the perimeter of the chamber. Others directed the new crew members to specific tables for room assignments, duty stations, and orientation. It all seemed to be working smoothly.
 
   Ruth smiled to herself and quietly left the room.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Gathering In
 
   It had been a busy six days. As more staff were brought on board the problem ships were dealt with in multiples rather than one by one. Since all of the urgent trouble spots had been resolved, today was the day that Ruth had decided to bring the remainder of the ships into communications with their group of 48. Several of the ship’s crew had been discussing how to open connections with such a large number of ships. Some people took the position that the ones that had live people on them were the most important and that all other ships could remain isolated. Others took the opposing position that the dealing with the depopulated ships and getting them out of the way was the more reasonable first step. 
 
   The discussion had gotten rather heated by the time that Ruth countered it. The group, which included both Pawlik and Cal, as well as Sgt. Gray and Norm, looked somewhat abashed when she started to laugh. “You are still thinking in the old ways. You have forgotten again that the rules that you once operated under are no longer in effect. Don’t you think that someone who can move an entire ship over to another one has the capabilities to facilitate this problem? How about if I just create a broadcast and connect all the ships into that broadcast?”
 
   After a brief, embarrassed pause, the discussion shifted to the best location to hold the broadcast. It quickly resolved into two options: the command deck or the briefing room. While there were advantages to either, the consensus turned out to be a preference for the bridge. All agreed that it would provide the best reinforcement of the Dragon Flame’s ability to enforce the Mage’s mandates.
 
   “Well, people come on. There’s no benefit in delay and no time like the present. I could say something like, let’s get this show on the road or any one of a few more stupid metaphors, but it boils down to this. Let’s do it now.”
 
   Thirty minutes later and Ruth was standing beside the captain’s chair on the command bridge, dressed in her judicial garments. Flicking her hands in an elongated circle, Ruth created a sphere of light that seemed to explode away from her and the ship. Suddenly the air on the surface of the command bridge walls was covered with what appeared to be small video screens. Different scenes were displayed on each one. Different races, different genders, different people. All sharing common expressions. Amazement, shock, fright.
 
   Showing no signs of nervousness, Ruth explained that she is the emergent Mage and that she has destroyed all of the Insectoids. Many of the beings shown on the screens reacted in a manner that told Ruth that they understood exactly what that meant. She went on to explain the general plan and to introduce both Pawlik and Cal. Several of the groups had one or more members waving limbs in an attempt to communicate. Ruth felt compelled to address them, “For those of you that have questions and need to contact the ship, we will be creating a simpler way of asking for help and clarification.”
 
   Cal opened his mouth to say something just as Ruth cupped her hands around brilliant yellow light and threw it toward the little windows, slipping her magic into each ship. Cal leaned forward, whispering urgently, “Mom, what did you just do?”
 
   Ruth grinned at him, saying, “I just created a ‘simple button.’”
 
   Cal drowned in helpless laughter trying desperately to control his mirth. Pawlik provided a diversion by reaching out and grabbing the Comms officer from the deck, pushing him in front of the other ships’ view and announcing that there would be scheduled times for asking questions and that the Comms officer would be in charge of it. The Comms officer, Martik, said that he would be setting up a rotation for communications and that because of the number of ships that a hierarchy would be developed as needed. He asked that everyone please be as patient as possible.
 
   Several of the visual screens were flashing red. Ruth murmured quietly, so only Martic and Pawlik could hear, “Just point at the screen that you want to hear.”
 
   Martic pointed at a display that had two large men determinedly waving their arms. “Yes? What is your urgent issue?”
 
   The larger of the two men answered, “We have a large contingent of spacers and support clerks on the ship. We might be able to assist in some of your logistics.”
 
   At that comment, windows started lighting up all over the walls. Pawlik stepped up beside Martic and said, “Those of you that wish to volunteer to join the Mage’s staff and Navy, create a consolidated list of names, experience, age, rank. A collection mechanism will be built to allow you to send that information to us easily. Martic will keep you informed, but I am very pleased that the Insectoids were not capable of destroying your bravery or your honor.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   It was a horrible job, but someone had to do it. In order to bring closure to those that had lost family to the Insectoids and to be able to trace back to the worlds that the former slaves had been captured on, someone had to watch the Insectoids videos. The team of six people had been at it for several hours. They had many snapshots organized into world groups and others that were in an undetermined pile. Each of them had been forced at least once to leave the room and cry or throw up. As horrific as their experience had been with the Insectoids the video footage was worse.
 
   They had opened a new world file because the Insectoids log showed a new stardate and location. The world was a blue-green world with a good portion of its surface covered by water. There were multiple major land masses and icecaps. It was not a large world, but one that was apparently heavily settled. The view from space had shown lights at night and discernible construction during the day. The beauty of the planet was quickly a faint memory as the visual record started to display the Insectoids harvest of the inhabitants.
 
   One of the observers straightened with a gasp as a familiar face flashed across her screen. It was Ruth. Frozen in a kind of semi-conscious state the viewers watched as the Insectoids rampaged through an area of homes with stationary collections of vehicles. They sat in voyeuristic horror as a middle-aged man attempted to protect Ruth and was callously ripped apart. Ruth could be seen pushing a small animal into another woman’s arms and pushing her away to run. Ruth turned to meet her death head on, only to have small four-legged animals fling their bodies between her and the Insectoids. The valiant defense was to no avail. The screeching laugh of the invaders was interrupted only by a split second as they snapped the small furred ones in half, dropping the bloody remains. The sight of Ruth gathering their small bloody bodies to her chest, weeping, was the last thing that showed before the video was obscured by a large claw of a slaver.
 
   The horrible images continued. The next video showed a harvest action in a city of packed people and sandy soil. The slavers were advancing on the crowds from two directions. One of the watchers sobbed in helpless response as a man in the crowd grabbed a small girl and threw her into the arms of one of the Insectoids, before turning and running as fast as he could in the other direction. A woman that many remembered from before the Insectoid’s destruction charged after the little girl. Unseen by his mother, a male child ran after her and his sister. The video flashed around the square, capturing a glimpse of the man that had sacrificed his family. His face was in focus for just a few seconds. The video record heartlessly and accurately recorded his look of faint regret and the shrug of his shoulders before he turned and ran out of view.
 
   The video progression was relentless. It recorded the capture of Pawlik and his men, showing how they were delivered unconscious to the slavers by a party of men dressed in some form of uniform. They saw the exchange of currency and the pleased smiles on the seller’s faces.
 
   A short while later in the video archive, they recognized another face. It was the Sargeant that had sacrificed himself to protect Ruth at her initial Mage change. On this footage, they saw how he had fought to try to keep his weapon but was overpowered. They saw him attempting to protect Pawlik’s unconscious body but failing. 
 
   One of the viewers made a startled exclamation and turned to look at the wall to the left of the video display. The entire wall consisted of what appeared to be fronted glass cubbies of different collectibles. He stood up and quickly went over to examine the contents of one of the cubbies. It was the sergeant’s weapon. Looking at the wall with its thousands of items, his eyes filled with tears, and he leaned over helplessly to vomit again and again. 
 
   Tears in many of their eyes, saltwater on their faces, nausea filling their senses. The viewers had enough horror for one day. The man by the trophy wall straightened up and looked back at them. His eyes widened in alarm, and his focus shifted to an area behind them. Spinning quickly in place, the five others turned to see that Ruth was standing behind them, watching the same screen with fire running up and down her arms. She looked at them with eyes that showed bottomless pain, before she abruptly disappeared.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Arkken Planetfall
 
   Approaching Orbit around Arkken-
 
   “Arkken Space Control, this is the LMS Dragon Flame requesting orbital coordinates and shuttle landing instructions. Be advised that this ship is a prize of battle and under the command of Lady Mage Ruth.”
 
   “Dragon Flame, orbital coordinates are transmitting now. Shuttle landing instructions will be sent by separate communications. Welcome to Arkken, Dragon Flame.”
 
   “Thank you, Arkken Space Control.”
 
   The communications officer began to handle the list of messages that Pawlik and the others had queued up for when they got into Arkken’s orbit. The top one on the list was to notify the ruling Arkken Council of Pawlik’s return and to schedule the mandated appearance before the Council for returning space travelers. Notification was also sent to Pawlik’s planet-bound staff of his return. Even before the outgoing messages had been sent, the Council had responded with a request for Pawlik’s immediate presence.
 
   Pawlik appeared to be thinking deeply about the Council request. “Such scheduling speed is not usual. Generally, appearances before the Council upon planetary return take anywhere from 1 to 2 weeks to arrange. I wonder what else is going on.”
 
   “If it were acceptable and appropriate, I would like to accompany you,” Ruth said. “I would prefer to not be the primary focus but getting a read on the Council dynamics and participants would be helpful.”
 
   Just then, Pawlik’s message queue pinged with an incoming secure call from Pawlik’s steward, Harril. “My Lord, welcome home! We had been very concerned about rumors of your death. The lack of communications also has caused some problems.”
 
   “My apologies, Harril. Unfortunately, circumstances beyond our control caused a temporary inhibition of communications. I am required and requested to appear before the Council immediately. What do you know that contributes to that urgency, and what extremely high priority items are there that I need to deal with?”
 
   “There’s been a higher level of political machinations than usual, sir. The rumors of your death certainly did not help. Several of your properties have had unexpected visits from your cousin Stefar or his staff. Also, some interesting audit requests have come through for financial transactions with many of our companies. The combination of Stefar’s interest and audits that could only be authorized by the Council have raised a lot of concern here.”
 
   “So you believe that there is some form of treachery being planned by Stefar and the Council?”
 
   “Yes my Lord, but it may not be the entire Council. You know that Councilor Fergali has significantly changed the way that the Council interacts with the rest of the planet since he was elected its head. He also has regarded you as an enemy since the two of you were children and he appears to be continuing that posture even now. The Council as an entity now should not be considered a friend, but more like a partial enemy.”
 
   “Fergali has never been pleased with the fact that the charter for our estate and grant is not subject to Council laws. The fact that we are an allied entity, rather than a vassal sticks in his craw. If you have anything more that I should know before I appear before the Council, please send me a secure message.”
 
   “Of course, my Lord. Just one last caution. I would be very careful about transport from the ship to the planet surface. There have been several accidents involving shuttles in the last two months. Strangely enough, most of them resulted in death or serious injury to Councilor Fergali’s enemies or critics.”
 
   Pawlik closed the communications channel and paused for a moment, appearing to be thinking deeply. Shaking himself back to awareness, he requested that Sgt. Gray and Cal, along with several other men from his original crew join Ruth and him in the captain’s briefing room. All of the men arrived at a run.
 
   Although Cal was alert for reactions from the planetary government, the wary posture of Pawlik’s people changed Cal’s alertness into concern. He glanced from Ruth to Pawlik in question.
 
   “We may be dealing with a problem bigger than I initially thought,” said Pawlik. “We knew that we were betrayed and sold to the slavers, but that was a faceless betrayal. It is starting to look like the rot may stem from both insider and Council sources. I have been warned about the safety of any transport to and from the planet.”
 
   “How about we use the ship’s shuttle for transport and use a secondary shuttle for protection?” suggested Sgt. Gray.
 
   Ruth put an immediate stop to the discussion. “The safety of this ship is paramount. We will maintain the ship in a high orbit and not allow any transport to and from the planet surface via shuttles. Instead, until we know what the situation is, I will handle transport.”
 
   The men in the room looked somewhat abashed since the use of magic had not been on any of their minds. It was going to take some getting used to, this incorporation of magic into their world. Pawlik’s eyes started to gleam, as he thought of some options and he gave Ruth a smile and a nod of agreement.
 
   Sgt. Gray drew Pawlik’s attention, “My Lord, it is traditional that returning warriors of our people offer a tithe of our spoils to the Council. Will we be doing that as a group or individually?”
 
   “Perhaps we should tithe the deaths also. That would make it easy to thin out the Council,” offered one of the other men. The room echoed with pain-filled laughter and shadowed with stark memories. A moment of silence stretched for several seconds before Sgt. Gray broke the mood by suggesting, “Perhaps we could offer them some of the ships that we may not want.”
 
   Pawlik’s rejoinder was, “Those ships do not belong to us. They belong to the Mage.”
 
   “That is ridiculous! You and your men were instrumental in my survival and the acquisition of all of the ships that we have. I would be pleased to offer you as many ships as you want so that you have something to donate to your world,” Ruth half-shouted, visibly upset.
 
   Pawlik resisted taking anything approaching an equal share of the ships that Ruth now controlled. His statement that the very fact that she had won them in battle with the Insectoids meant that she was the clear owner. After all, the Auditor Guild would find for her, not Pawlik or his men.
 
   Since it didn’t look like Pawlik would agree to ownership, Ruth suggested that he take a number of ships as payment for services. The final transfer of title would have to wait until after the Auditor Guild ruling, but in the meantime, they could agree on numbers and types of ships. After a fair amount of argument, they agreed on 162 ships. The ship type would be distributed among trading vessels, transports, courier ship, and warships. Pawlik insisted that only four warships be included. Even that number would double the fleet size for Arkken. 
 
   One of Pawlik’s men said jokingly that Pawlik donating such a large gift as a warship to Arkken would upset the Council head since the man hated Pawlik. Sgt. Gray smiled in agreement and suggested that perhaps the ship should be painted orange since the Councilor Fergali was known to detest the color.
 
   The very mention of the man’s name kicked off a discussion that was very enlightening for both Ruth and Cal. They heard all about this current head of the planetary government, including how he was constantly smiling and very genial acting. One of Pawlik’s men mentioned that the pleasant exterior concealed a very different man in private. His level of corruption and violent behavior was notorious in some circles. He hid all of that darkness behind closed doors. 
 
   Sgt. Gray’s cousin had firsthand experience with this aspect of Councilor Fergali. The former administrative assistant was still using a cane after he had battered her in his fury for a misfiled document. She quit but had been the target of several attacks afterward. It was so bad that she had moved off planet to protect her family. Learning in the middle of her recovery that others that had quit his employ seemed to suffer many accidents, some fatal, raised the level of worry. Since she was aware of the man’s violent hatred for children, concern for her small children caused a rapid relocation off the planet, including a name change.
 
   Another Marine, coming into the room in the middle of the discussion, told of a situation that caused Ruth’s arms to start trailing tendrils of light. Apparently, a groundskeeper at Councilor Fergali’s had been ordered to come to work on his day off. Since the summons was unexpected, the groundskeeper was forced to bring his two children with him for transfer to a caretaker on the estate grounds. How the councilor knew about the children’s presence was not known, but he had appeared in full fury. He physically threw the children off of the grounds, informing their father that his job was forfeit if he paid any attention to the “brats” instead of working. 
 
   The children huddled outside the gates, by the side of the road for over two hours before someone leaving the estate quietly picked them up and took them to their home. They were cold, thirsty and hungry. And terrified. The groundskeeper was forced to stay at work for over ten hours. He also quit but was involved in a fatal accident less than a month later. His orphaned children were sent to relatives at a remote farm.
 
   “That is enough about this disgusting version of a man!” stormed Ruth. The light flames on her arms were pulsating through spectrums of light. She grabbed a cloak from over the back of a chair next to her and flung it over her body, pulling the hood up to conceal her face. A swift motion of her hands wrapped the light around Pawlik, Sgt. Gray and two other of the Marines, before the room flashed and they all were suddenly standing on the ground in front of the Council building. 
 
   No one noticed their arrival. The square and steps leading up to the Council building were strangely empty. Pawlik looked around before straightening his spine and leading his party up the broad steps to the ornate door. 
 
   The guard in the Council building corridor was very flustered. He appeared to be unsure of exactly what to do and who to let in. Pawlik said, “I am reporting in as requested by the Council and am accompanied by the Lady Mage. My guard can wait outside with you if that would make you more comfortable.”
 
   “Thank you, my Lord,” the guard responded as Pawlik escorted Ruth past the security point and further down the corridor.
 
   “The guard is a recent addition. There’s never been a guard or security visible in the Council building before now,” Pawlik murmured to Ruth, “I find it very troubling.”
 
   Contrasting strongly with the presence of the guard, the door to the actual Council room was wide open. Dropping Ruth’s arm, Pawlik strode through the doorway, Ruth taking a position a step back from him and on his left. Her cloak remained closed around her body and the hood draped over her head, concealing her form and face. 
 
   A full table of council members was present in the room. The smiling man that occupied the head councilor chair looked up and a flash of expression transformed his face from smiling to fury and back. Apparently, Pawlik’s rapid response to the council’s summons was unexpected. With a pleasant expression pasted firmly in place, the man addressed Pawlik, “Welcome back my Lord, it was unexpected that you would be available so soon. Perhaps we should delay your report until you’ve had some time to rest and reorient yourself to the happenings since you been gone.”
 
   “I thank you for the consideration, Counsilor Fergali, but since my presence was requested as soon as possible and since I was still close to the spaceport this is the best time for me to make my report. After all, in order for the Council to be effective, it needs information as expeditiously as possible.”
 
   Pawlik proceeded to report on his experiences. He traced the trading and alliance trip that he had been on which was unexpectedly interrupted. When he recounted the drugging of his men and him and their captivity with the Insectoids, the Council exploded in commentary. “Surely you are exaggerating! The Insectoids follow the rules of the Alliance religiously,” interjected one of the council members. He was a man with slate gray hair and shifty eyes. After he had spoken, he glanced quickly at Fergali for approval.
 
   “Since we are in possession of the uncorruptible video record, which clearly shows my entire crew being carried onto the slaver ship and the exchange of payment for our bodies, I believe we can certainly substantiate my recounting of the situation,” Pawlik countered. A shiver could be seen running through the Council as Pawlik finished.
 
   “I am sure that you have the proof that you are claiming, my Lord, but we are certainly going to have issues with the Insectoids if we push claims of damages or law violations,” Fergali said.
 
   “The Insectoids will not be causing any problem.”
 
   “They are a most contentious race so it is not reasonable that they would stay quiet in response to this type of defamation,” responded Fergali. Many around the table nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   Pawlik stared Fergali directly in the face and said in a slow cadenced speech, “The Insectoids will not be responding because they are all dead. They had been wiped out to the last being.”
 
   The room erupted into shouted questions and exclamations of disbelief. The Counsilors seemed to be arguing with each other, with the most vocal attackers being countered by a group that was obviously on Pawlik’s side. Pawlik’s voice cut across the background cacophony, “The Auditor Guild will be delivering their findings within the week. Surely the Council can wait for verification from that august body.”
 
   “Yes, yes, we can wait for confirmation for that,” contributed Fergali. An older man in an admiral’s uniform, sitting at the far end of the table, smiled at Pawlik briefly before turning to the rest of the Council and saying, “This is exactly the sort of thing that we need to consider when we are planning our naval response.”
 
   His words initiated more shouts and interruptions as the Council went back to arguing what they had apparently been discussing before Pawlik had come into the room. Under cover of the loud noise, Pawlik mentioned quietly to Ruth that the admiral was an old friend of his. The man had been trying to keep Arkken safe for several decades and he was actually the highest ranking officer in their spaceforce and served as Secretary of the Navy. Recent years had seen constant budget cuts for their military, especially the Navy. The majority of Counsilors were from the merchant class on Arkken, and they had been trying to destroy the power base of the spaceforce for a long time.
 
   The arguments going on around the table were not resolving. In the middle of the contentious waving of arms and shouting, two council members stood up and walked around the table to extend their condolences, and to welcome them home. Pawlik thanked them for their welcome, saying, “I grieve for those that we have lost.”
 
   Showing that he was paying more attention to Pawlik than to the other activity, Councilor Fergali interjected in a clear voice, “Of course, you’ll be having your Death Gift meeting soon. Good luck on not beggaring your estate.”
 
   Pawlik’s face hardened into a mask, as he responded, “My family has always met its obligations, and it should not be a matter of concern for the Council.”
 
   “I have come to offer the warrior tithe for both my crew and on my own behalf,” Pawlik began to say before he was interrupted once more by Fergali. With a genial laugh, Fergali said, “We appreciate the spirit of your offer but considering the damage to your men and to you personally the Council will be waiving the tithing requirement. You and your team have suffered enough, and we don’t want to strain your coffers or your estate.”
 
   Straightening up into an offended posture, Pawlik opened his mouth to respond when Ruth put her hand on his arm to keep him calm and to stop his rejoinder. Most of the Council had apparently forgotten that Ruth was in the room. She had maintained a motionless presence slightly behind Pawlik during the entire interchange. None of the council members had questioned her presence, but now their eyes turned to her.
 
   Fergali was the first one to comment. His eyes raked Ruth’s form from head to toe, as he said, “I see that you’ve acquired a new companion. So apparently your journey had some benefit.”
 
   “This is the Lady Mage Ruth and she… “
 
   “Yes, yes, we’ve heard that story and the rumors. We don’t need any further storytelling,” The head Counsilor interjected. 
 
   Pawlik braced himself for Ruth’s angry reaction but found to his surprise that she remained calm. During the entire time that they had been in the Council chamber she had been silent and continued that even with this type of provocation. He noticed her left hand making a small gesture, and a very faint tendril of light blue slid over to him.
 
   It is time to leave now. We need to talk about what I’ve learned.
 
   Pawlik widened his eyes in surprise at the touch of her thought. While their ability to speak mind to mind had started when she was in the shroud, the only time that they had been at a deep level of rapport was when they were wrapped in each other’s arms. Ruth could feel his pleasure at the touch of her mind and the formation of his decision to leave the room.
 
   Matching action to his thought, Pawlik nodded toward the Council table in farewell and turned to take her arm. Fergali’s voice stopped Pawlik’s movement, “You can’t possibly leave without introducing your companion to us. None of us have seen a ‘Lady Mage’ and I quite insist that we be able to claim an acquaintance with her!”
 
   Pawlik could feel Ruth’s amusement as she reached up and pulled the hood from her face and head. She stepped up closer to Pawlik’s side and gazed challengingly at the Council. Everyone was staring at her. Muffled exclamations of shock and surprise could be heard from several people. Pawlik was taken anew by the impact of her beauty. To him, she was beautiful beyond beautiful. Smooth skin, raven hair, and blue eyes that seemed to swirl with a rainbow of light. She was tall, measuring just short of 6 feet with a medium musculature and curved figure.
 
   Fergali was one of the first to recover. He stood up and moved out of his chair and around the table. Smiling at her he reached out and grabbed her hand, stroking it slightly. “My dear woman, I am so pleased to meet you. I understand this is the first time you have visited our lovely planet.”
 
   “Yes, I have never been to Arkken before.”
 
   “Those of us that are longtime residents are always pleased to provide personal tours of some of the loveliest areas on Arkken. I know that my Lord Pawlik will be quite busy over the next few weeks in attempting to get his house in order. I would offer myself as an alternative guide and hope that you might accept my humble presence.”
 
   “Thank you, but no. I also have many things to attend to that will require a great deal of my attention.”
 
   Fergali responded, “Please keep my offer in mind. You never know when having a friend in high places will be useful. And everyone needs help sooner or later. Even a lady who is supposed to be a Mage.” He grinned knowingly.
 
   Turning their backs on the Council, Pawlik escorted Ruth out of the room and down the hallway. Pawlik’s men fell in place behind them as Ruth and the frozen-faced Pawlik exited the building and walked out onto the steps.
 
   Pawlik was both fuming and concerned. The tension of his thoughts was clearly discernible through the bond and Ruth knew the level of his worry. He was silent till they had walked about a block from the Council building at which point he stopped abruptly and turned to face Ruth and his men, “Things are not well, and I have no idea what’s going on. The attitude of the Council has changed, and I couldn’t tell why. Guards in the corridors, empty squares, every instinct tells me that danger is coming.”
 
   Ruth said, “I wasn’t sure if I could do it, but I managed to read the minds of the Counsilors. Although the admiral is not aware of it, most of the Counsilors are participating in an effort to disband the Navy and move all of the ships over into merchant control.”
 
   Sgt. Gray exclaimed in disbelief, “How could they be so stupid as to remove Arkken’s defenses?”
 
   “They are thinking of trade and profit and somehow have convinced themselves that the Alliance has things under control. Also, the sudden absence of the Insectoids has been noticed but no one knew why they were not visible. The main reasoning appears to be that their focus had been turned to a different area of the universe. When such a situation happens, merchants always try to grab market share.”
 
   Pawlik reminded Ruth that there wouldn’t be any formal announcement of the Insectoids eradication and her control of the battle-won resources until the Auditor Guild has done its review. 
 
   “I expect that to be soon. Actually, I am not concerned about that at this point. Instead, some things came up during the Council session that I don’t understand. I would like us to find some quiet place to talk about them so that I can try to put the pieces together of what the Counsilors were thinking.”
 
   “Then I suggest that we go either to a local restaurant or to my city townhouse for that discussion,” replied Pawlik.
 
   The idea of someplace safe to discuss their strategy won out over food. Pawlik’s townhouse it was. The party turned down a side street, noticing in passing that it also was deserted. The smell of very hot metal and the sound of screeching acceleration interrupted their silent thoughts. A large truck accelerated around the corner and headed directly for them. There was very little time to do anything, although each of them reacted in their own way. 
 
   Ruth left hand filled with a black mass of pulsating tentacles, and she began to pull her arm back. Before she could complete her motion, Pawlik pushed her to the side of the road, throwing her aim off. The vehicle hit Pawlik a glancing blow on the left side of his body, smashing him against the side of a building. He dropped like a rock. Snarling in fury, Ruth righted her body and flung her magic at the retreating truck.
 
   The black mass smashed into the back of the vehicle. Tentacles tipped with orange and red slapped viciously around the windows, tires, and doors. The driver of the truck lost control. Smashing into a post next to the side of the road, the vehicle rolled over once, twice, and then splintered into tiny bits of metal and blood to the accompaniment of a tortured scream.
 
   Ruth dropped to her knees by Pawlik and started checking him for any injury. Sgt. Gray joined her briefly and then took a defensive position, his weapon in hand. Pawlik slowly regained consciousness and tried to sit up. Ruth was shaking and couldn’t prevent him. “What happened?” he asked muzzily. 
 
   “You just survived a vehicular assassination attempt,” Ruth responded.
 
   “All I remember is a smell and the sound before I got dropped into oblivion.”
 
   “Don’t you dare move around until we find someplace to take you to be checked out! I will not accept you surviving the Insectoids and then being killed by some idiot that tries to run you over with a truck!”
 
   Sgt. Gray mentioned that a doctor that he has used before has a clinic a very short distance away. With the assistance of one of the other men, Ruth managed to get Pawlik on his feet and moving carefully.
 
   The doctor was their next destination. Everything else could wait.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Balancing Obligations
 
   The friendly doctor cleared Pawlik after a comprehensive examination. Warning both Pawlik and Ruth that there would be several days of bruised discomfort, he added that Pawlik had been extremely lucky to have not been killed. Sgt. Gray could be heard muttering under his breath about luck not being involved at all.
 
   As they were leaving the doctor’s office, Ruth stunned the rest of the party by telling them that she had an errand that she needed to run. She added that the chore was taking her to a spaceforce Marine bar and she supplied the name, Force X. Her face was so serious that he made the decision not to ask her why this errand was so important.
 
   Sgt. Gray said that he was familiar with the bar and would be happy to lead them to it. Since it was only a few blocks away, they decided to walk. 
 
   The group was somber. The attack had reinforced their feelings of paranoia, and everyone’s eyes were constantly roving their environment as they traveled the distance in silence.
 
   The bar was located in a building that showed many years of hard life. Built of specialized bricks, the exterior walls looked like reinforced firewall, shining delicately with the shimmer of a reinforcing glaze. The sign for the bar hung to the right of the door. It was a simple sign, with an iridescent word that said “FORCE” and a large X running through the middle of it. The door was propped open with a doorstop that looked like a partially melted mortar shell. Somehow Ruth had managed to get in the front of their party and was the first of them through the door.
 
   The bar had a typical layout for space and military bars with tables scattered around the room, bench and booth seating on the sides and stools in front of the bartenders’ work area. The one surprising thing was that it was about half full even though it was early in the day.
 
   The bartender had looked up as they enter the bar shifting from the role of the bouncer to the bartender when he saw Ruth and the obviously military men accompanying her. His posture and knowledgeable glance categorized him as a former Marine. His seamed face and visible scars informed them that he had been in combat. Even if an observer was so undiscerning to see those scars, the startling moment visitors had of recognizing the one normal-looking blue eye on the left and the right red cybernetic eyeball would have betrayed his battle experience.
 
   Pawlik drew in a sharp breath. Ruth looked sideways at Pawlik and raised a questioning eyebrow. Pawlik murmured softly, “I know about this guy. He’s got a good reputation, and I’ll tell you more later. Just don’t ask him about the battles he has been in or the worlds that he has visited. Some of his memories are harsher than anyone should have to deal with. I do not want to invoke his rage or his pain.”
 
   The bartender nodded in greeting to the party and directed a question at Pawlik, “Welcome to Force X. What would you like to drink?”
 
   When Ruth responded, the bartender blinked and redirected his gaze to focus on her. He looked mildly surprised when meeting his eyes did not appear to bother her. She said, “We definitely need drinks, and I would like mine to be something with good legs on it. After the last few weeks, I definitely need something strong.”
 
   Pawlik and the rest of them ordered their drinks, and the bartender began to work with his spigots, bottles, and glasses. As he continued his busy activities, Ruth provided some additional information, “I also have an obligation to fill here.”
 
   The bartender’s eyebrows went up, but he did not ask further questions. Pointing silently to a table toward the back of the room, he promised to deliver their drinks when they were ready. Ruth marched off determinedly toward the table and sat down with her back against the wall. Pawlik sat next to her and breathed a sigh of relief. Ruth said, smiling slightly, “Even tough guys need to rest after taking on large trucks.”
 
   Sgt. Gray and the other Marine laughed while Pawlik turned slightly red in the face.
 
   The bartender brought their drinks and passed them around. Pawlik handed over payment with a tip that made the bartender smile broadly. Pawlik picked up his glass and raised it in a toast, “To absent friends!” The glasses all touched with a soft ringing of glass. Each of the men sighed deeply after a large swallow. Only Ruth didn’t appear to be impressed with the drink, but she continued to sip it.
 
   Pawlik talked about his family and his home. It was evident that he loved his land and people. Ruth asked him to talk a little bit about how their society worked. For some reason, Pawlik took a deep breath at this point before starting to explain about a social dynamic that was entirely foreign to Ruth. Apparently, this society had evolved from an extremely warlike environment. Each estate had external and internal ruling and organizational structures. Ruth thought it was sort of amusing in that it was a new variation on gender-based roles.
 
   When Pawlik started stammering and stuttering about how the inter-domain of an estate was controlled by the consort, her amusement reached new levels. Only the embarrassed agony in his eyes prevented her from laughing outright. When he finally stumbled to a halt in his explanation, she took pity on him. “Are you asking me to take that role for you? If so, is this a job or a marriage proposal?”
 
   The poor flustered man didn’t know what to say or do. Sgt. Gray and the remainder of their party were watching with wide eyes and rapt attention. Pawlik seemed oblivious to their presence. Finally, he managed to get the word “yes” out coherently. He seemed unable to say another word, but instead stared imploringly at her face.
 
   Breaking into a wide smile, Ruth looked into his face and smiled. “Yes.”
 
   There was a stunned second of silence and Pawlik grabbed her hands, covering them with kisses. The bartender had been dying of curiosity from across the room and chose that moment to walk over and ask what was going on. Sgt. Gray happily informed him that he had just been witness to a marriage proposal and acceptance.
 
   The bar had become more crowded during the time that Pawlik and Ruth had been in the barroom. The rest of the people in the bar had been listening and watching the strangers in their midst. At Sgt. Gray’s announcement, many of them began to clap and congratulate the embarrassed, but pleased, Pawlik. 
 
   A nearby table of Marines stood and shouted their congratulations to the newly engaged couple. One of them, obviously slightly inebriated, yelled that they would like to see the lovely lady so that they could drink to her. Ruth broke into delighted laughter and stood up pulling her cloak off in the process. She smiled and said, “Sorry about that! I forgot I was wearing it.”
 
   The room is totally quiet. The men and the women simply stare. Whatever they thought that cloak was concealing, the woman that stood there happily smiling back at them was unexpected. Marines had seen many horrible things in their battles, but even they were ill-equipped to deal with her beauty. Ruth seemed oblivious to their reaction. 
 
   To break up the silence, the bartender said, “Any marriage bonding that starts in a Marine bar deserves celebration. So what are you drinking, lady?”
 
   Ruth grimaced slightly and responded, “I don’t want any more of the first drink. I need something with a little more kick in it than the wimpy-ass alcohol that you gave me before. Anybody strong enough to marry this man should be able to drink strong liquor!”
 
   All over the room Marines roared agreement and raised their glasses in salute. The bartender gave her a wide grin and headed determinedly back to the bar. He made a big display of pulling a bottle clearly labeled ‘Patrol Issue’ from the shelves in the center and poured her a large glass. With a flourish, the big former Marine carried the drink and ceremoniously placed it in front of her. Stepping back, the bartender gestured toward the glass, saying, “One non-wimpy ass beverage coming up.”
 
   Pawlik was obviously concerned but joined in the toasts that followed. Both he and Ruth tossed back the drinks accompanied by clapping celebration from the barroom. Placing both glasses upside down on the table, Ruth and Pawlik smiled at each other. The bar was quiet, which drew Ruth’s attention. Everyone was staring at her. It took her a moment to figure out that they were expecting her to find the alcohol overwhelming.
 
   A bubble of amusement seemed to start at the center of Ruth’s stomach and rose till it emerged as a soft chuckle from her throat. She glanced down at the empty glass and then looked over at the bartender. “That’s it? Any Marine on my world would have been ashamed to serve something that was so weak. I can see that when I can visit family at home that I’m going to have to manage to bring you some real alcohol.”
 
   The bar exploded in laughter once more.
 
   Ruth’s face became somber, and she reached into her cloak and drew out the dead sergeant’s weapon and the bar got very quiet. She holds the weapon up and explained, “This gun belonged to a very brave man. He sacrificed himself to save my life and the lives of everyone not only on my ship but on many others. His captors kept his weapon from him and put it on their souvenir wall. Although his willing sacrifice means that he cannot be here in body, he will always be with me in spirit. I was lucky enough to have many conversations with him before his death. The Sarge talked about his home and his family, and that to him, family had been and always would be the Marines. Our last conversation was the day before he died. He died when he threw his body between me and the destructive beam of an Insectoid weapon.” Bowing her head in grief, Ruth stood and handed the gun to the bartender. 
 
   Sgt. Gray stood up and turned to face the barroom and began to tell stories of the Sarge. How he was always helping people and of his fierceness in battle. There were other people in the bar that had served under and with Sarge in his many years of service. Each reminiscence was accompanied by a toast to soften the razor edges of shared grief. Some people chose to sing, some to talk, but Sarge and his life were celebrated in the only way the Marines knew how to do it. Together.
 
   The door to the bar had been closed as night settled in. The abnormal quiet of the city had translated into minimal traffic into the room over the last few hours, so it was a surprise when the door opened abruptly. The group of four that entered the bar were definitely not Marines. Instead, they wore formal robes marked with a stylized quill, the insignia of the Auditor Guild. They were accompanied by four guards, also wearing the mark of the guild. 
 
   They had apparently come for a particular reason, since immediately upon entering they visually search the room. Spying Ruth, all auditors determinedly head for her. The senior member locked his eyes on her and marched directly up to face her. In an automatic protection reaction, some of the surrounding Marines blocked the junior auditors, delaying them while Pawlik and the rest of the party stood up in a perimeter around Ruth. 
 
   The head examiner reached her and said, “I am Senior Auditor Rick from the Auditor Guild, Lady Mage. I am here to inform you that your claims have been validated and we have the list of the assets that will be accredited to you.” Ruth extended her hand for the list that he brandished at her. Glancing over it, she raised an eyebrow in surprise. 
 
   In a very quiet voice, directed to only reach his ears, she addressed the man standing in front of her, “There appears to be a problem, Auditor Rick. This audit is not correct.”
 
   The shock was apparent on his face as he responded, “That is not possible. All procedures have been executed, and there can be no exception. Of course, it would’ve been better if you had filed its information during the process itself, but your filing procedure met both the required deadline and covered the important proof points. One notable point for future reference is that although it was an accepted alternative form of punctuation, the use of colons in battle prize claims are seldom used. Your application caused a huge amount of disruptive excitement within our department. In the future, it would be nice if you followed the more commonly used comma convention.”
 
   He seemed to Ruth to be prissy and precise, the ultimate bureaucrat. A perfect member of a certified public accountant group on her home world. She knew how he was going to feel about what she had to tell him, but he needed to know. Ruth reiterated, “Again with my apologies, the accounting is wrong. I understand how important it is for the Auditor Guild to be accurate and to be seen as being without flaw.”
 
   Rick stared at her in disbelief but noticed that her attention is not on him. Instead, she is looking steadily at the auditor who has joined them on Rick’s left side. The man is looking very uncomfortable, eyes shifting, staring downward and nervously twitching from foot to foot. With an uncharacteristic leap of intuition, Rick demanded, “Donald, what have you done!?”
 
   Ruth said in a hard voice, “This audit shorts my battle prizes by seven planets, several trillion dollars in various accounts, and 168 ships. There is no mention of them anywhere on the list, even a reason for excluding them from consideration. Numerous additional properties have also been omitted. So the findings are flawed, and I do not accept their veracity.”
 
   Auditor Rick is aghast, the expressions on the faces of the junior auditors equally stunned. Thinking to minimize damage, Ruth raised her hand and created an iridescent shell of silence around them. Within the barroom, the enclosure is visible to everyone. Rick turned to Donald and asked him again, “What have you done?”
 
   Stumbling over his words, Donald tried to explain, saying, “It is not reasonable or fair that this woman receives all of the property that has somehow been included in the claim. I was just trying to make sure the findings were fair, you have to believe me!”
 
   Ruth looked at him and responded, “All of this has been earned legally under the rules and regulations of the Alliance. I have followed all required forms and formats. The proofs and justifications for my claim are flawless, according to the extensive rules of the Guild itself. Your independent actions have materially damaged the very guild that you are trying to protect.” 
 
   Rick gestured to the auditor guards, who take Donald by the arms. Ruth asks Rick if it will cause less consternation if she provided instantaneous transport back to their ship for the guards and Donald. She reiterates her understanding of how important it is for the Auditor Guild to maintain its reputation and that she trusts them to address the issue. 
 
   Taking a deep breath in relief, Rick is relieved that she is trying to minimize the embarrassment for the guild. He thanked her and said, “Yes, it would be a great help if transport could be arranged directly back to the ship.”
 
   Ruth gestured with her hands, and a glowing ball of green appears. It grows until it encircles the guards and Donald, there is a flash of light, and the three men disappeared. As everyone’s vision clears, Ruth dispels the privacy shell and sits down.
 
   All of the auditors appear shaken. Rick is examining the audit findings, which one of his other men has pulled up on his tablet. He seems to age in front of her with grief and disappointment. Turning to her, he agrees that Donald had omitted assets that were rightfully hers. Provisionally, he is willing to accept her findings, but to maintain normal procedural constraints, they must reevaluate the items in question. Ruth looks at him sympathetically and agrees.
 
   Rick tells her that all of the items not in question are hers for immediate use. He has some electronic paperwork that must be completed, part of their normal process. Pawlik invites the auditors to sit down with them, something that apparently has not happened before judging from their startled reaction. 
 
   Rick said, “Thank you, my Lord Pawlik, for the invitation. I would be pleased to sit down with you after we complete the paperwork but a separate table for my staff would be more appropriate. That way they can immediately start to resolve the items in question. The longer this problem exists, the worse its effects will be.”
 
   Ruth had several suggestions. Pointing to the table next to them, which is unoccupied, she asks if that would be suitable for Rick’s staff. Her other suggestion was that since a number of unemployed Marines in the bar were available for temporary guards, it might be wise to contract with them until more auditor guards could be dispatched from the ship. Rick was surprised at her thoughtfulness and responded, “That would be a good thing for us to have since we are never supposed to be without protection. I would appreciate the assistance, but frankly, I have no idea of how one goes about doing engaging contractors.”
 
   Accepting Ruth’s suggestion, Rick points to the empty table, and his staff sits down murmuring softly to each other. Ruth turned to the bartender and said clearly from across the room, “The chief auditor is in need of several guards for a short period of time. Are there any non-active service Marines that could provide that protection?”
 
   The people in the bar leaned closer to their friends and muttered. The bartender looked from Ruth to the auditor and said, “Of course, but what’s the pay?”
 
   Ruth looked at Rick, who responded, “Whatever it needs to be.”
 
   Ruth laughed merrily, and added, “Double normal rate, but we want steady and capable men or women.” The bartender points at two guys and cocks a questioning eyebrow at them. They nod assent, so he gestured toward the group of auditors at the small table. The two Marines stood up, straightened their uniforms and walked over. They introduced themselves to Ruth and Rick and Pawlik, as Ferad and Nirdak. Ferad, obviously the more senior of the two, asks, “What would you like us to do?”
 
   Rick looks somewhat at sea, so Pawlik takes over the instruction of the two Marines. Moving slightly away from the Mage and senior auditor, he spoke at length with the Marines before escorting them over to Rick’s staff table. He was busy introducing the new guards to their clients when Ruth noticed that Rick was still looking slightly distressed. She asked, “Why are you stressed out? Is there a specific problem?”
 
   “There is no sound containment around the table, and I am concerned about the confidentiality requirements of what we are doing. There are so many people around that it is making me nervous.”
 
   “I would be happy to take care of that for you,” Ruth responded. She quickly recreated a sphere of silence around the working audit team table.”
 
   Pawlik has just finished instructing the Marine guards, indicating that they should take station outside of the sphere and asked them if they are armed.
 
   They tell him that they both have their issued intelligent weapon, called an ITEGun. It has an artificial intelligence housed in the weapon and provides a limited amount of telepathy between the Marine and the entity stored in their gun. This is a fascinating concept to Ruth, but there is no time to discuss it now. Pawlik promises to explain it to her after she is done with the auditor and when they are someplace that they can relax.
 
   Rick and Ruth go over the paperwork and Ruth quickly signs the items that are required. There are no other problems with the audit that she can determine. Rick is noticeably calmer. Just as they finish the initial signing of Ruth’s claim, one of the auditors at the other table stands up and walks over to Rick. Leaning over the chief auditor’s shoulder, he hands Rick an electronic tablet and points to several areas on the screen. Rick closed his eyes as if in pain and nodded his head. The senior auditor holds his hand over the tablet which emanates a sliding bar of light over his palm, and an audible ping is heard.
 
   Rick looked down at his own tablet, and then passes it over to Ruth and said, “The adjustments are here, please accept them. Also, note that there are three other possible sources of revenue and real property that need to be investigated. Those will be reviewed carefully, and a full audit of all of this will be done again to ensure its accuracy. Once that is completed, we will ask you to evaluate the findings.”
 
   Rick looked Ruth straight in the face and said, “Thank you.”
 
   Ruth responded gently, “Your thanks are noted, and I thank you in return. I know how important it is for an established group to provide the continuity and rational structure necessary for an Alliance that spans worlds.”
 
   Rick looks startled and shook himself abruptly, saying, “I almost forgot in all of the upset.” Standing up, he straightens his already pristine clothing, touches a brooch on his chest. Drawing a deep breath, he declares in a firm voice, “This is Senior Auditor Rick of the Auditor Guild with a required and necessary formal announcement of combat and battle results. This formal declaration marks the acceptance acquisition by appropriate combat of the full assets previously owned or controlled by the defeated parties and the verification of Mage status. The awardee is the Lady Mage Ruth and the defeated party is the entire race of Insectoids.” Rick then reached into an inner pocket of his jacket and drew forth an elaborately jeweled and enameled box.
 
   He continued, “For more than five millennia, the Auditor Guild have held this in trust, waiting for a Mage to rise. Our period of protection has come to an end, as we formally turn over the coronet of archMage to you, Lady Mage Ruth Dracona.” In a chorus, the other auditors touched their own chest brooches, saying in unison, “Witnessed.”
 
   Ruth bowed her head in acceptance and placed the simple band of precious metal around her head where it looks like it has belonged forever. She paused for a minute in contemplation before turning and asking, “Auditor Rick, are you and your team allowed by policy to join us? Something this momentous deserves some acknowledgment and I would be honored if you could be part of that celebration.”
 
   “It is all somewhat irregular but not strictly against the rules. My team and I would be pleased to spend a short time with you.”
 
   Pawlik goes to the bartender to request food and drink for the auditors who are looking a little bit lost. Rick walked over to check on his team, stepping into the silence bubble. He can be seen speaking intensely with them for a considerable time.
 
   Ruth is alone at the table for the first time. As she sits there, two women approached her. Both women are fairly tall and move like trained fighters. One is more heavily muscled while the other moves more lightly. Both have ITE guns. They introduce themselves as former Marines and inquire whether she will be looking for additional bodyguards. Ruth looked thoughtfully at them and said, “Yes, I am planning on hiring guards, but at this point, I am not sure exactly what type of bodyguards I need.”
 
   They offer their credentials to her and explain that the bartender can act as a reference since they fought under him for quite a few years. When Ruth asked why they are “former” Marines, they mentioned that they were mustered out due to cost-cutting by the spaceforce. Conversation with them reveals that the two women, Jenna and Margot, have skills in both fighting and flying and that one is a communications expert.”
 
   Jenna asks, “Are you going to be organizing the inner keep guards?” Ruth is entirely confused. Pawlik returns back to the table just in time to hear the question and to recognize her lack of comprehension. He explains some further information about the organization of responsibility within the culture of this planet. Women of the household control security and defense, monitoring everything inside the walls of the home or estate. The man is responsible for external security and stays out of the business of the inner keep unless requested to assist.
 
   Pawlik finishes up his explanation by saying, “I believe that it would be a very good thing to start building up the inner keep structure. I am sorry Ruth, but you are going to have a pretty big job to tackle on this. Very little has been done to control or maintain the inner keep since my mother died over 40 years ago.” Ruth smiles mischievously at him and responds, “Sounds like an exciting challenge.”
 
   The four of them continued to talk idly, and Jenna and Margot explain more about the intelligent weapons. Ruth is entranced by the concept and wonders if she can be introduced to the two weapons. The two women are not sure whether such an introduction is possible, but they’re willing to try. First, Jenna presents Jack and then Margot introduces Bill. To their surprise, Ruth easily enters into their communications bond with the weapons and starts talking to the AIs within the guns. This is a shocking moment for the two former Marines. Somehow having Ruth able to speak with the imbedded AIs makes their weapons more sentient beings than tools. Hearing the excitement expressed by the ITE guns at meeting a new person actually raised a wave of sympathy in both women.
 
   Ruth looked critically over at the two women and said, “Well, if you’re going to be members of my staff we will have to do something about getting you appropriately tricked out.”
 
    Both women looked very concerned and stared at each other, then at Pawlik, and finally back at Ruth. They open and close their mouths several times before Jenna manages to croak, “We hope you are not going to force us to wear frilly things!”
 
   Laughing, Ruth promised them that they will like what they get. She glanced at Pawlik in inquiry, and he invited the two women to join their party at the table. Sgt. Gray shook hands with both women before wandering over to the bar to order more food and drink. In a short period of time, the bartender brought over a tray holding finger foods, a pitcher of ale and one of wine. Ruth excused herself, stood up and took two steps away from the table. A soft blue light enveloped the Mages body in a column that stretched from floor to ceiling. The Marines in the bar watched carefully but did not seem to be upset or frightened. The two women took a deep breath and acted nonchalantly. After a few minutes of no further activity, everyone continued to eat. Everyone, except for Pawlik, who continues to watch Ruth.
 
   After about 20 minutes inside, Ruth stepped out of the visual enclosure and walked over to the bartender. Leaning over the bar, she asked him quietly if there is a pair of rooms that they can rent for the next week. He asked her if they’re going to stay in the rooms and the Mage said that one of the rooms may be used as a sleeping or meeting room, but the other will end up acting as storage for some supplies that she has purchased. 
 
   He agrees that she may have the rooms, but when she tries to pay for them, he tells her that she has already paid for it by bringing the sergeant’s weapon home. The look of sadness that rises on Ruth’s face makes the bartender forget everything for the moment except the fact that she hurts. He lays a gentle hand on her forearm and tells her that the Sarge would have been proud to see what she is doing. 
 
   Ruth regains her smile even though her eyes remain shadowed by remembered loss. He hands her the keys and tells her where the rooms are, which for some reason amuses her. Nodding her thanks, she reminds him to take food to the auditing team table and to put it on her bill. She passes her hand over the charge plate, which dings merrily. Glancing at the total, both organic and inorganic eyes widen at the size of the payment. Ruth tells him that that is prepayment for any of the Marines or former Marines that need a safe place over the next few months.
 
   Returning to the shining column, Ruth steps back in. After another 10 minutes, the colors swirled once more before the column disappears and she returns to the table. She addressed the two women, “Jenna and Margot, there is a room upstairs that now has your possible wardrobes. The wardrobe includes a new home for Jack and Bill, the intelligent weapon entities. How about if you go up and see what you want and if you approve.” She hands them the passkey that the bartender had just given her, wearing a peculiar smirk.
 
   They looked at each other in surprise since she has not left the bar but acts as if new items are suddenly available. But both obediently put their drinks down, excused themselves, and head up the stairs. A few minutes later, resounding from the second floor, the entire bar resonated with the cry of ‘Holy Fucking Shit!’ Every Marine in the bar straightened in surprise and looked around alertly. 
 
   They were still on a ready status a few minutes later when there was a clatter on the steps, and Margot came charging down. She was holding an armful of high-tech weapons. Long-range weapons, short range weapons. She looked happier than anybody in the bar could ever remember seeing her. Stumbling over her words, she asked, “Which ones can I have?”
 
   Ruth answered with a grin, “You may have whichever ones you want.”
 
   “What limits?”
 
   “No limits.”
 
   The ecstatic woman did a strange sort of happy dance crooning to the guns in her arms. Finally, the curiosity was more than one table of Marines could stand, and they crowded around her examining the weapons. Sgt. Gray was no different than the others and quickly joined the group clustered around the gyrating Margot.
 
   More clattering was heard, and Jenna made her own entrance. She was also holding a variety of weapons, but she had taken the time to dress appropriately. Gone were the casual clothes that she wore into the bar, traded in for a combination of body armor and uniform. She looked like every combat Marine’s wet dream. High-tech, experimental and sexy as hell. Dangerous, powerful, and mean looking. There was a resounding groan from every Marine throat in the bar, as the remainder of the patrons surged around the two women. The excitement was extreme and the sound level deafening. Pawlik looked over at Ruth and mouthed, “Evil woman!” Smiling, Ruth nodded her head in agreement.
 
   Jenna emerged from the crowd long enough to fling her arms around Ruth and abruptly hugged her. Startled, Ruth asked, “What was that for?” 
 
   Jenna replied, “That is from Jack. He loves his new home!” She drew an obviously new weapon from her waist and offered the gun to Ruth. The Mage laid her hand on the gun, only to hear the AI burbling at her. “More power, more ability, communications better, better! Better everything. Thank you, Thank you thx!!!” The AI was almost incoherent with joy and something that seemed like pleasure.
 
   After a bit of show and tell, investigation and discussion, the two new guards brought up subjects that Ruth thought needed to be discussed privately. Excusing herself from the table with Pawlik, she climbed the stairs with Jenna and Margot to resolve their questions and plan out the weapons needed for the inner keep guards.
 
   There was lots of discussion going on among the other Marines. Small groups talked with each other intently, while there is a slow movement of people between groups. One Marine eventually approached Pawlik and asked if they would be hiring anybody for the outer keep force. Pawlik said that not only would they be hiring for the outer keep, but they had a challenge of building a force to man their ships. He announced that there were employment opportunities for both ship and Marine forces, as well as scouts and other auxiliary personnel. When Pawlik added that the Lady Mage will be choosing the weaponry, the discussion in the bar reached new levels. 
 
   Meanwhile, upstairs Ruth, Jenna, and Margot were in a detailed discussion about the standard armament and garb for inner keep guards and bodyguards. Footwear and weapons were major subjects. One of the main problems expressed by both of the guards was how they were going to store everything that they either needed or wanted. As deployed troops, supply and logistics were handled by dedicated personnel. Moving out of the military into home guards made some of those accustomed support features not automatic.
 
   Ruth listened while Margot and Jenna argued back and forth about which weapons they would be able to carry easily. Finally, her face lit up, and she interrupted the two, “So what you’re telling me is that the issue is how you carry things around and how heavy they are. Right?” At nods from both women, Ruth stared intently at her cupped hands. Blue tendrils of light started to crawl down her right arm to meet orange tendrils that similarly traveled on her left. It appeared as if something was being woven in the center of her palms. When it had grown to about a forearm’s height, Ruth reached out both hands, covered in the multicolored woven light.
 
   She lightly touched the left side of both women’s armor and then the right. A small flash of light occurred, accompanied by the sound of a tiny bell ringing. Taking a deep breath, Ruth picked up the large combat rifle that Margot had been fondling and started to push it into the area where she had transferred the light on the right side of Margot’s armor. Margot began to protest but stifled that when the gun seemed to disappear into the seam of her armor.
 
   Both women stood there slack-jawed as the meter-long gun appeared to go into the line. Jenna placed a trembling hand onto Margot’s side. She could not feel anything. Ruth just smiled and gestured to Margot to touch her own side. When the woman reached down to where her gun had been placed, her eyes widened, and she drew in a sharp breath. She then reached into her armor and pulled out the gun.
 
   Jenna immediately grabbed two of her favorites among the weapons and pushed them one after another into the lines that Ruth had drawn on her armor. Pulling the weapons in and out repeatedly from the dimensional pockets reassured the women that it was not a one-time occurrence. At that point, the room became a site of Bedlam with both Jenna and Margot cramming a huge variety of items into their two pockets.
 
   Looking up and seeing Ruth’s expression of amusement, Jenna asked the Mage what she found so funny. Ruth just laughed and said that for most of her adult life she had worried about how much she could fit in her purse and the spell would have removed not only the fear but the weight of a packed bag.
 
   The women continued to bond over the fashion and weapon combination before Ruth started looking a little uncomfortable. “I need to go back down the stairs, I think right now.”
 
   “Why?” Jenna asked.
 
   “I’m not sure but something is happening, and I have a bad feeling.”
 
   Returning to the main barroom, Ruth was surprised to see that Pawlik was absent. When she asked the bartender where Pawlik has gone, she was told that a former crewmember of Pawlik’s had come into the bar and requested his assistance with something. Ruth nodded her head but remained somewhat disturbed by a feeling of approaching danger. She went back to the table and settled down to wait.
 
   Low whistles of appreciation greeted the entry of the two new inner keep guards. They are dressed in matching high-tech armor and carry the fabulous new AI guns. The women showed their pride in their new position and changed situation in their walk and stance. 
 
   While most of the room crowded around the two women, an older man rose and determinedly walked over to Ruth. He introduced himself as Gerian and asked if all of the inner keep guards were required to be women. The Mage looked at him for a moment and finally answered, “No, I am not terribly gender-biased, but why are you interested in an inner keep position?”
 
   “I am a widower, Lady Mage and I have three fairly young children. It seems to me that taking a position as a guard of the inner keep might allow me to be a more present and better father.”
 
   Ruth examined his face carefully. She slowly said, “Gerian, in order to hire someone for the inner keep I need to examine their inner self. This may be invasive, but I promise you it will do no damage to you or yours. Will you allow me to do this examination?” For a moment the man looked indecisive, but that lasted for only a brief time before he tightened his face resolution and nodded his assent. 
 
   Ruth gazed deeply into the man’s eyes, and he felt exposed. The Mage can see in his mind that he is being truthful and honest and is both grieving the loss of his wife and determined to parent the children. Ruth hired him on the spot. Calling Margot over, she asked the woman to take their new recruit upstairs and get him outfitted. 
 
   As Gerian and Margot left, a small group at a nearby table stood up and came over to talk to Ruth. They asked her about the outer keep guards and the ships that needed to be outfitted and crewed. A general discussion on necessary logistics and other challenges ensued, but she deferred any specifics to when Pawlik returned and could speak with them. 
 
   Ruth reiterated that she would be outfitting the Marine force on the ships and the outer keep guards to the same level of weaponry and protection as the inner keep guards. The men walked back to their own table and were soon joined by others that wanted to hear the results of the discussion.
 
   Pawlik remained gone, and both Ruth and Sgt. Gray were becoming increasingly distressed. And worried.
 
   Margot and Gerian came down the stairs. He was grinning from ear to ear and equipped in a similar manner to Margot and Jenna. The exception was the large bore long-range energy weapon that he was carrying and petting possessively. There was a collective ‘shiny-ooh-guns!’ reaction from the Marines in the bar. They clustered around him inspecting the gun and exclaiming about the fact that they had only heard about it but had never seen one. To the last man and woman, they wanted to see it in action. 
 
   Ruth told them, “If you want to see it fired, you will have to come out to Borachland. That weapon is too powerful to shoot inside city walls, but on the estate, we can set up a range that is suitable for demonstration.” Her comments caused another ripple of quiet discussion.
 
   Gerian grinned at his friends and told them that the weapon was not the best part of the whole kit. He took the gun and appeared to slide it along his hip. As he did this, the gun simply disappeared. He opened his hand to show them that it was empty. One of the people closest to him reached over and patted his shoulder down to his knee looking for a hidden weapon. He could not find one. 
 
   Gerian’s grin broadened as he reached toward his hip, and pulled the gun out again. There was general amazement and excited discussion, requiring Gerian to repeatedly place the weapon in his pocket and pull it out.
 
   Ruth suddenly bent forward in pain. There was an intense ache in her gut and her head hurt. It didn’t appear to be her body that was damaged. Instead, she felt a connection that was supplying the sensation. Her guards snapped immediately to alert looking for the source of the problem, but she strained to tell them that she believed that something is happening to Pawlik. Instantly, the bar mobilized into battle order.
 
    [image: ]Ruth gritted out a request for Jenna to stay at the bar. If there were other Marines that wished to join the inner keep, Jenna could do provisional hiring. Ruth stood up and headed for the door at a trot, as Margot and Gerian hurried to keep up with her. It was as if Ruth followed an invisible cord that tied her to Pawlik. Racing along the trail for approximately a block and a half, she stepped into an alley. 
 
   They came upon a frozen snapshot of battle. Pawlik was groggily attempting to get to his feet. Standing in front of him was a grinning man dressed like a well-to-do street thug or minor crime lord. There were four other people in the alleyway. One of them was obviously dead, lying on the ground with his head blown open, splatters of brain scattered around. The dead man was dressed in a partial crewmember uniform and looked to be a decade or two older than Pawlik. The remaining two men stood to the side of the thug and were heavily armed.
 
   The thug was boasting to Pawlik. “I was told that you were an easy touch which is entirely correct. A sob story from an old crewmate makes a great persuader. Who knew that it would be so simple to get elevated to the peerage simply by taking out a naïve and out-of-shape nob. I will even get to own all of your pretty possessions. I might have to give a few up to my benefactor, but it is worth it!”
 
   Pawlik had begun to get to his feet but was slammed back down by a blow from the back end of a weapon. Groaning in pain, Pawlik gritted out, “Whatever lies you told old Parcal, there was no reason to kill him.”
 
   The thug responded, “I had no further use for him and besides he apparently had some scruples. Men with scruples are better off dead instead of causing me problems.”
 
   Continuing, the thug said, “I’m really going to enjoy killing a member of the holier-than-thou ruling class. What good now is your family and history, your scruples and ethics and morals? Hopefully, they keep you warm in the grave.” The boasting bully waved his hand toward Pawlik and said, “Kill him now and let’s get out of here.” The henchmen raised their weapons in unison and to fire directly at Pawlik, only to meet a protective shield that bounced their weapons’ beams back into their faces. The reflection caused a wave of destruction that repeatedly bounced between the wall protecting Pawlik and the shield that Ruth had raised in front of her party.
 
   Gaping in astonishment, the thug turned and looked at Ruth. She was standing tall without her cape and shimmering with white tendrils. They were running up and down the outside of her arms and legs, as she brought her hands together in front of her with a combing motion. There was a small mound of a viscous red light piled in her hands, and her eyes were flashing an intense sapphire blue. The thug backed up in terror.
 
   “Leave me alone lady if you know what’s good for you! If you don’t, you will be sorry. Just ask your boy toy Lord over there. Neither one of you has more juice than my patron. He’s the head of the Council and anyone that crosses him dies.”
 
   Ruth said not a word but started to flash a strobe of colored lights in a rapidly increasing tempo.
 
   Stumbling to his feet, Pawlik begged Ruth for restraint, “My Lady, please, please calm down. He is not worth hurting yourself.”
 
   Fighting against double vision and impaired balance, Pawlik attempted to reach Ruth to Anchor her. He fell several times, struggling to his feet again and again. Each time he fell, the lights flashed faster and faster. Finally, Ruth was unable to hold back and threw the small mound of red fluid at the thug. As the light hit the man, he flung his arms open in a silent scream. A column of light extending 20 feet into the air appeared surrounding him. It’s was if he was contained in a glass column filled with iridescent fire. Although no sound could be heard, the rictus of his face showed the agony he was enduring. One of Ruth’s guards made a choking sound and asked, “What is happening to him?”
 
   Ruth stared at the column of light and said, “Justice. He is enduring all of the pain and sufferings that he has ever caused another human being. When he has endured that he will cease to exist.” Turning away from the column, Ruth reached out to Pawlik, brushing the injuries on his face and inspecting his wounds. He leaned in closer to her and murmured, “I am so sorry. I didn’t think, and I did something very foolish.”
 
   “It came from your heart, and I can appreciate that but next time at least take a damn guard!”
 
   Pawlik fell once again. He was too weak to lift himself up and had to be assisted to his feet. Margot helped him up, but while her hands were occupied, there was a sound behind Ruth. The Mage spun, bringing her hands up protectively while Gerian put his body in front of her.
 
   It is the Auditor Guild team. They are accompanied by their guards, and the senior auditor is in front. Rick looked around the alleyway, touching briefly on the column of light with its writhing captive, before announcing that the combat was complete. He further stated that she was entitled to the possessions and other assets of the thug and that the Auditor Guild has witnessed the loser’s dying confession. They would notify her of the change in her asset levels when their audit was complete.
 
   Ruth cracked a smile, looked at Rick and murmured that she assumed there would be no alternate punctuation in those findings. He looked at her seriously but with a slight twinkle in his eye, and assured her that it would all follow standard form.
 
   With flashing lights and screaming sirens, the city police arrived on scene. The site of the attack rapidly became crowded as more police appeared and started to question people. The law enforcement officers’ aggressive posture softened as soon as they recognized Pawlik. The presence of the Auditor Guild group further inhibited the swarm of personnel. The lead patrolman looked at Ruth and turned pale with fright. They assured everyone that there will be no problem and respectfully requested that the auditors’ recording be made available for their records. As the senior auditor, Rick agreed to provide the appropriate recording within the next 24 hours, as long as the proper forms were filled out. 
 
   The battered party returned to the bar after Ruth asked the policeman in charge to take care of the body of Pawlik’s old crewmember. She further requested information on the cost of a funeral and offered to pay for it. 
 
   Back at the bar, they found a bit of a disruption. The rest of the auditor team was there and very agitated. Rushing over to Rick, they clustered closely around him and showed him information on things that they obviously did not want anyone else to hear. Rick glanced over at the Marines in the bar with concern and regret in his eyes and told Ruth that unfortunately, they needed to leave. He beamed her his contact information in case she needed any questions answered. Speaking softly, he said, “I would highly recommend that perhaps you leave the city in the very near and immediate future. Until the next time, Lady Mage, farewell.”
 
   Gathering his team and contract guards to him with a gesture, Rick led the Auditor Guild group out of the bar and out of Ruth’s sight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – Force X
 
   Pawlik was checked out by a Marine medic. Other than a mild concussion, he had no major injuries, although Sgt. Gray was quietly and emphatically discussing intelligence shortfalls, strategic stupidity, and a host of other issues with his Lord and master. The medic concealed a grin, occasionally nodding agreement with the sergeant’s diatribe.
 
   Pawlik noticed Ruth looking increasingly perturbed. “What is wrong, my dear? I promise not to be so foolish in the future.”
 
   Ruth responded, “I am filled with foreboding. This disquieted feeling won’t go away, and I can’t pin it down. I have no idea what the issue is. All I’m getting is that it would be good to lay in more weapons and armor, although I am not sure why.”
 
   At this point, some of the veterans in the bar asked if Pawlik was hiring. He once again stated that they were indeed signing people up for the three different forces and that a formal hiring fair would be held at his home sometime in the next five days. The current plan was that it would be scheduled for the day after the Death Gift Meeting for the crew that was lost.
 
   Ruth interrupted him, and said, “I believe that a clearly stated offer of employment should be made to any Marine or former Marine, Navy personnel or other non-active military that would like to switch employment.” Pawlik was unsure of why she said this but accepted her lead and seconded her comment to the room.
 
   The bartender chose to get involved at this point and suggested entering that offer on a small group of notification sites. Both Ruth and Pawlik agreed with the bartender’s idea, and the offer was posted. Integrated into the post was information that those that required replacement weapons for their AI entities would receive that type of gun as part of their equipment. This caused a definite surge of excitement in the bar.
 
   Margot enlightened Ruth and Pawlik to the source of the turmoil. She explained that when a Marine mustered out, that those officers that had been issued AI weapons were in a bit of limbo. Since AI weapons bonded to their human partner, they could not be separated since, under existing regulations, it fell into a gray area for confiscation. If the rules changed, the AI weapons could be reset which would effectively kill the AI, scrubbing its personality but retaining its capability. 
 
   “What an absolutely barbaric situation!” Ruth exclaimed, “That is nothing less than murder!” None of the Marines in the bar disagreed with her.
 
   Six AI weapon holders in the bar all decided to enroll in Pawlik’s forces. They were escorted upstairs by one of the other new guards. Ruth had arranged for a third and fourth room so that the equipment and uniforms could be sorted out by service. That allowed the uniforms and equipment for the outer keep forces to be placed in one room and the ship Marine forces uniform and kit stored in the last. Ruth had another brief session in the column, acquiring additional weapons and armor from the secret sources that she tapped before.
 
   When the six came down the stairs, two were in the outer keep uniform and the remainder in the ship forces kit. Their friends gathered around them, checking out their equipment and the armor. One combat veteran exclaimed loudly that the armor was heads above anything that their service had ever supplied. Some of the remaining patrons expressed regret that they were still in active service. Ruth told them that if that situation changed they were welcome to come over to the Mage Corps.
 
   A discussion about the logistics of manning up an entirely new military force started. Ruth knew that it would be something that was absolutely needed but had little comprehension of the ramifications and details that had to be handled in order to make that a reality. Sgt. Gray and a few of the Marines that had wandered over from nearby tables were concerned about whether they could legally create something that amounted to their own Army, Navy, Marine and Scout forces. The discussion had assumed a tighter focus on the legal aspects when Ruth stopped them cold. She tapped her coronet and reminded them that Mages were allowed to do whatever the hell they wanted. So her decision that she needed the service was all that was required.
 
   Pawlik took over the discussion at this point and raised issues on how they were going to find quality personnel for their table of command. He admitted that no one in his steading was experienced in logistics or the duties of a quartermaster at the scale that would be required. He also had no one who was used to the broad personnel responsibilities that would be needed to staff and manage multiple ships.
 
   The people that were currently in the bar ranged from Marine privates to commanders. None of them had high-level strategic or organizational command experience. They were the doers rather than the tellers. However, many of them had strong opinions on which officers in their service were competent and which ones were less so. Sgt. Gray was busy capturing names of both groups from the barroom patrons. As people made suggestions on who they knew who could possibly fill those roles, the sergeant carefully wrote them down. Many of those officers were still on active duty, but Ruth insisted that their names be recorded.
 
   The discussion was extremely productive since it helped Pawlik and Ruth develop a plan for general exploratory communications and approaches. Pawlik also said that he planned on speaking to his friend, the Secretary of the Navy, as soon as possible. This seemed like the best solution to the overall group and provided a level of relief to Pawlik and the remainder of the potential corps. Ruth rose to her feet, held her glass up in the air, and said in a clarion voice, “I give you the Mage Corps. May its Flame endure!” The room exploded once more with cheers and additional toasts.
 
   All of a sudden Ruth’s eyes swirled in coruscating light, and she stiffened in concentration. Pawlik rose halfway to his feet and asked, “What’s wrong? Are you all right?”
 
   Ruth shuddered slightly as her eyes returned to their normal appearance. “The Council is moving against the spaceforce now!”
 
   Pawlik tensed up and inquired, “Is the Dragon Flame under attack?”
 
   “No, it is the Arkken spaceforce that is being destroyed. The Council has just disbanded the Navy. They have totally hamstrung the Navy commander. A secret alliance on the committee managed to carry the vote to decommission the force and move its assets to merchant marine control.”
 
   Everyone had heard the exchange between Ruth and Pawlik. The bar filled with murmurs and shouts of concern and questions. No one challenged Ruth’s ability to know what was going on, and the questions were in more shock and disbelief. “How could they do this?” “What’s wrong with them?”
 
   An urgent shout from the bartender brought the room to informal attention. The man yelled four names. As people stared at him in confusion, he added two words, “Action tree!”
 
   The four Marines named each pulled out their communicators and began to call their assigned targets. Understanding what they are trying to do, Ruth gestured, and sound bubbles settled gently around each of the four so that the noises in the bar and the conversations of the callers did not mix.
 
   Pawlik looked inquiringly at the bartender, who explained that the Marine notification tree has just been kicked into execution so that all active and former Marines were informed of the danger. He recommended that all personnel accept the offer of employment in the Mage Corps to help protect them, but he was concerned about the fate of their intelligent weapons. There were only 48 weapons that were created for their forces. All of the 48 were still functional. More than half of them were in the possession of inactive and former Marine officers. The others were held by active duty personnel, and those artificial entities were possibly even in more danger of capture than the ones bonded with inactive soldiers.
 
   One of the officers in the bar came up to where the bartender and Pawlik were talking. Introducing himself as Commander Severn, he suggested that part of the strategy might be to gain control over the intelligent weapons. He was holding his protectively and looked very worried. Before this latest incident, he had been trying to decide whether to re-up his enlistment, but the circumstances had pushed him into choosing to resign his commission and accept employment in the Mage Corps. That way he could protect his AI companion, Levitt, who had saved his life many times. Suiting actions to words, he used the bartender’s terminal to complete his resignation in just a few seconds. Turning toward Pawlik, he said in a firm voice, “I’m applying for your service.”
 
   Pawlik accepted his employment and took him upstairs personally to get him armed.
 
   Over in the corner, at the back of her table, Ruth was momentarily alone. She cupped her hands in front of her and concentrated intensely. Her eyes flashed a deep glowing green, and a mound of powdery green material started to build in the bowl of her cupped hands. Once the mound was about 6 inches tall, dark red fire ran from her feet up to her shoulders and out onto her arms, jumping from her hands into the powder. There was a flash of intense light. When the echoing spots cleared from everyone’s vision, a pile of highly faceted green gems could be seen. Jenna, officially now her inner-keep guard captain, asked what they were. Ruth answered that they were transfer jewels so that the AIs could move their personality, programming, and experiences into the gem and have a safe place for a copy to exist. She thought it was a reasonable safeguard and more portable than another weapon. 
 
   The earlier discussions around the possible fates of the AIs, the risk of the destruction of their personality, and the betrayal of the bond they had with their chosen Marines had deeply bothered Ruth. She had been searching in her mind for a way of protecting them, considering them an enslaved race. Thinking about computer practices on Earth, she had come up with the idea of building an off-site storage for the AI personality. With the complexity and resource requirements needed for that large of a computing base, she had constructed the spell to create an extensive crystalline storage structure and quantum computing environment housed in a dimensional pocket. The gems were simply the entryway to the pocket that Ruth had constructed. It would allow the AIs an expansive environment in which to grow and develop.
 
   The gems were also very portable, so if they needed to get them to remote locations, Ruth was confident that she would be able to transport them accurately and safely.
 
   One of the officers in the bar offered to be the first test subject. He said his AI weapon was interested in the idea and was willing to be the experiment. Ruth handed the man one of the green gems and told him that all he should have to do was to hold the jewel against a particular place on the weapon. He looked at Ruth and said, “I am applying for employment and enlistment in the Mage Corps subject to the disbandment of the Arkken service.” After Ruth’s nod of acceptance, he held the gem up to the indicated spot on his weapon. His head jerked back in reaction, as reverberating cries of amazement and joy echoed through his head, and into Ruth’s as well when his AI found a new and luxurious home in the gem.
 
   The officer, who had introduced himself as Captain Peter Silene, said that he felt honor bound not to accept their employment quite yet because it was not the time for his reenlistment decision. However, if the forces were disbanded and someone tried to take his weapon, he now could scrub the entire gun’s memory without permanently killing his friend. Ruth agreed with both his strategy and concerns, asking him if he would consider accepting a small gift. Although he was a little leery, he agreed. After all, what was a small gift to a Mage might have a very different impact on a front-line Marine. 
 
   Ruth reached over and touched the side of his neck. He felt nothing but the touch of her hand. When she told him to move the gem to where she had touched him, and he did, the jewel slipped out of view. Opening his eyes widely in concern, the man asked, “Where did it go?”
 
   The response from Ruth was, “Reach up as if you are reaching into a pocket. You will feel the edge of the gem. Simply grab it and pull it out.”
 
   Looking faintly disbelieving, the marine did as she had instructed. His surprise when the gem actually was in his hand would have been laughable if the relief in his face hadn’t been so heartfelt. He quickly put the gem in and pulled it out several times. One of the other Marines came over and tried to feel where the jewel had gone but was unable to feel any difference in the skin.
 
   Ruth smiled in amusement as the stunned man wandered around the room showing each of the tables of Marines how it worked. She considered this another ‘oooh shiny’ moment for the barroom inhabitants.
 
   After the wandering demonstration had shown the safety of the gem pocket, three other active duty officers requested the same gift of both the storage gem and the invisible pocket. In each case, the AI from the weapon was thrilled about its new home. The thought that at least a few more of the AIs had been protected eased Ruth’s mind.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The action tree had been completed, and all Marine officers with AI weapons had been notified. One of them was non-mobile, but all others were on their way to the bar. Only combat officers had AI arms, and they all knew how to deploy quickly. None of the existing command staff had an AI weapon, so the absence of that personnel in the notification tree structure did not concern those in the bar. That was about to change.
 
   There was a stir in the bar as a weary and distraught looking Secretary of the Navy walked in. He came directly over to Pawlik’s table and asked if he might sit down. Pawlik helped the exhausted man to sit and asked him, “How bad is it?”
 
   Lauren replied, “It is as bad as it can get. Effectively at midnight, which is in one hour, the Arkken Navy will cease to exist. I have explained why this is not a good idea and thought that I had enough allies on the Council to block this supremely stupid action. Unfortunately, their promises proved either to be false or their votes were taken away from me.”
 
   Without a word, the bartender brought over a dusty bottle and a bowl of stew with hot bread. Lauren at first refused to eat, but then realized how hungry he was and tucked in. He told Pawlik that he thought Pawlik was in danger and, with a nod toward Ruth, that his companion was also. 
 
   Taking a few more bites of food, Lauren looked up again and did a double take. He had finally noticed the coronet on Ruth’s brow. His spoon froze in midair, dripping stew back into the bowl as he realized that she was indeed a Mage. Looking back and forth between Pawlik to Ruth, his eyes skittered around the rest of the bar, seeming to notice for the first time the unknown uniforms on familiar people. Ruth observed that the bartender was intensely watching Lauren’s face, a sardonic smile plastered on his own.
 
   Lauren asked, “What is going on?”
 
   Pawlik responded, “We are holding a preliminary hiring fair. This is my Lady Consort, who is also the Lady Mage. She is recruiting for inner keep forces, and I am recruiting for outer keep and naval forces.”
 
   “What size of service will you need for the Navy?” Lauren asked. He could not conceal his amazement when both Pawlik and Ruth informed him that they had no idea. Freely admitting their lack of skills and knowledge in massive fleet deployment, they were unsure of how to staff and control that many ships.
 
   Lauren’s interest was piqued, and he and Pawlik started a spirited discussion on the general challenges of building a military service for a space navy. Ruth was quite amused that they talked about generalities, but no one in the room had asked about the exact number of ships that were involved. As the men spoke, some of the stress lines disappeared from Lauren’s face only to reappear when the time struck midnight.
 
   Exactly at one second past midnight, every Marine in the room had their communicator issue an alert tone. The message that followed notified them formally that Arkken’s Space Navy and Marine Forces were officially disbanded. All former active-duty officers and enlisted were advised that they were terminated and that anyone who had not completed a full 20 years of service had no pension. They were ordered to surrender all Marine property to the collection parties on pain of substantial civil and criminal charges. The announcement ended by reiterating that the statement was authorized by the head of the Council.
 
   Stumbling to his feet, Lauren urgently said that they had to activate the action tree. Otherwise, everyone would be taken by surprise. Clutching Pawlik’s arm in concern, Lauren gasped, “We can’t let any of the AI weapons get into the hands of Councilor Fergali!”
 
   Ruth looked him in the eyes and said that it had already been handled. As Lauren watched in amazement, two groups of men came into the bar. One was a group of inactive or former Marine officers, while the other group consisted of officers still wearing active-duty uniforms and accompanied by enlisted personnel.
 
   The officers bearing intelligent weapons all jumped as their AI weapons began talking to them urgently. Making a beeline for the Mage and the pile of gems on the table in front of her, they quickly accepted the offer of employment and received their green gem. Those that had already been through the transfer and arming process escorted the new Mage Corps employees upstairs, taking both officers and enlisted men. A steady stream of people going up and down the stairs soon developed, with Marines in the gray of Arkken’s services going up and people in one of the Mage Corps uniforms coming down.
 
   It was a busy hour as all but one of the intelligent weapons were brought into the bar, transferred into one of the green gems, and then into a new smart gun housing. It was Ruth’s suggestion that the AIs leave a backup copy of themselves in the green gems even after transferring into the new weapons platform, just in case something catastrophic happened. All of the AIs and their bonded officers agreed with this strategy. Jenna, Margot, and the first people that had received new weapons made sure to create their own backup gem. Ruth promised them that a safe place would be found to store those and that no one else would be able to access them other than her and the Arkken partners.
 
   Lauren was busy on his communicator talking to the Navy command structure. He was getting increasingly frustrated with the slowness of the call so Ruth suggested that he do a larger call with visual display. The bartender apologized, saying that only rudimentary communications facilities were available in the tavern. Nodding her understanding, Ruth informed him that if he had a closed area or party room that she could create a magical replacement of the conference wall on the Dragon Flame so that Lauren could speak to a larger number of people simultaneously.
 
   The bartender escorted Ruth and Lauren into the back room, turning on lights, opening doors, and showing them around. Lauren looked up just as Ruth threw red and white light streamers at one wall of the room. A high-tech appearing wall emerged, pulsating softly. Ruth told Lauren to hand her his phone which he did. At Ruth’s gesture, a tendril of twisted red and white light entered his phone before she handed it back to him. The Mage told him to call out the name or the number of whoever he wanted to contact, including any group lists that he had stored. She promised him that a real-time image of those people would appear on the wall.
 
   Glancing at her in doubt, he looked at his phone and said “Command group.” The wall was instantly populated with 62 images. All 62 faces stared at him in amazement, many of them talking over each other. Lauren straightened and ordered them to be quiet. He turned and bowed his head to Ruth and said, “Thank you, Lady Mage. Is there anything else we need to do before I brief my former command?”
 
   “No, Lauren. I believe you should be all set.” Nodding in acknowledgment at the gaped-mouth people shown on the wall, Ruth left the room, allowing them the privacy that they needed.
 
   Lauren turned back to the wall and began to introduce his people to the new reality.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16 – Recruitment
 
   The bar was doing a booming business. As more people entered the tap room and were guided first to an impromptu enlistment and employment desk run by two sergeants, followed by an escorted trip upstairs for arming and provisioning, the number of drinkers increased. The overall tone of the bar was a complex mixture of grief, anger, and excitement. There was no overwhelming sense of rage, primarily due to the well-organized noncom contingent. Sergeants and corporals made sure that troublemakers were handled and that everyone knew that being part of Pawlik and Ruth’s forces was an honor, just as much as it had been an honor to be on Arkken’s spaceforce.
 
   The door to the bar slammed open, and an armed group of men stamped in, led by a large scar-faced man in a Council guard uniform wearing captain’s bars. Bellowing in a loud and commanding voice, the man roared, “All personnel are required to line up and hand in all of their government assets from past service, no exceptions.” He started to push his way forward toward an older man when the bartender turned bouncer blocked him. 
 
   “You have no right to come into private property without a warrant. This is my bar, and you’re not invited here.” The Council agent snarled and attempted to push the bouncer out of his way, but failed to move the suddenly scary son of a bitch. Gone was the genial bartender and consummate host. In his place stood a retired, but renowned, warrior of many years. A former master sergeant in the world’s Marine assault force.
 
   Frustrated, the Council guard captain demanded that he be allowed to seize the items on his list. Reading from a document with an official -looking seal, he stated that criminal and civil charges would be filed against anyone that resisted. At the end of his proclamation, he looked up and stared around the room expecting to see dismay. A baffled look appeared on his face as no one seemed to be upset or even very interested in what he had to say.
 
   One of the older Marines who had just come down from the upper floor dressed in a captain’s uniform for the outer keep forces exclaimed, “I remember you! You signed up with the Council as a guard when you are thrown out of the Marines in your fifth year. If I recall correctly, you were discharged for behavior unbecoming the code and honor of the force.”
 
   With a vicious look in his eye and disdain in his tone, the guard responded, “Well, we are all former Marines now, and your precious honor is now dead and dust.”
 
   The older man responded with quiet conviction, “Honor is never dead, even when our bodies have turned to dust.”
 
   The thug in guard’s uniform was about to make another nasty remark when he was interrupted by the bartender, telling him that his pickup was ready. The bartender added, “Everyone has dropped off the items that belonged to the former Navy service. You and the rest of your garbage-collecting crew should kindly get them out of my bar since they are taking up space.”
 
   Baffled, the man glanced over to a series of tables close to the door. Piled neatly on the table were sets of belonging. The sets included all items that could be construed as belonging to the spaceforces. It did not include uniforms since each person in the former service had purchased their own uniforms. However, service-issued weapons, communicators and other devices were all neatly stacked up. He started to make his stamping way over to the table, only to be blocked by one of the sergeants who had been processing enlistments for Pawlik and Ruth. The man insisted that the Council guard sign a receipt acknowledging the entire list of possessions that were being turned in. Although the frustrated man attempted to contend that he didn’t know that all items were there, he eventually gave in to the sergeant’s insistence that a signed and notarized receipt be received. The final agreement was voiced with a twisted sneer on the guard captain’s lip, apparently thinking of some loophole in the process when a voice from behind him wiped all expression from his face.
 
   A pair of voices repeated the word “Witnessed.” It was two of the people from the auditor’s team, some of the junior auditors. One of them requested a copy of the receipt from the sergeant and informed the frustrated Council guard captain that it would be appropriately filed. The other auditor took a visual inventory of all the items on the table before both stepped back and indicated that the possessions could be removed. 
 
   In a frustrated rage, the Council guard captain motioned his men to gather up the items, hurrying them until they carelessly crammed things indiscriminately into large sacks. Impotently, he growled at the people watching and joking within the bar, threatening them with vague and dire consequences. Most of them turned their backs on the posturing man. The disdain that he read in their actions pushed his fury higher and higher. Both auditors touched their chest and repeated “Recording.”
 
   The captain was a powder keg waiting to happen. What occurred next would be pivotal in the future of Arkken in the next few months. As the Council guard contingent gathered the items, placing them in sacks, and began to carry them out of the bar, one of the rushing men accidentally stumbled into the guard captain. Finding a safer target for his burgeoning rage than the massed Marine audience, the guard captain drew his weapon. As the bar patrons reacted with defensive postures and readied arms, the guard captain spun, slammed the hilt of his weapon into his unfortunate troop’s head, producing the sound of a ripe melon breaking open. The mortally injured man dropped to the ground, brain matter spattering all over his corpse, and the soft murmur of breath witnessed the passing of his life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17 – Finding Home
 
   It was early morning and the previous night had been very long and stressful. Lauren was still deep in conversations when they left the bar and headed toward Pawlik’s home. Which was now Ruth’s home also. With the disbanding of the spaceforce, the concern about government sanctioned attacks had lessened, and Pawlik and Ruth agreed that the Dragon Flame could move into closer orbit. The shorter distance made it possible to use the shuttle to move people down to the castle and the proximity of the spaceship’s weapons provided them additional protection.
 
   Their party had grown into a cavalcade so they took land transport to Pawlik’s home. The inner and outer keep guards accompanied them in force, leaving a skeleton enlistment processing group back at the bar. The bartender had promised to maintain a protective watch over everything and to make sure that someone got a green gem to the one older officer that was unable to come to the bar. Ruth wanted to be sure that none of the AIs from the ITE guns were destroyed or sacrificed to the Council’s ambition.
 
   The sun was coming up over the horizon when they crested the hill and saw Pawlik’s home. The sun glinted off the walls of the castle in muted shades of gold and beige, turning it to a dreamscape of towers, walls, and greenery. Pawlik turned to Ruth and gently raised her hand to his lips. He said, “Welcome home, Ruth. Welcome to Borachland.”
 
   Ruth smiled wearily, and responded, “It is beautiful.” As the vehicles approached the closed keep, she straightened suddenly and asked if they would please stop the transport. Pawlik immediately ordered a halt and opened the door for her, handing her out carefully. She straightened up slowly after exiting the vehicle and looked around, her eyes intent. She found herself in a dense grove of trees, the early morning air quiet with only the sounds of awakening sleepy birds to break the peace and calm. The atmosphere acted as a balm to the soul, but something was watching. She could feel it at the back of her neck, in some sense that was just awakening. The instinct that told her a guardian was evaluating her. Opening her mind slightly she called a wordless greeting to that watcher. There was a moment of startled response before a wave of welcome and promise engulfed her.
 
   She climbed back into the vehicle, smiling, and they continued into the castle proper.
 
   The entire castle had turned out to greet their Lord and to meet his Consort. Despite the exhaustion of the arriving party, Pawlik introduced the staff, including the existing inner keep staff, outer keep commander, and other key players, including the seneschal and steward. As the new team disembarked, a flurry of activity created a chaotic mixture of people, baggage, and action. 
 
   Ruth was disquieted. Despite her exhaustion, a persistent uneasiness was growing. Looking over at Jenna and Margot, she saw the shadow of her own feelings visible on their faces. A short discussion among the three of them did not provide any further clarification of what their intuition is telling them. None of them were sure why their survival instincts were on alert. Ruth told them to work out a guard rotation and that after some sleep for all of them, they would need to determine an investigation strategy. Dredging up energy from some unknown place, Ruth created several bands of a shadowy gray light. Taking one of those and wrapping it around each of her guard captain’s wrists, she whispers instructions on how to activate the bands. “They should not wear out, they should have no limitation on use. Activating them will allow you to be invisible. My suggestion is that you investigate what’s happening behind the scenes because something “smells rotten.”
 
   Resolved on their general plan of attack, everyone focused on settling in and getting cleaned up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18 – Settling In
 
   The housekeeper was a nervous and fussy woman who ushered Pawlik’s unexpected Consort into the chambers of the lady of the keep. Ruth was reduced to helpless fits of laughter, which intensified every time she caught the eye of one of her guards, both of whom had accompanied her into a frilly pink bedroom. It is so different from anything that Ruth had dealt with for the last six months that she was helpless to stop laughing. The housekeeper was aghast, and not sure what to do. Ruth reassured her, telling her that the early morning sun was beautiful coming into the room and provided a beautiful light and soft glow. Thanking the housekeeper once more, Ruth also stated that she would take care of redecorating the room and dismissed the servant, who scuttled out of the chamber quickly.
 
   Jenna looked around the ultra feminine room and remarked, “I don’t know how you can possibly sleep in this.”
 
   Ruth replied definitively, “There is absolutely no way that I can sleep in this monstrosity of a chamber.” Taking a deep breath, Ruth said, “Let’s go look and see all of the bits and pieces, and inspect the rest of the suite of rooms.” Their exploration revealed a variety of rooms for sleeping, dressing, a huge bathroom, a sitting room, an office, and room for intimate entertainment. The rooms were well apportioned, and the structure of the rooms attractive. The decorating reminded Ruth of a Barbie house from Earth. Full of pink and ruffles, she half expected to see a doll collection on the built-in shelves.
 
   Ruth finally said, “I’ve seen enough.” She opened her mouth to say something else to Jenna when they were interrupted by a knock on the closed door to the sitting room. Ruth called, “Come in!” and the door was opened by Pawlik, looking a bit nervous. 
 
   He glanced around at the room and winced. “No one has really been in this room since my mother died so many years ago.” He examined the room a little more carefully and sadly explained that she was very young when she was married. Ruth touched him comfortingly and asked, “Do you have any objection to my redecorating these rooms?”
 
   “Any decision on decorating and arrangement in the inner keep is solely under your control, my lady. I certainly don’t see you being comfortable in a pink and white frilly room.”
 
   Laughing, Ruth agreed and said that the next time he would see the room, it would be much different. He told her that there was a budget for redecorating, at which point she laughed at him and told him that she wouldn’t need to touch the budget. Looking startled, he said, “I keep forgetting you are a Mage.”
 
   Ruth responded, “You say the nicest things, my Lord.”
 
   Pawlik told her that he needed to meet with his estate agent and his seneschal to find out what had been happening while he was gone. He would like to meet for lunch, but if she needed him, he would stay. Ruth said cheerfully, “I have plenty of things to do and figure out. We can catch up over lunch and be more effective this way.”
 
   As soon as Pawlik was out of the room and the door was shut, Ruth pulled a rainbow of light into her hands. She tied the light tendrils into a complicated knot shape and flung the knot onto each wall of the room in turn. The room was transformed. Gone was the fussiness of the pink and white frilly bedroom. In its place were smooth walls, lightly tinted a calming green. The woodwork had been transformed to a rich medium brown with a clear finish, allowing the distinctive pattern of Borachland’s native trees to shine through. The floors were similarly finished with the beauty of the wood contrasting with the luxuriant carpets scattered about. The layered window draping allows light to be filtered by the release of different types and weights of fabric. The beauty of the morning sun shone through the sheer layer which has been released to fall across the windows. Jenna was silent in amazement.
 
   Gone also was the small, childlike bed. Instead, a massive bed with tree trunk sized posts suspended a canopy of layered fabrics over the mattress. The bed, with its plump pillows, called to Ruth, but she knew that she didn’t dare lie down. She only had an hour and a half before she has promised to meet the housekeeper for a tour of the keep. Falling asleep would be a grave mistake.
 
   After extracting a promise from Jenna not to let her be late, Ruth retreated into the bathing room. The redecoration has extended even into here, resulting in cool marble, comfortable benches, and luxurious towels softening the room. The bathtub was just as seductive as the bed, and Ruth was unable to resist its siren call. Dropping her clothing onto the floor, Ruth turned on the taps and watched the bath fill. Checking the bath salts carefully, she found one that had the clear scent of flowers, reminding Ruth of the roses of Earth. She sank into the warm water gratefully, realizing that her last bath was before all of this started. Before her husband’s death, before her dogs’ sacrifice, before the terror and pain. The noise of the circulating water concealed her sobbing, and the salt of her tears disappeared into her pool of comfort.
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   It had been a lovely bath. Ruth felt clean for the first time in a long time. Responding to a half-formulated intuition, Ruth had decided that she should dress in a copy of her inner keep guard uniform for the household tour. Yanking a comb through her hair, Ruth walked out into the sitting area of her suite. Jenna, Margot, and Gerian were waiting for her with serious faces. Sitting down in one of the chairs, Ruth asked them to report. 
 
   “Lady Mage,” Margot began, “you were right on target with your discomfort. The housekeeper appears to be a pawn of the cook, and that twisted bastard seems to be running the entire inner keep.”
 
   Gerian continued the report, “He abuses the kitchen help sadistically and has been systematically preying sexually on the young women and men of the castle.”
 
   Jenna chimed in, “I found multiple women and men who had signs of torture, both recent and old, on their bodies.” She continued, “He has also been employing poison to kill or weaken people that he does not like or cannot control. Somehow he has managed to exert control over a middle-aged woman with gray hair who is a very accomplished maker of poison and potions, forcing her to create the toxins by threatening her daughter and son.” 
 
   Gerian added, “I think that the woman would be a good ally if we could get her cooperation. That will not be possible without removing the danger to her children, in my opinion.”
 
   Ruth suggested that on her inspection tour that they attempt to accidentally run into the woman so that Ruth could evaluate whether she agreed with Gerian’s conclusion. If she thought that their judgment was correct, then they needed to somehow get the woman into a private room for Ruth to question more closely.
 
   Jenna straightened up suddenly and glanced wildly around the chamber. “I forgot to tell you another of my discoveries. Much of the castle is under audio surveillance, and that information goes to both the cook and to someplace outside the castle! We have to find a way of negating any devices in your rooms.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I removed all of those when I redecorated.”
 
   Jenna responded, “Perhaps you might think of how we can do that for the rest of the castle.”
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   A multi-hour trek through the keep dragged Ruth, Jenna, and Gerian through every single room and closet in the multi-floor multi-wing building, concluding in the kitchen. They were introduced to the head cook, Marius, who was unctuous and reminded Ruth of a toad. Looking around the kitchen, Ruth noticed poorly cleaned counters and dusty pots. The odor of rotting food was everywhere. She turned to Marius and said, “Now that the inner keep will be staffing more people, and since we will be expanding our entertainment and other social engagements, I expect that higher standards of cleanliness and food quality be met.”
 
   Marius clutched the table in front of him so hard that his hands turned white and responded, “Only someone who has dealt with the complexity of ongoing meal preparation for a large group of people can adequately set standards for anything in the kitchen. I have the experience and the knowledge. I realize that you may not be comfortable in such an elevated position, but there is no reason to try to give directions to someone who knows their job. Perhaps you can focus your attention on something within your grasp, like flower decorating or something.”
 
   “I believe, Cook, that you may have forgotten who is in charge of the inner keep. Tomorrow morning, we will have a discussion on how things are to be run from now on.”
 
   “I have many things to prep for the meals, and I’m not sure I’m going to be available for meeting tomorrow.”
 
   “You have a choice. Be available, or be out. I expect to meet with you, the housekeeper, butler and head gardener at nine tomorrow morning. Attendance is not optional.”
 
   Leaving the man fuming in the kitchen, Ruth and her guards headed to the family dining room. On their way, Ruth suddenly said, “Oh, I wanted to have a look at something in here! I’ll be right back.” Jenna turned and used her body to block the door, preventing anyone from following Ruth and Margot into the room. Just inside the doorway, Gerian was waiting for Ruth, holding the arm of a middle-aged woman who looked frightened but uncowed.
 
   Pressing her lips with a finger, Ruth called tendrils of light into her hands and flung balls of the light at each of the walls of the room. A series of little pops seem to pepper a staccato accompaniment to the light show before the Mage tossed more light around the room that seemed to coat the walls, settling in without a trace. The woman’s eyes widened in astonishment. Ruth smiled and explained, “We know that you are being forced to produce poisons and I understand that you are doing this to protect your children.” 
 
   The woman looked even more frightened and gasped, “Cook has taken my son and daughter away, and I have to do what he said, or they will be hurt.”
 
   Ruth promised the woman that she would rescue the children, telling her her that when the Mage had pushed the cook into a rage he had pictured in his mind where he was keeping the two. As Ruth began to describe the boy and the girl that she had seen in Marius’mind, the woman gasped and started to cry. “Those are my babies!”
 
   “Gerian, could you and Margot come up with a plan for rescuing the children while Pawlik and I are at lunch? I don’t want to give the slime toad of a cook too much time to work on an attack.”
 
   Gerian and Margot had a brief consultation and agreed that they could put together a rescue mission quickly. However, they both thought that the woman should come with them so that her children will know that they were safe. Ruth agreed and planned to send Margot off on a supposed errand. Gerian was instructed to conceal both the woman and himself in the shuttle so that neither of them was visible. The woman accompanied the scout with dawning hope and a wicked glint in her eye, as Margot and Ruth shared a commiserating smile.
 
   Ruth emerged from the room chattering about redecorating plans. She continued on her way to the family dining room, where Pawlik was already sitting. As Ruth sat down, she instructed Margot to travel by shuttle to pick her up some paint and fabric samples. Margot promised to be back by the time Ruth and Pawlik had completed their meal and departed.
 
   Pawlik had a quizzical look on his face but asked no questions. He and Ruth sat down to their meal chatting idly. As they talked, Ruth placed a carved gemstone in the middle of the table. Pawlik lifted an eyebrow in question, and Ruth carefully shook her head. The first course was brought in by the housekeeper and the butler, both of them looking extremely nervous. Ruth ignored the servants and asked Pawlik how his morning had been. He started to describe the types of things that had occurred while he was gone and some of his thoughts on how to move forward with the estate. The servants left the room, so only Ruth, Pawlik, and Jenna remained. Ruth examined the gemstones, but their appearance remained that of beautifully carved but non-magical stones. The newly bonded couple discussed a variety of things as they ate their salad course, happily without incident.
 
   The next course arrived, and plates were placed in front of Pawlik and Ruth. A small light was growing in the gem in front of Ruth. Pawlik straightened in alarm, and again Ruth responded with a small shake of the head. The two servants had left the room, and Ruth moved her plate closer to the gemstone which flared into a blinding light. She pulled her plate back into position. Pawlik pushed his plate toward the gem in front of him, but no increase in light occurred. He replaced his plate into its original position, but a thundercloud of growing rage turned his face dark with anger. 
 
   Ruth motioned for him to remain calm and rang the bell that was sitting next to her place setting. When the butler entered the room, he glanced at their untouched plates. A mingled look of shame and relief washed over his face.
 
   Ruth demanded that the cook come to the room, saying that she wished to speak to him about his method of preparing the meal. The butler bowed in obedience and exited the room immediately. Pawlik opened his mouth to say something and Ruth interrupted him in what he recognized as an artificial voice. She told him that she needed to speak to the cook immediately because this was just not acceptable and she wouldn’t have anything like this in the inner keep when she was responsible for it. Telling Pawlik that he had been too lax and that he should’ve fired the incompetent idiot before, Ruth was sure that she had said enough to ensure that if the cook had any ability to listen to the conversation in the room that he would appear in an enraged state.
 
   The cook stormed into the room ranting and raving about her inexperience and lack of understanding. “I have given decades of loyal service to the family! No one can create meals to match my level.”
 
   Ruth responded, saying, “If your food is so great, then, by all means, you should be eating it!” Handing him a fork, she pushed her plate toward him. Staring at the plate, Marius panicked and tried to run from the room. Jenna tackled the fleeing man, neatly dropping him with a single blow to the back of the head. Ruth spun a magical rope of light and hoisted the unconscious cook up into the air. A wave of her hand dispensed light tendrils that caused the explosion of the listening devices all over the castle.
 
   Jenna and the Mage began to bring Pawlik up to speed on what they had found. He was incensed. Almost incoherent with rage, he seemed about ready to run around the castle handing out retribution. Ruth bent her efforts to calming him down. At that point, the cook regained consciousness and found himself hanging 20 feet up in the air. The frightened man lost control of his bladder and urinated down his leg. Pawlik asked that Ruth lower the cook closer to the ground, which she did. Pawlik’s angry face became the one thing that Marius could see clearly. His overwhelming fear coupled with Ruth’s judicious tweaking of the light rope’s grip ensured that the frightened man answered all of Pawlik’s questions. It was a sad tale of betrayal and abuse. The cook had been working against the family for decades. His collusion with Pawlik’s distant cousin and the Council was designed to weaken Pawlik and his position. The terrified man verified that Pawlik’s cousin was the one that had betrayed Pawlik and his crew to the Insectoids. However, the credentials that allowed Stefar to contact the Insectoids were provided by Councilor Fergali. Pawlik continued to question Marius with Jenna’s help, but Ruth turned her attention to some of the other priorities.
 
   Ruth comm’d the rest of her inner keep guard, alerting them to the danger and telling them to gather all of the castle staff in one of the large rooms that she saw during her tour. She told them to bring the housekeeper and the butler into the family dining room immediately, though. When the two senior servants entered the room, they were frightened to see the cook tied up with the rope of light. Marius tried alternately with yells and screaming threats, all while frothing at the mouth, in a vain effort to shut them up, to no avail. 
 
   Under gentler questioning than was used with Marius, both the housekeeper and the butler confessed to being blackmailed and manipulated by potions into an addiction that has left them at the cook’s mercy. Unable to meet Pawlik’s eyes, they simply hung their heads in shame.
 
   Ruth looked at Jenna and said, “Kill him,” pointing at the cook. 
 
   Unemotionally, Jenna decapitated the whining, screaming man. The housekeeper collapsed into a weeping ball, the butler was a broken man. They were given into the custody of a pair of the new inner keep guards. Leaving instructions that the two shivering servants should remain in the room until their fate has been decided, Ruth and Pawlik left the room.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19 – Mage and Consort
 
   Ruth stalked into the smaller ballroom of the castle where the staff had been told to assemble. She was in absolutely no state to accept any difficulty or any excuses. The room was filled. Even though there were far more people than she had expected, she walked confidently to the front of the room, climbed the four steps to the small musician’s platform, and turned to face the crowd. Eight members of her inner keep guard were scattered around the room, each of them with a drawn weapon. The sight of the guns visibly shook the assembled castle staff, but Ruth didn’t care.
 
   She was done accommodating stupidity and cupidity. It was time that the Borachland staff learned just who they had been crossing. They might know now that she and Pawlik were bonded, after this meeting they would understand far more.
 
   Raising her hands directly over her head, Ruth spread her fingers and allowed light to shoot from her hands onto the ceiling and drip down the walls. The frightened inhalation of breath throughout the room told her that she certainly had their attention. Opening her eyes, she cupped her hands in front of her chest and blew a breath into them. A fountain of red flames erupted from her hands stretching for 20 feet of eye-searing brightness. A tonal, wordless noise emerged from the depths of Ruth’s throat scattering the light against the ceiling and walls. As the flames touched the surface of the walls, realistic vines and flowers appeared in columns running from floor to ceiling. Those flames that reached the ceiling produced a different result. The roof of the room became an intricate weaving of sky with the brightness of morning and the starry darkness of night. It was breathtaking.
 
   In the stunned silence that followed, Ruth’s voice was crystal clear and reached to all corners of the room. “The inner keep is mine.” Ruth seemed to look at each person in the chamber, meeting their eyes and either frightening them or consoling them with her sense of power. “My Lord Pawlik and I are bonded, and I am a Mage.” Several of the people in the room had dropped to their knees, heads bowed in supplication. Ruth ignored them.
 
   “There has been betrayal and sabotage perpetrated against my Lord and this estate. IT WILL CEASE! I will not tolerate a repeat of anything less than loyal and wholehearted behavior. Each member of the staff will be going through an evaluation of their loyalty. If you fail that test, you will either be punished or fired, depending on what you have done.”
 
   Several of the staff members had begun to weep, but Ruth was too angry to feel any sympathy. She continued, “those of you that have been victimized will not be punished for being the victim but now is the time to change the situation and the behavior.”
 
   One of the guards drew her attention and indicated three women that had come to huddle by his feet. He looked confused and at a loss for what to do. Ruth saw Jenna start to move over next to him. Confident that Jenna had the situation under control, Ruth continued.
 
   “I will reward those that do their job well, those that are loyal and those that contribute to the well-being of this estate. Anyone that feels that they can do a good job at a position different from the one they hold today should plan on speaking with either the captain of my guard, Jenna or me, within the next two days.”
 
   “The former inner keep guard have all been placed under arrest and confinement. They will stand trial for their deeds later today. That trial will be held in the open courtyard at the rear of the castle. Any of you that do not have duties at that time may observe. Make no mistake, this will be a formal Mage Court, not the ridiculous court set up that you had before. Are there any questions?”
 
   The people in the room stirred uneasily, but no one asked questions. Ruth thought perhaps that they were too wounded, too frightened, to feel free enough to ask for information. She reminded herself to mention to Jenna, Margot, and Gerian that the guards should expect to be questioned in Ruth’s stead. Looking around the room one more time, Ruth nodded her head and marched determinedly out of the chamber. Her path miraculously cleared ahead of her, with people falling back to make way for the dangerous, angry Mage.
 
   Parts of Ruth’s thoughts were sad. She did not want to be feared and isolated, but there didn’t seem to be a better way to get the situation under control. Sighing deeply, she resolved to walk her mild depression into submission. The thought of actually being able to get something done, something actually completed, cheered her up. So she started to make a rapid retracing of the detailed facility tour that she had taken the day before with the former housekeeper.
 
   Happily, Ruth charged off to work off her sad, or mad, and her doldrums. Blowing things up was exactly the therapy that she needed today. Sabotage, danger, traps, and concealed evil. Destroying the potentially injurious ‘presents’ and any left over eavesdropping devices would definitely put her in a better mood.
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   Ruth had traveled every square foot of the inner keep checking for sabotage and danger. She lost track of the traps and general nastiness that they had found and destroyed. Her guards were working in shifts. For some reason, she kept wearing them out. Jokingly, she said to Margot at her side, “You really need to look at physical conditioning for the inner keep guards. They keep needing to be shifted out after only an hour and a half or two hours! Is it that I am frightening them off, or that they just don’t make guards is durable as they used to.”
 
   Margot laughed, and replied, “I think it is the whole Mage thing, my lady. They can only take so many spells being flashed in front of them before they get a bit wild-eyed.”
 
   “Hopefully, they’re going to get over that pretty soon, since I have a funny feeling that there will be more flashing of spells in their future.”
 
   Margot just laughed again. Her amusement was cut short when the communicator built into her armor sounded in insistent alarm. Slapping a hand onto her wrist, Margot snapped out, “Report!” A rapid answer from her built-in communicator informed her that the former guards had succeeded in breaking out of their confinement and were attempting to escape. Thinking that the only resistance would come from the new guards that had arrived with Ruth, the planned escape route was through the kitchen gardens and out the rear of the castle. Apparently, the escape was not going well, and the Marine reporting was moving to reinforce the group battling to stop the escapees.
 
   Margot and Gerian took off at a run, with Gerian shouting instructions to the remaining guards as he ran. When Ruth attempted to follow them, one of those guards caught her arm in restraint. He said, “My Lady, please allow your guard to do their job. You undermine us when you act like we cannot perform our duties.”
 
   Sighing, Ruth said, “You are correct, as much as I hate to admit it. I think I will go back to my office. I can wait there for either report or request for reinforcement.”
 
   “Thank you, My Lady.”
 
   “It’s a damn pain being a grown-up.”
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   Ruth didn’t have very long to wait. Less than a half hour later, Jenna came back with a report. She explained that the prisoners had overwhelmed the woman who brought them food and the two guards that were at the door. Taking the weapons from the guards, the escaping prisoners had killed the woman and one of the guards before attempting to flee the property. Avoiding the kitchen entirely, the escapees had first tried to steal a vehicle, which had been foiled by two of the men in the maintenance department. The fast thinking duo had grabbed all of the ignition controls and run quickly to the kitchen and located one of the new inner keep guards.
 
   The guard, a retired Marine Cpl., had notified the duty watch officer and had taken the younger of the maintenance workers with him to provide additional terrain knowledge. Their pursuit had been only a short interval after the escape, so they had come across the sounds of battle within just a few minutes.
 
   Ruth’s earlier meeting had borne fruit. When the inner keep guards who had terrorized the remainder of the staff attempted to flee, the gardeners formed an unofficial militia, attacking the fleeing men with a variety of yard tools and improvised weapons. The noise of their altercation had attracted the attention of the hunt master, who had in turn released his hunting animals. When the Marine guards had charged around the wall, expecting to see a bloody battle with the castle staff at a disadvantage, they were surprised to see many of the escapees lying sprawled on the ground with the hunting lizards ripping them to shreds and the gardeners wielding shovels and hoes holding their own against the former guards.
 
   Jenna looked both surprised and disgruntled as she reported. Ruth tried to keep a straight face but lost the battle. An irrepressible bubble of laughter burst and the first Mage in five millennia dissolved into helpless giggles.
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   Ruth was wandering. It had taken her a while to get her amusement under control after the report from Jenna on the escapees. She felt relieved that she would not have to hold a formal Mage court today and felt guilty about that relief. Her guards were busy, Pawlik was in meetings with his steward, and the first wave of people from the Dragon Flame would not be arriving for a few hours. Feeling like a child playing hookey from school, she quietly escaped down the back stairs and out through the kitchen door.
 
   Curiosity drove her. She had been over every inch of the castle now, multiple times. However, she had little sense of the rest of the keep, so it was about time that she did some exploration. The freedom to walk around after such a long period of confinement and hurry felt luxurious. Ruth wandered from place to place, no particular trajectory in mind, nothing specific she was looking for. It was simply a trip of exploration.
 
   The castle was beautiful with flowers and gardens, stately trees and trimmed bushes. The beauty was alien, though. Ruth’s eyes kept looking for familiar shapes and colors. They were not there. Instead, the greens were bluer, and the combination of colors in the flowers was like nothing she’d ever seen before. There was a choice facing her. She could mourn and miss the colors of her life before now, or she could learn to appreciate the beauty in front of her. She knew which one she chose. So Ruth explored her new home and kept a mental list of all the things that she liked and loved.
 
   Wandering through an area of trimmed high hedges and bushes carved into the shape of animals, Ruth rounded a corner in the garden and found herself looking at stables. Surprised, she walked over and looked in. The stables were fairly extensive, unexpected in such a mechanized society. She could see that many of the stalls were occupied. Counting rapidly, Ruth could identify eight horses. One was obviously an old stallion, cream-colored with a black mane and standing higher than her head. He was magnificent, perfect in symmetry and obviously well cared for.
 
   There were four mares and two young colts in a common paddock. The inheritance from the old stallion was apparent in the lines and the markings of the colts. In another stall, she could see a horse, younger than the old stallion but still mature. Hearing voices from his stall, Ruth decided to wander over and see what was going on. There are two people in what appeared to be the gelding’s stall. 
 
   One was an older man who had all of the signs of someone who worked daily with horses. He was exactly the sort of person that Ruth would expect to see in a stable. He had a kind face and worn hands, wearing what appeared to be this culture’s equivalent to bluejeans. It was the second person that surprised Ruth. Instead of seeing another ‘horsey’ person, Ruth’s astonished eyes showed her someone who looked more like a clerk. It was a woman wearing rumpled clothes. One with extensively ink-stained hands. The hands were very noticeable because she was holding a sketchbook that appeared to be filled with drawings of horses in various positions. From what Ruth could see of the pictures, they were very well done.
 
   The Mage must have made some movement that startled the gelding because he shifted and pricked his ears toward her. Both people spun around and stared in astonishment at Ruth. The man spoke first, “May I help you, my lady?”
 
   “Not really, since I was just trying to familiarize myself with the buildings. However, I do have a question for you. I have not seen anyone hunt here on horseback. Most of the travel around here is highly mechanized. So why stables and why horses?”
 
   The smaller woman gave a low laugh and raised her eyes to Ruth’s face. Her eyes were wise and somehow had the look of ancients in them. Brandishing her sketchbook, she said, “Some of the former inhabitants used to ride the horses for show. They have long been a tradition in the family, and even Lord Pawlik rides well. Not frequently, but well.”
 
   “Okay, that makes sense. By the way, I’m Ruth. Might I know both of your names?”
 
   The woman responded, “I am Miriam Archion, one of the clerks and notaries that works for the steward. My horsey friend here is Jacob, the stable master. We have been friends for quite a few years, and he is kind enough to allow me to sketch horses when I have time.”
 
   Jacob uttered a gravelly laugh and patted Miriam on one shoulder. “There’s nothing kind about it. This young lady is down here every spare minute of time that she has and it’s nice to have someone to talk horses with. So she puts up with me, and I put up with her.”
 
   “There are worse definitions of friendship. It is evident that you both love the horses and that you, Jacob, have been doing a wonderful job in caring for them. I’ll have to make sure to come down and visit for longer. My son loves to ride, and I know that you are absolutely going to be a favorite person for my grandchildren.”
 
   Both Jacob and Miriam look pleased with her comments, promising to look for the children and her son. Ruth waved to them and headed back to the main house.
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   It had been a fairly long day, and Ruth was getting weary. She had returned from her walkabout about an hour before and was looking over reports in her sitting room. There was a knock on the connecting door to Pawlik’s rooms. Looking up, Ruth called out, “Come in.” Pawlik walked in and smiled in greeting. Before he could speak, Ruth looked him in the face and told him with a frown, “I really do find it offensive when you knock coming into this room. You are always welcome here, so why knock?”
 
   Pawlik’s face had a strange expression on it. Only God I forgot the cultures are different, and I’m not too sure what sort of landmine I just stepped on! thought Ruth. Pawlik must’ve seen the panic and worry that she felt because he rushed into speech and reassurance, “There’s nothing wrong. I just never thought that I would be lucky enough to find someone who would be that open with me.”
 
   While they were talking another knock sounded, but this time on the outer door to the hallway. The guard that had quietly been standing on the inside of the sitting room door turned and opened the massive wood door with a hand on his weapon. Waiting to come in were two women holding trays. They curtsied slightly to both Pawlik and Ruth, and the older woman said, “We thought that the two of you might like to eat in the room until everything was settled out. Cook told me to tell you that all of the food had been prepared carefully and guarded while it was fixed. Allison and I made sure to bring it directly from Cook to you.”
 
   Pawlik looked astonished, but Ruth was pleased with the resilience of the inner keep staff. Thanking the women, she allowed them to set the food out on the table and to arrange a pleasant dinner for two. Once the women left, she placed the poison detector gems onto the table and moved the plates closer. There was no warning light. Relieved, Ruth and Pawlik finally had the leisure to sit down to a comfortable dinner. Ruth could feel the tension in her own body releasing as the two of them enjoyed casual conversation and a bottle of wine. She could see similar relaxation in Pawlik. They were both very tired and found themselves unable to conceal their yawns.
 
   Ruth stretched slightly and stood up. Looking at Pawlik, she smiled and said, “I think it’s time for bed.”
 
   Pawlik looked indecisive, embarrassed, and resolute by turn. “Would you prefer that I slept in my own room and gave you some privacy?”
 
   “Absolutely not. After the days that we’ve had and the problems that we have had to resolve I really have been looking forward to the comfort of your body, even though comfort is all I am up to at this point.”
 
   Pawlik blushed profusely. Ruth found it adorable.
 
   They motioned the light off and headed toward the bedroom, the way lit only by the fire in the fireplace. Entering the bedroom, Pawlik stopped in astonishment at the change in decoration. The changes Ruth had made in the walls and floors were impressive by the day. At night they were spectacular. The ceiling, with its sections of the starry nighttime sky, glowed softly, illuminating the room with a soft light. The floral vines that had been created to run up the walls seem to emit a subtle perfume. Ruth moved toward the bed dropping items of clothing along the way. She was just so tired. About half of her clothes had been abandoned before the exhausted Mage had reached the edge of the bed. She had just reached for the fastener of her uniform shirt when she heard a sound behind her that reminded her of a zipper slowly opening.
 
   She turned to see Pawlik unlatching the fastening of his jacket. Its closure was secured with many interlocking little teeth. She watched in appreciation as his body was revealed, a sculpture of large muscled chest, with an inviting texture of thick and curly chest hair. Unaware of her appreciative gaze, he placed his jacket carefully on a chair and bent over to remove his boots. She was treated to an unencumbered view of tightly molded pants on a taut and muscled back and ass. He removed the rest of his clothing and turned toward the bed to find her perched on the bed, knees up against her chest, watching him with a smile on her face. Even in the dim light, she could see the blush as it ran over his face and neck, and down over his chest. She moved her knees down, exposing her own chest and breasts. His body rose in response, and he quickly joined her on the bed.
 
   The light in the room was snuffed out with a wordless hand wave. Only the soft sounds of comfort and pleasure disturbed the quiet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20 – Death Gift Meeting
 
   I hate it when I’m running late, Ruth thought as she hurried down the hallway toward the kitchen, Margot, and Gerian trailing her at a fast walk. After the drama the previous day, Ruth wanted to make absolutely sure that the kitchen was under control. Pawlik was nervously reviewing his arrangements for the Death Gift Meeting that would be held the next day. The preparations for that traditional Arkken ceremony had been explained to Ruth during the previous evening. It appeared that Death Gift Meeting was a tradition that combined a gift of money to help bereaved family members survive the demise of a breadwinner with something that shared aspects of a wake and funeral meal. Ruth couldn’t really think of a direct correlation to Earth rituals, but she understood that this was an important part of Pawlik’s culture.
 
   Her concern this morning was that whoever had taken over the kitchen would be able to produce the banquet portion of tomorrow’s meeting in a manner that did not embarrass Pawlik. She actually had high hopes for a good outcome since the previous evening’s meal had been well cooked and flavorful.
 
   Barreling into the kitchen unceremoniously, Ruth came to a screeching halt in surprise. It looked like a different kitchen than she had seen the day before. It was spotlessly clean. No random spoiled food odors tainted the air. Rather than clusters of lackadaisical kitchen personnel performing inefficient tasks, the kitchen almost hummed with productivity. A table full of kitchen helpers were preparing vegetables for a later meal, while a totally separate group butchered chickens for the pot.
 
   There was no yelling, no screaming. The tension of the previous day was noticeably absent. Ruth almost walked back out of the room and reentered because she felt as if she was in an entirely different environment. Glancing over at Margot and Gerian, she saw her confusion echoed in their faces.
 
   She took a couple more steps into the room before she was intercepted by a young woman wrapped in a clean but mended apron. The woman, a girl really, was slight of build and of moderate height. Her whiskey-colored curls were confined partially by a band that kept her hair out of her eyes and off her face. Looking nervously at Ruth, the girl dropped a partial curtsy and said, “My Lady Mage, may I help you?”
 
   “What an incredible improvement! Is this your doing?”
 
   “Somewhat, Lady Mage, although everyone in the kitchen pitched in to get things cleaned up and working properly.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “My name is Andrea, Lady Mage.”
 
   “Andrea, you have done an amazing job. If you can handle the next few days as well as you have handled this, I would be pleased to confirm you as Cook. Is the banquet something you think you can do?”
 
   The girl stammered, straightened her back, and nodded her head speechlessly. Laughing, Ruth waved her hand in farewell and headed off for the next thing needing her attention. At least it looks like one thing is going well, she thought to herself.
 
   The morning was consumed by meetings with various groups of staff. The keep was very short on warm bodies. The issues of how to find and hire trustworthy people was raised multiple times during Ruth’s morning. After agreeing to the concept of a hiring fair, Ruth requested that everyone help out wherever they could. One of the first urgent hires would have to be a replacement butler. Without someone in that position, Ruth had to deal with the minutia of the keep operation. Unfortunately, no one had an idea on how to find a butler. Ruth hoped that Pawlik would have some suggestions.
 
   One of the least pleasant meetings of Ruth’s day was the one where she had to deal with the former housekeeper and butler. They had been victims, but still betrayed a position of trust and Ruth would not accept any continued service from them within the household. Unable to be as severe in her treatment of them when faced with the horror of their experience, Ruth simply pensioned them off and told them that they would be relocated to places of their choice.
 
   There was no more time between the end of that meeting and the start of the next than five minutes, but Ruth needed a cup of tea and a few moments to herself. Feeling slightly rejuvenated, she told Jenna to let the next group in. It turned out to be a pleasant surprise. A contingent from Borachland Village had come to offer services or inquire about employment. Ruth happily turned them over to a hastily formed group from the kitchen, garden, and other areas. There were even a couple of possible candidates for the guard. 
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   It was time to finalize the Death Gift Meeting. Notices had been sent to the next of kin of all the deceased members of Pawlik’s crew. The meeting was set for the following day, and Ruth hoped that the kitchen could respond.
 
   She also hoped that Pawlik could come through it without too many painful memories.
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   The next day was sunny and slightly warm. A perfect day for walking in the garden, picnics, and other outdoor activities. Unfortunately, it was the day of the Death Gift Meeting. It would be the first such meeting that Ruth had ever been involved in and she was not looking forward to it.
 
   Cal, Troyer, Techla and Mary had just come down from the ship on the shuttle, along with some supplemental guards. A few of the newly hired Marines were being rotated onto the ship and over to the castle to provide security and logistics support. They were also learning how to deal with their new bosses, especially Ruth. Most of them were not really sure what to expect from a Mage.
 
   The children were ecstatic to see Ruth and Pawlik, hugging them repeatedly and talking excitedly about everything that happened since they had last seen their grandparents. At Cal’s request, Pawlik took some time to explain exactly what was entailed in a Death Gift Meeting. After listening intently, Cal said, “So what you’re telling me is this is effectively where you pay a blood price for the loss of husbands, brothers, or fathers.”
 
   Pawlik agreed but stated that it was also a chance to celebrate their life and mourn their passing.
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   One of the large ballrooms had been set up for the Death Gift Meeting. People had started to arrive in the last hour, traveling to the keep by a variety of land transport and shuttles. Pawlik had lost 167 crew members in the betrayal that put him into the hands of the slavers. From his previous experience, he had told Ruth to expect approximately 500-600 people at this meeting. She could tell that he was dreading the occasion and every second of the time leading up to it increased that sick anticipation.
 
   Many of the people that arrived were dressed in mourning clothing. Black was everywhere. The color of sorrow, the color of loss. The somber men and women took their seats quietly and sadly. Quiet and subtle music played in the background easily covering up the soft murmurs of the few that spoke. It reminded Ruth of the time before a funeral ceremony back on Earth. She had hated them there and avoided them wherever possible. It didn’t seem that there was going to be any reason to change her feeling about their equivalent here either.
 
   Pawlik appeared to be lost in thought. His eyes were half closed, staring off into the distance. No one wanted to interrupt him or take him away from his thoughts. He roused to attention when he saw Ruth greeting four unknown people and sending them to chairs along one side wall. She had told him a few days ago that she wanted to supplement the traditional death gift with another option. Her ideas always had merit to him, so he had not inquired any more into the details. He vaguely remembered her saying that she wasn’t sure if the people that came to the meeting would be comfortable with something so nontraditional, but he had agreed that each of the gift recipients would have a choice between the two options.
 
   The quiet, mournful atmosphere of the meeting was broken abruptly by the sound of a cheerfully off-key voice. The owner of the voice entered the room in a flurry of motion. She was a big girl, tall and exuberantly voluptuous, crowned with windblown hair. As she came into the chamber, the impact of admonitory eyes changed her expression from mild pleasure to intense embarrassment. She backed up a couple of steps and would have fled the room, but her reversal had slammed her into another person entering the room, and she had come to an abrupt halt. Her embarrassment increased, and she moved forward with a muttered apology. No longer meeting anyone’s eyes, she scuttled over to crouch down onto a chair on one side of the room and resolutely avoided looking at anyone. 
 
   The girl pulled out a tablet, bent her head over and started to read. Focusing intently on her reading, she seemed to lose all sense of where she was. When a woman in a hat and black veil attempted to sit next to her, her startlement was so great that she jumped up and screeched in fear. Once again caught in an awkward position, the embarrassed young woman stammered out a confused explanation, “I was reading a scary story, and they had just gotten to the part where the person walked into an empty theater where there were all sorts of possessions and food scattered and flung about. There was blood on the seats right by the stage, and the curtains were ripped and torn. The drapes were even partially yanked off the side of the stage and look like there was a body hidden underneath…” In the middle of the explanation, she stopped abruptly and said, “Oh, you want to get in the seat! Okay, fine!” and jumped up to allow the person to go past her.
 
   The room was filled with people. Among the last to enter was a woman holding a toddler in her arms and a slightly older child by the hand. She was shaking and looked at the edge of tears. Ruth noticed her distress and motioned to one of the Marines by the door to find out what was wrong. Murmuring with the woman for short period of time, the marine carefully seated her and the children and went outside. Something in the way that he walked told both Ruth and Jenna that he was angry. When Ruth cocked an eyebrow at Jenna, she got a response of, “I will deal with it.”
 
   A few minutes later the guard reentered the room. He was holding two bags of possessions, including what appeared to Ruth’s eyes to be a diaper bag. The young woman took them gratefully but still seem to be close to tears. Moving away from Ruth, Jenna slipped down the side of the seats on the outside wall. She quietly walked over and listened unobtrusively to the discussion between the guard and the woman. Apparently, the Marine was doing well with whatever he was saying because Jenna did not need to get involved. The Marine seemed to convince the woman that she did not have to keep her possessions with her and he moved them off to a chair against the side of the room, well within her sight. Jenna walked past him, stopped briefly to talk, and headed back to Ruth. 
 
   “Mage Marine Declo took care of the taxi bill. It is traditional for taxis to not charge people going to Death Gift Meetings, but this driver decided to change that when he saw how desperate the woman was. He was holding her possessions ransom for payment, including her children’s food.”
 
   Ruth gasped in outrage but before she could speak Jenna continued, “Declo paid the taxi and sent him off of the property on his own authority. The man didn’t want to leave, but he had no choice when more of the inner keep guards surrounded his vehicle. Declo also got the taxi permit number and the man’s ID. I promised him we would register a complaint after the meeting.”
 
   Promising to see to it after the meeting, Ruth turned her attention back to watching the people in the room. It was an interesting cross-section of the type of people that comprised the majority of Arkken’s population. There were merchants and craftsmen, women and children. Almost everyone was quiet, somber, and waiting. 
 
   The subdued noise and tone of the gathering made the fussing of the young woman’s baby sound even more disruptive than it was. The poor woman looked even more distraught, caught between wanting to remove her child from the area but needing to be there when Pawlik started the ceremony. The soft clip-clop of hooved feet heralded Mary’s approach. Moving slowly as did not startle the young mother, Mary wordlessly reached out her hands toward the baby. The woman stared at Mary in fright and confusion. Things seem to be at an impasse until Troyer joined them. The young boy patted the woman’s knee and said, “Mary will watch your baby while you’re in the meeting and maybe he,” pointing to the little boy clutching his mother’s sleeve, “would like to come with us because Cook is making cookies.”
 
   The little one looked up at his mom with beseeching eyes, and said, “Mommy, I would really like to have a cookie again, because it’s been a long time.” The woman flushed red with embarrassment and looked at Mary, consideringly. Seeming to reach a decision, she relinquished her son’s hand to Troyer and gave her baby to Mary. As the small parade left the room, Mary reached out a free hand and grabbed the bags of possessions to take with her. 
 
   The very last person to enter the room was a man in rough clothing that had seen better times. There were few open seats left in the room so he was urged toward a chair which happened to be in the front of the chamber and almost directly in front of Ruth. He seemed to be muttering to himself, but no sound could be heard over the muted music and the soft texture of sound from the quiet conversation. Ruth was amazed to listen to a new voice in her head. Damn! How did I end up in a place like this again?! I thought I had learned enough to avoid dealing with the powers-that-be until I could leave!
 
   Apparently, she just had met an unknown telepath. Resolving to follow it up at a later time she turned her attention back to Pawlik just as the clock struck the hour. The Death Gift Meeting was starting.
 
   Pawlik began the meeting. The other survivors of his crew were lined up across the front of the room, all of them dressed in mourning clothes. Recounting the story of their voyage and what occurred, Pawlik was visibly affected and had to stop and gather his composure several times. He spoke of the value that each of the dead had to him and to the crew. Some of the survivors also contribute anecdotes that make their last voyage more real to the mourners.
 
   After all of the crewmembers had been named and mourned, Pawlik announced that the traditional death gift of 60 stellars would be paid to each of the deceased spacer’s next of kin. He also said that there would be the usual wake meal served after the meeting and that his consort had something to add.
 
   Ruth stood up, allowing her cloak to fall away from her face and body. The room was filled with a murmur of reaction as people got a good look at the woman standing there with the circlet of a Mage on her brow.
 
   After giving them a moment to look their fill, Ruth explained that if they wished, there would be an alternate way of getting paid for their death gift. Immediately, several people interrupted her, accusing Pawlik of trying to get out of paying his death gift. Pawlik started to stand in anger, but Ruth stopped him with a gesture. Turning to the woman that was shouting at her, the Mage said, “You may collect your money in the traditional form. If you wish to do so immediately without hearing what I have to say, please go to that table. We will wait while you get your money and leave.” 
 
   About half the people in the room choose to follow the woman and collect their death gift. Ruth waited patiently while they completed their transactions and left the room. Most of them could be seen as they exited the ballroom and hurried toward the funeral feast.
 
   To those that remained, Ruth explained that she wished to create an ongoing fund that would provide a longer-term support for the survivors and for the kin of those that died. She told the group that the four people along the one side of the room were lawyers and that anyone who entered into an agreement for this fund should choose one of them. There was a fund with the Auditor Guild that would pay for the necessary legal representation. Furthermore, there was no further connection with either her or Pawlik after the establishment of the fund so any further responsibility was between the lawyer and their client. 
 
   The offset is a contribution of their death gift where five of the stellars would be invested, and they would immediately receive the other 55. She would contribute a percentage of funds from ongoing endeavors into that investment pool and each year the participants would get a payout. The amount that the lawyers would be paid for ongoing management had already been set and would come from the Auditor fund, not the investment fund. 
 
   Many in the room did not care for the idea. Ruth was asked by several people in slightly different ways why she did not just give them the extra money. Ruth response was, “I am not part of the crew that was involved in the formation of this death gift pool. However, I do believe that the sacrifice of the men deserves recognition in the same spirit of their care for their crewmates. This is purely my decision and entirely separate from the payment that Lord Pawlik is making. I’m only making this offer once, and this is your only chance to say yes or no. Once you say no, there’s no going back.”
 
   A full two-thirds of the people in the room moved toward the immediate payout table, many involved in spirited discussion as they walked or stood in line. Receiving their funds, those people also joined the others in the banquet area. The remaining people were engaged in either single or group discussions with the attorneys and with each other. There was one heated argument going on between a pair of siblings and another among a small group comprised of a mother, daughter, and son. In the latter group, the son was ordering his mother and sister to get their money and leave with him. His mother agreed with him, including his insistence that he was the best person to manage their money. The girl refused, reminding her mother and brother that she was of age and that she was not willing to turn her money over to her brother. He told her that she would then have no place to live because he was not going to put up with a freeloading sister. Dashing tears from her eyes, the girl looked at her mother, but the woman avoided her gaze.
 
   The girl stayed stubbornly in her chair as her mother and brother went over to collect their money. Her eyes followed them all the way to the door, but neither of them looked back. The big girl at the end of the row of chairs came over to sit by her in an attempt to provide comfort. Ruth couldn’t hear what the taller girl was saying, but she saw that the abandoned sister started to look a tiny bit more cheerful and even managed a tremulous smile. The room was getting a little quieter, the sound reducing enough to allow the Mage to hear the first one say in a cheerful voice, “I’m gonna go for the new plan, but I don’t know what to do about a lawyer because they all look scary!”
 
   Suddenly looking a bit more sure of herself, the younger girl offered to help her new friend with the lawyers. As the two of them got up and started walking over to the side of the room, the bigger girl turned to the other one and said, “Well, we could always be roommates!”
 
   As they went off together, all of the people around them could hear the younger girl say, “I don’t know how you came up with that idea but it’s awesome.”
 
   Ruth was surprised to see the beaten-down looking young woman, whose two children had gone off with Mary, in the line to speak with a lawyer. The woman had avoided the one female lawyer and instead was talking to an older- looking man. He talked with her for some period of time and then patiently assisted her with the paperwork. Just before signing the last document, the young woman looked around the room and spied the Marine that had helped her. Excusing herself from the lawyer’s table, she carried the paperwork over to the guard and whispered to him urgently. He regarded her with an inscrutable gaze before answering her briefly and nodding his head emphatically. Looking resolute, the woman went back to the lawyer’s table and signed her agreement.
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   The last of the people had left the room. The lawyers told Ruth how many had joined in the new program and she found out that a total of 51 of the 530 people that came to the Death Gift Meeting have chosen her alternative program. She was both surprised and saddened that there were so few.
 
   Ruth asked for a short meeting with the auditors and the lawyers which convened in a small attached room. Ruth handed the auditors an electronic document that contained a number that made their eyebrows rise when they glanced to the tablet and back to her. She said, “This is the immediate contribution to the disbursement fund. I expect that it will be paid out in the agreed-upon manner.”
 
   One of the auditors asked, “What proportion of this is going to be put into the fund?”
 
   “That is the amount that was transferred into the fund as of 15 minutes ago.”
 
   The lawyers glanced at each other in astonishment because none of them had ever seen an auditor look so disconcerted. The female lawyer, who went by the name of Mara and was possessed of a strong personality and assertive manner, asked straightforwardly, “What is the per-person disbursement.”
 
   The more senior auditor looked at her and said, “584 stellars per-person.” The youngest lawyer exclaimed, “If you would’ve told them how much the fund was, they would’ve all gone in on it!”
 
   Ruth answered him, saying, “I only wanted the ones in the fund that were willing to take a chance. And that is exactly why I made sure that everyone who received their funds signed an agreement that their decision was final and acknowledged that there was no going back.”
 
   “But, but, but…””
 
   “Remember lady and gentlemen that I am not from your culture, and I am not constrained by your traditions and laws.”
 
   The auditors stood up and issued small bows to Ruth. One of them said, “You are absolutely correct Lady Ruth. Mages are above all law. I want to thank you for the generous act of setting up this fund. The Auditor Guild remains at your service.” Gathering their papers and electronics, the auditors left, their guards trailing them.
 
   Ruth looked at the four lawyers and asked them collectively, “How and when are you going to inform your clients?” The oldest one looked at her seriously for a moment before breaking into a huge grin. “I think we should tell them at the end of the wake party.” 
 
   Ruth smiled back mischievously, “I agree.” She continued, “Well, ladies and gentlemen, I think it’s time for us to join the party. I am sure that my Anchor could use the moral support.”
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The feast had been exhausting. Traditionally the funeral meal lasted for three to four hours. This one was no exception, although it was notable for the abundance and quality of the food provided for such a large group. Ruth was very pleased with the performance of her inner keep team, reminding herself that she needed to complement the cook especially.
 
   Snatches of isolated scenes would forever stick in Pawlik and Ruth’s minds. For the Mage, the most prominent memory was when the brother and mother tried to gang up on the daughter that had chosen to be in the fund. The brother kept insisting that she turn over her money to him for management. The girl adamantly refused which infuriated her brother. Trying a variety of bullying tactics, which got him nowhere, the egotistical brat of a man finally was reduced to telling her that she would be no longer welcome in her mother’s home. The crying girl asked her mother, “Is this true?”
 
   Her mother whispered weakly, “Men are better at managing money, my dear. I’m sure your brother is right. I don’t understand why you just won’t let him do what’s best for us.”
 
   Ruth felt a tug on her arm and looked around to her left to see the large woman who had befriended the girl in the Death Gift Meeting. She looked angry and worried. She asked Ruth, “My Lady Mage, is there any way that someone can drive us to Carla’s house to get her belongings before her mother and brother return? Her brother is an absolute asshole, and he will probably lock her out once he gets back to the house. I know people just like him!”
 
   Ruth motioned for one of the guards and explained the situation. She requested that her Mage Guard provide transport and protective support. After checking with Jenna, the guard escorted both girls out of the room unobtrusively, on a mission to retrieve Carla’s belongings. Her mother and brother did not even notice their absence.
 
   Another isolated memory - Ruth would also always remember the look on the young mother’s face when she saw her baby in Mary’s arms, clean and wrapped in a new blanket, her small son laughing as he rode on Mary’s back. Troyer stood to one side of the boy, with a protective hand on his leg, while Techla leaned against Mary’s foreleg in contentment. 
 
   The little boy went over to his mother and offered her his cookie. Tears welling in her eyes, the young woman thanked him but refused, telling him that there was lots of food for them to eat and that he should keep it for himself. He responded that he had already eaten soup and bread and lots of cookies. Cook had given him this cookie to share with his mommy. Wrapping her arms around him, the mother closed her eyes as tears trickled down her face.
 
   Pawlik was bearing up well, supported by Cal and his crew. Ruth wandered by and tucked herself close to him periodically for reassurance, before continuing to circulate separately. 
 
   The lawyers were being interrogated by those that had avoided the fund but were all refusing to speak of any particulars. They were, however, looking more and more amused as individuals and groups come up to interrogate them.
 
   About a half hour before the funeral meal would end, the two girls returned to the room, talking quietly with each other. They noticed where Ruth was standing and headed directly toward her. The brother of the younger girl attempted to intercept them, starting to harangue her, but the older girl seemed to accidentally bump into him and knock him flying. He yelled at the tall, curly haired blonde in embarrassment while she apologized profusely. He attempted to recover and go after his sister, but the blonde insisted on brushing him off which further delayed him. Carla managed to get next to Ruth and asked if she might speak to her. Ruth nodded her agreement but waited for the other girl to join them. She noticed from the corner of her eye that the mother of the two young children also had approached. She stood patiently, waiting for them to speak, looking as non-threatening as she could manage.
 
   Carla asked with a nervously shaking voice, “Is there anything I can do for a job with you, Lady Mage?”
 
   The tall blonde interrupted before Ruth could respond to add, “There are always things that need to be done, and we are both hard workers,” looking quickly at Carla, she said, “We really want to work for someone who respects all people, especially women.”
 
   The young mother joined her voice to theirs and asked, “If there’s something I can also do for employment I would like to work for you, Lady Mage. Anything at all, as long as there is a safe place to raise my children.”
 
   Ruth agreed to employ them and told them that they could stay at the castle if they chose. They all accepted the job offers with relief. Carla thanked Ruth in an undertone, explaining that she took nothing but her own belongings and pets. She expressed the hope that there will be no problem with the animals at the castle, looking worried. Ruth smiled, thinking of the variety of livestock and wildlife that were part of the inner keep before informing her that her pets would not be a problem.
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   It was 15 minutes before the end of the banquet. The oldest lawyer looked over at Ruth and cocked his head in question. When Ruth smiled and nodded, he grinned mischievously and turned to talk to the other lawyers. All of the attorneys began to wander through the remaining crowd, collecting their clients for a final discussion. Most of the people that have been so gathered looked a little bit nervous. 
 
   The lawyers herded them into separate areas, trying to distance them from the other people at the banquet. Some of the most curious of the others attempted to listen in but were kept at a distance by guards. As the lawyers spoke to their clients, expressions change from worry to astonishment. Some of the people began to even cry with joy. A few of them started to dance. 
 
   This unusual behavior drew the attention of the remaining people at the banquet, even those that had not been trying to eavesdrop. Questions began flying around the room regarding the strange reaction of the attorneys’ clients. One brave soul even had the temerity to ask Ruth.
 
   The Mage stared at her questioner long enough to raise his discomfort level before finally telling him that the initial quarterly disbursement from the fund was being made to those participating in it. She added that the lawyers were telling their clients the amount that had just been transferred into their accounts. The man opened his mouth to ask Ruth the details but was stopped by the power of her gaze.
 
   An outraged yell erupted from one of the men who had been insulting in his refusal to participate in the fund. “How much?!” he roared in astounded anger. Apparently possessing excellent hearing, he had been standing at the fringe of the protected area around one of the groups. His furious reaction touched off a wildfire of questions and angry comments. Many people attempted to get closer to the lawyers, but the Mage Guard kept them at a distance. That restraint did nothing to calm the room down.
 
   The movement of the crowd reminded Ruth of an amoeba moving across the floor. Her guard contingent could read the motion even more accurately than she, so they were ready when several groups attempted to speak to the Mage. The guards were polite but relentless. No one was allowed to approach Ruth. However, they were trying to control the crowd with a total lack of force, which finally failed. As two large and angry men charged around one of her guards, Ruth decided to remind them who exactly they were attempting to confront.
 
   No One Messes With The Mage.
 
   Shouts of “I want in,” “Why didn’t you tell us?” resonated until fire flashed from Ruth’s hands, raising a three-foot wall of angry green and red flames in a circle around her. The Mage’s voice cut through the noise like a sharp blade. “I made the offer, you refused it. I warned you that your decision was irrevocable, you ignored it. I have no obligation to any of you, especially after your disdain.”
 
   Recoiling from the flame and pushed into retreat by the power and coldness of Ruth’s voice, most of the people left the banquet room. Only a few remained. One of those was Carla’s manipulative brother. As Carla and her blonde companion left the Mage Guard perimeter around her lawyer, her brother grabbed her arm and began to speak urgently to her. Carla attempted to pull away, but her brother tightened his grip and yanked her toward him. Before the taller blonde girl could intervene, one of the Mage Guards grabbed him and frog-marched him out of the room, leaving nothing but relief tinged with an echo of the sourness of his personality.
 
   The banquet was finally over. Pawlik closed his eyes briefly in thanks before smiling at Ruth.
 
   All in all, it had been a very satisfying day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21 – Borachville
 
   The village that bordered Borachland Castle was called Borachville in honor of the keep. The village head had issued an invitation to Pawlik and Ruth for a dinner meeting with the local dignitaries which they finally felt able to accept. They knew that the political, religious and educational leaders of the area were all planning to attend so Ruth decided that they needed to honor the invitation by dressing up. Initially, it was planned that the party from the castle keep would be small, only Pawlik and Ruth. Of course, some of the inner and outer keep guards would accompany them, as well as some of the Mage Marines. 
 
   It was the first formal event that Ruth had attended as Pawlik’s consort. She literally did not know what to wear, or even if she had anything that was appropriate to wear. The female guards passed on offering advice, saying that they were better suited to helping her choose uniform or armor than selecting a dress.
 
   In desperation, Ruth had asked Mary to help her choose her outfit for the occasion. When Mary entered Ruth’s room, she was accompanied by the young mother with the two children, Grace. The look of stress on the Mage’s face raised smiles of amusement from the two women that they were careful to keep concealed from the rattled Consort. Sorting through the scant closet that Ruth had managed to build up, several garments were laid out on the bed for consideration. Mary’s gestures combined with the diffident suggestions from Grace eventually produced what Ruth thought might be acceptable. 
 
   Looking back and forth between the final selection and Ruth, Mary made a series of complex pantomimes that left Grace and Ruth in helpless laughter. Finally, Ruth figured out that Mary was trying to tell her to alter the garments with her magic and make something spectacular. Uttering a very un-Mage like “Duh!” Ruth covered the clothes with combined blue and gray flames. Holding the spell against the fabric only for a few seconds, it dissipated leaving a long dress with gathered sleeves, covered in silver and red patterns on a silk-like black fabric. Ruth grinned.
 
   “Apparently, there are some advantages to being a Mage!”
 
   Everyone smiled, but Ruth noticed that both Grace and Mary were looking a little bit wistful. A momentary impulse caused the Mage to ask if the two of them would like to go to the party also? Their excited response was all that Ruth needed, and she released them to make their own preparations. The two women hurried off to arrange for their own outfits with Grace excitedly chattering at Mary who gestured her answers in return.
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   The dinner was being held at the largest restaurant and bar outside of the capital city. It was run by two bartending brothers, one always present during the day, with the other one appearing only at night. The day shift guy was quiet and efficient while the bartender on the night shift was cheerful and fast. You could tell that they had been in the mercenaries together until retirement by their similar accounts of battles and experiences. Both of them carried lasting injuries from their days with the mercenary forces. The day guy was missing part of his left hand, while his nighttime brother had an artificial right leg. Neither injury seemed to affect their ability to bartend or to act as their own bouncers.
 
   They had other similarities. Both of them had tattoos on their arms that helped the resemblance and a variety of runes. And neither one of them could sing. The reason everyone knew they couldn’t sing was that the frequent minstrels and musical groups that played at the bar would occasionally tempt the brothers into trying to sing, which always ended badly. In fact, there was a jar on the bar that held donations from the patrons to prevent any singing by the bartenders.
 
   The party from the castle arrived in the village for the dinner engagement. The driver pulled the vehicle up to the mouth of an alleyway just a few hundred feet away from the restaurant door. Pawlik and Ruth were the first out of the vehicle after the guards had secured the area. They moved slightly ahead of the rest. Mary and Grace came next. Both were carefully dressed and smiling in happy anticipation. Mary almost seemed to be dancing. The sound of her cloven hooves striking the pavement of the alleyway echoed like a snare drum as she settled her jewelry and garments in preparation for the evening’s entertainment. Grace accompanied her a bit more sedately, her smile tentative but bright. Their anticipation and joy in the outing were a pleasure to all that saw them.
 
   The keep party entered the restaurant filled with an expectation of an evening filled with entertainment and pleasant conversation. The waiting dignitaries stood around the bar area waiting for Pawlik and Ruth to come in. Seeing the castle party enter, they moved to surround Pawlik and Ruth, including Mary and Grace in the shaking of hands and introducing themselves to all. 
 
   The mayor was there of course. A somewhat heavyset man, he was welcoming but nervous, endeavoring to calmly present Pawlik and his new consort to the others. Four guilds were represented by the guild masters who seemed more focused on Pawlik than anyone else. The two religious leaders divided their attention between Pawlik and Ruth but seemed far more concerned with the Mage. The local school headmaster appeared somewhat lost until Grace and Mary engaged him in a spirited conversation about children. Grace’s innocent charm and Mary’s calm demeanor soon had him relaxed and laughing. The remaining two attendees from the village were the head of the local healers and the lead judiciary.
 
   The head healer was an imposing woman with gray hair and a pleasantly lined face. Her eyes drifted from person-to-person in the group, observing their posture and facial expressions with a mild air of inquiry. Frequently, she focused on Ruth. Seeming to derive resolution from the air, the healer set her drink down and approached the Mage, murmuring a request for further discussion. Ruth bent her head to the side to better hear what the healer was saying, and the two seemed to enter into their own quiet space and time for an intense, but low-toned conversation.
 
   The judicial representative was entirely different. He was very distinctive and unusual in this group. He had a worn face, with the tracks of pain and triumph graven indelibly into the flesh and skin. His eyes reflected the depths of his sorrow and the power that a rage unleashed would invoke. Men automatically feared him if they had guilt in their soul, while women were fascinated by him and the danger promised by his manner. Most were repelled even in the middle of their fascination. Small children and wounded animals instinctively gravitated to him, unfooled by the facade of his expression and posture, connecting directly to the hidden heart.
 
   The conversation had become general as the group circulated in combination and recombination. Collecting another round of drinks from the bartender, they began to prepare to leave for the meeting room in the back of the tavern. A sharp slap of sound assaulted their ears as one of the men at a card table slammed his cards down on the table. Pinching his nose between forefinger and thumb, he loudly announced, “Someone forgot to wash up after they left the stables. It smells like stinking person here!”
 
   The other card players laughed loudly and started to make jokes.
 
   Mary’s smile disappeared from her face with the suddenness of the sun behind a growing rain cloud. It was as if all of the sunshine in the room was gone. Grace immediately came to her side and put an arm around her in support. 
 
   The flustered mayor didn’t appear to know what to do, deciding to quickly usher everyone into the private room for dinner. Ruth was furious, and her temper was reflected in the red tendrils that began covering her hands and crawling up her arms. Pawlik quickly moved behind her and placed both hands on her shoulders to ground her. Across the room, Mary and Ruth’s gazes connected, with Mary attempting a smile. She shook her head. She seemed to say that it wasn’t worth it to protest. Before Ruth could act further, someone else did.
 
   Walking with a deliberate and forceful stride, the lawyer approached Mary. He bowed his head slightly and asked her, “Would you be so kind to save me a chair next to you at dinner while I attend to a bit of necessary business?” Mary reared back slightly in surprise. She locked gazes with him for a brief moment and then blushed intensely. Nodding her agreement, she allowed Grace to draw her along with the rest of the party toward the private room. As they moved out of the bar room, Mary glanced over her shoulder in wonderment.
 
   Picking his drink up from the bar, the lawyer walked over to the card players’ table and set his drink down. Without looking, he casually reached out and grabbed one of the men at the table by the shoulder and threw him to the floor, pushing the chips to the side. Precisely sitting at a comfortable distance from the table, he reached into his coat and extracted his wallet. His long fingers flipped the wallet open and pulled out a huge pile of cash. Dumping the money in front of him onto the table, he looked up and around at the players. Their wide eyes and frightened demeanors made the light in his eye sharpen. Looking across the table to the braggart that had insulted Mary, he smiled menacingly at him and said, “Deal…”
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